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In many communities of Christians the imminent celebration of Christmas is heralded by the chanting of 
the Christmas Martyrology.  

In the year five thousand one hundred and ninety-nine from the creation of the world, 

it begins, and works its way through the number of years since the Flood, the birth of Abraham, the 
foundation of the City of Rome, and so forth, before proclaiming that 

In the sixth age of the world, when the whole world was at peace: Jesus Christ, was born at Bethlehem in 
Judah of the Virgin Mary. 

 So the historicity of the birth of Jesus is spelt out, and while we may smile at the confidence with which 
the years are counted, or at the understanding of the history of the planet on which that confidence 
rested, we can recognise that what is being asserted is that our belief rests not on a myth lost in pre-
recorded time, but on events that took place in a particular location at a particular time.   

It’s not that different from what happens at the beginning of Matthew’s Gospel, with the genealogy of 
Jesus spelt out through the generations. But there Matthew is not just locating the birth of Jesus in 
history, but in God’s engagement with history. 

In today’s Gospel reading Luke has another motive. By naming the Emperor Tiberius, and Pilate, and 
Herod and his brother Philip, and Lysanias, and Annas and Caiaphas, Luke locates the time of Jesus’ 
ministry very precisely in terms of chronology, but much more importantly, he locates it in a time of 
oppression and persecution. The names named are, on the one hand, those of the imperial power 
occupying Israel, and on the other, those of the civil and religious leaders who have collaborated with 
that power – the quislings of their day. 

It was while these men thought they controlled Israel that God’s action became manifest in John the 
Baptiser and in Jesus. Every centre and focus of power in the land – and in the known world – was lined 
up against the good of God’s people, even those leaders of the people who claimed religious authority. 
But the word of the Lord came to John son of Zachariah in the wilderness. 

Our other two readings are giving us the same message, though less obviously at first sight. Our first 
reading from Baruch is full of images of God bringing God’s people in triumph back from exile: Jerusalem 
personified as a mother, watching as her children gather from east and west; the contrast between the 
forced march on foot into exile and coming back being carried aloft from exile; the familiar images of the 
mountains and the hills being made level, and the less familiar image of the woods and the trees 
providing shade for the travellers at God’s command.  

It’s a wonderful song of joy – but a song written in exile in Babylon, with Jerusalem in ruins and the 
people in captivity, and no sign, in earthly terms, that there can be any end to this misery. Once again, 
all the powers of the world are lined up against God’s people, but God’s word is a word of hope. 

Even our second reading, from Paul to his favourite young church gathered at Philippi, reads differently 
when we know its context. Paul rejoices in how well the Philippian Christians respond to God’s love, and 



he rejoices, too, in his own love for them, and in his confidence that “God who has begun this work in 
them will bring it to completion.” But Paul is in prison, on his way to Rome, on his way to a 
confrontation with the Imperial power which will end in his death – and he knows this. His beloved 
Philippians are riven by internal divisions. It’s reassuring to realise that the Church has always been a 
place of arguments and disagreements and squabbles – our experience is nothing new: perhaps we 
should add a firth “mark of the Church” – one, holy, catholic, apostolic, and quarrelsome... And the 
Philippians were also hemmed in by external opposition on the other. But in spite of this, he sings a song 
of hope, just as Baruch does in exile in Babylon, just as Luke does in those Gospel verses we have heard. 

One of the enduring caricatures of Christianity is that it allows us to ignore the problems of the world by 
escaping into illusion and delusion. It is a caricature that gets expressed in all sorts of different ways, 
from the hapless and ineffective vicar or priest on television to pseudo scholarly accusations of neglect 
of those suffering in the world and the structures which bring and perpetuate about that suffering. 
Religious hope, it is suggested, is simply a refusal to see the world as it really is. 

Certainly the christian church does sometimes turn away from reality into a more comforting illusory 
world. The appalling history of child abuse and its cover-up of which we have been reminded these last 
few weeks points to a capacity for self-deception and delusion which has lead to suffering being inflicted 
which greater honesty would have prevented.  The “hope” of avoiding scandal was a false hope – 
because it was founded on dishonesty – and a false hope has consequences in suffering. 

The struggles of the church to come to a fuller understanding of human sexuality also demonstrate that 
common human capacity to ignore that which challenges us to change our attitudes and ways of 
understanding in favour of that which is apparently familiar, even if false. Once again, a false “hope” 
rests on an unwillingness, indeed an inability, to look at the truth. And once again, a false “hope” has 
consequences in suffering – for so many men and women who have felt themselves to be ‘in exile’ from 
the church, and for whom the songs of true hope and return from exile have a real importance. 

But at its best the church – that is, those gathered by the Spirit in response to the good news revealed in 
the life, death and resurrection of Jesus – can look at reality as it is, and so find there the marks of true 
hope. And it is the church as we know it – as holy and as quarrelsome as in Philippi – that can see and 
proclaim the signs of hope. In some ways it is ironic – and in others understandable – that it is precisely 
when the powers of the world seem to be overcoming the Gospel that the power of God’s word is 
revealed.  

And that is true not just at the macro-level – in times of state persecution or cultural dominance – but 
also at the micro-level, the personal level. For each of us there are periods in our lives when what works 
contrary to the gospel seems to be dominant in our lives and our experience – whether “what works 
contrary to the gospel” is something within us or something in the world immediately around us. We 
can settle for lesser, false “hopes”, which are maintained only by our resolutely not looking at the truth. 
It can all appear too frightening, too threatening, and somehow our fault, (and sometimes we are told 
it’s our fault even when it isn’t), and so we turn away. 

But true hope – hope rooted in the Good news of the Gospel – is not a claim that there are no tragedies, 
no threats, no apparently dominant powers working against the Gospel. True hope knows that the exile 
in Babylon is real, that the oppression by imperial Rome is real, that the cross is real, and sees beyond 
those realities the truth of a God present among us: Jesus, Immanuel, God in our midst. 



If we are willing to look at the world, at ourselves, and each other “not in judgement but with the eyes 
of faith”, it is precisely then that we can hear that song of hope, see that first light of dawn, and know 
that God who has begun God’s good work in us will bring it to completion.   And just as for John the 
Baptiser, that word of God is spoken to us not simply for ourselves but so that we, in our turn, can 
proclaim the presence among us of Jesus, the incarnate Good News of God in our world. 

 


