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 “Who Gets to Tell Jesus’ Story This Time?” 

 

Once upon a time there is a young woman who is apparently cheating on her 

fiancé. 

We know she is cheating because she is carrying someone else’s baby,  

and not only that, she says that God did it, 

Which (as one my UCC colleagues, Daniel Harrell, put it), 

Adds blasphemy to the crime of infidelity.   

Say it ain’t so, Mary, say it ain’t so!  

 

But even though the jilted Joseph is entitled by law to leave Mary 

Behind, no fault, no foul, 

He man’s up and stays with her, even after Caesar Augustus decrees 

A world census designed to tighten the empire’s grip on its people, 

Compelling Joseph and Mary to flee to out-the-way Bethlehem, 

Which is like you and I riding by donkey from the big city lights of Boston 

To a little town on the Massachusetts-Rhode Island border, like Pawtucket,  

For example.   

 

Mary, says Joseph along the way, the lead in his hand, I need to know.   

Who is the father?  Is it that guy who I saw hanging around the tent, 

Giving you the ‘goo-goo eyes’? 

And she says: “Who?  Him?  No!  Ewww.   

Joseph, I love you!  And I know it seems crazy, but it’s God.   

God is the father!” 

“Mary, you gotta stop talking nonsense!” Says Joseph. 

“… and just tell me the truth!” 

But she was silent, pondering the truth in her heart, 
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Leaving Joseph shaking his head the way fiancés do 

When their partners give them the silent treatment. 

 

So they arrive in Pawtucket, aka Bethlehem, and because there 

Is no room at the Motel 6 they find room in a barn, 

Which is bad for Joseph because any time he gets close to hay 

His asthma acts up.   

But again he man’s up and stays, which is nothing, by the way, 

Compared to the labor Mary is now in,  

this is in the age when ‘natural birth’ wasn’t a choice and was called more simply: 

‘Birth.” 

 

Do voices from on high ring out of the sky every time a baby is born? 

Is that normal? 

Well, in this story that is what happens, apparently, 

If we are to believe the farmers in the field, 

And if we are to believe the authors who wrote the story down 

More than 70 years after the fact, 

And if we are to believe Handel, who 1742 years later 

Would have the choir sing as though it were true, 

All convinced that this baby would be the one who would restore 

Israel’s power,  

put Caesar and the temple priests in their place, 

And pave the way for the new kingdom of God. 

 

Heavy expectations, aren’t they?  

Which is why we can excuse Mary for any of her ‘helicopter mom’ 

Tendencies, because the stakes were so high.  
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As you can tell, I am treading lightly this morning, 

trying to get a ‘handle’ on this story (get the pun?) 

That has been told and re-told so many times in my lifetime and your lifetime 

That it can begin to sound if not worn and tired,  

then at least pedestrian and ordinary,  

just about as tasty as that no-fat, no-brand eggnog you can buy in 

plain white cartons off the shelf.   

Blah, right? 

 

But it’s worth noting, as my colleague Parisa Parsa did in a review 

Of the new book “Zealot: the Life and Time of Jesus of Nazareth” 

(a good gift idea for those of you still wondering what to get the Jesus aficionado 

in your family for Christmas), 

Just how conflicted and chaotic the region of Palestine was when Jesus  

Was born into it -  

How grinding and desperate the poverty was, 

How capricious and violent the government was,  

How disillusioned the Jewish people were with their religious leaders, 

All of it leading them to run this way…and then that way  

to a series of reform movements led by wandering, messianic prophets,  

Each of whom claimed to be restoring Israel to its former glory. 

In this sense Jesus was one among many. 

 

So how come we tell his story and not someone else’s story? (a fair question) 

And maybe even more importantly: 

How come the story we tell is so sentimental? 
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How come Jesus the political reformer (who died by crucifixion, 

Which Rome reserved exclusively for those accused of crimes against the state), 

And Jesus the social reformer with seemingly communist leanings  

(and the last shall by first, and the first shall be last), 

And Jesus the spiritual reformer (no need to count to ten; 

there are only two commandments that matter – love God, and love your neighbor 

as yourself)…. 

 

How come all those Jesus’ seem to recede into the shadows, 

Replaced instead by the blinking baby Jesus I saw in the crèche outside 

The library in one of our nearby towns,  

whose head lights up on and off bringing intermittent light to the world; 

or replaced by the smiling, white, blue-eyed framed photos of Jesus 

that dotted my Catholic high school hallways,  

reminding me to keep a pure, profanity-free heart (Jesus cares if you cuss, 

boys; he cares!) 

or the Jesus in the song that promises: “Jesus loves me, this I know, 

For the Bible tells me so..” (not quite as powerful as Handel, is it?) 

 

The point being this: who gets to tell Jesus’ story? 

The hard Christian right who believe he died for our sins, 

And the only way to heaven is through Him? 

The ancient Catholics who believed that Jesus sitteth on 

On the right hand of the Father, who came to judge the living 

And the dead? 

Mr. G.F. Handel, who premiered his “Messiah” at a London theatre 

House instead of a church, never intending it to be part of worship? 

The Unitarians, who if we can be coaxed into saying his name at all, 
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Often prefer to think him of him in purely historical terms –  

A nice guy, to be sure, but ancient history; 

His name, the old joke goes, said more often when the minister trips  

on the stairs up to the pulpit than in any sermon or singing  

(which would be funny if weren’t so true). 

Does Target get to tell his story?   

Does Target get to tell us that Christmas -  Christ-mass –  

is actually the perfect time to buy that 55inch 

Samsung 120Hz, LED T.V.?   

Does Jesus have a Target card?  (hold it up?)  

Which one of these gets to tell Jesus’ story this year? 

 

Last week in my house we pulled the buckets of Christmas decorations 

From the basement where Jesus seems to live most of the year, 

Pulling from the tissue paper the wooden crèche we put on the  

Bureau every year. 

‘Dad,’ ask the kids, ‘how real was Jesus?  Are we Jesus people? 

Are we Christian?’ 

Karen gives me the look that says ‘your domain.’ 

And so begins the pretzel-tying experience that is trying to cram 

All the history, and the 2000 years of elapsed time, 

All the learned theology, all the stories into a sentence 

The kids will understand, sounding something like… 

‘Um…I believe in the human Jesus, the example Jesus sets…’ 

‘But was God Mary’s husband?’ They ask. 

‘um…not quite; you know how you learned in school about metaphor 

And symbol..? 

Um… 



 6 
This ever happen to you? 

 

It times like this it is okay to tell our kids and ourselves that we need 

A moment to think; 

And when we don’t know, it is important to say that, too. 

But the more I think about it I realize that the Jesus story I want to tell 

Happens later, after the Hallelujah, 

When Jesus all grown and unshaved draws us to the places 

I tend to forget, ironically, in all the Christmas hoopla 

  - the homeless shelter I visited with our youth last winter (and again this year), 

The waiting room at Noforlk MCI where Daniel, our mentee, will celebrate 

Another birthday behind bars, 

The hospital room where some we know will wish Merry Christmas  

Facing uncertain 2014. 

The city of Newtown, where the name of Jesus, who some call the Prince of Peace, 

Is mentioned in prayers of healing and memory. 

 

So often as a minister, especially at the high holy days, I feel sorry for Jesus, 

For all the stories, promises, and prayers and actions done in his name. 

But with these stories in mind I feel renewed in my ability to tell  

The story of Jesus this year,  

In word and in song. 

 

Amen. 
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