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And what rough beast, its hour come round at last, 

Slouches towards Bethlehem to be born? 

—W. B. Yeats 

 
 

Reading: Luke 2:1-7 

 

Traditionally in Advent, we remember the story of the coming of the Christ—the Anointed One.  

Sometimes the words can become too familiar.  They bathe us in sentimentality and don’t really affect 

us anymore.  So today you may hear part of this story in a slightly different way.  And this is important 

as progressive Christians, for the challenge for us is to hear this same story in a new and different way 

each time.  For this is how we can be changed by it again and again. 

 

You all know the story: 

 

 The angel Gabriel comes to Mary and announces that she is pregnant. 

 In Matthew, Joseph would have none of it and said, “Say what? Look, I’m an easy-going guy. I 

won’t cause you any trouble if you just leave quietly.” And then an angel appeared to him, and he 

finally comes around, gets some sense and does the right thing. 

 Then Mary went into the “hill country” to a city in Judah to visit Elizabeth because she heard that 

Elizabeth was also pregnant. 

 Then Mary and Joseph had to continue on to Bethlehem for the census imposed upon them by the 

government. 

 

Now the way to Bethlehem was over some very rough terrain. It was hilly and harsh territory. And many 

are on that bumpy and hard road today. 

 

Let’s take a look at how Mary and Joseph found themselves on this road. What is it that put them on this 

way in this familiar story? Why should they undertake such an arduous journey, especially considering 

Mary’s condition? 

 

Well, Rome was ruling indirectly through client regimes like King Herod’s and the high-priestly 

government of the temple state in Jerusalem. So the Roman demand for tribute was added on top of the 

traditional demands of tithes and offerings to the temple and Herod’s heavy taxation of the poor 

populace to support his lavish court, military fortress and elaborate building projects. 

 

There are questions about the historical accuracy of Luke’s story – whether there actually was a census 

or the trip from Nazareth to Bethlehem or the “Slaughter of the Innocents.” But these details reflect the 

political realities. It reminds me of a story of someone asking the great theologian Karl Barth if the 

snake really talked in the Garden of Eden. He replied, “I don’t know. But I think it was very important 

what the snake said.”  A story doesn’t have to be factual to be true. 
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So, according to the story, this census was taken to see how much could be taken from these Palestinian 

Jewish peasants. 

 

Now, we already know that something is wrong because Joseph’s family – his “house and lineage” was 

in Bethlehem. And ordinarily kinfolk lived in close geographical proximity, usually in the same district, 

if not the same village. 

 

So Mary and Joseph, you see, had obviously been displaced from his “house and lineage.” They were 

some 80 miles and several districts away. So one thing that we know about this road to Bethlehem was 

that it was caused by Mary and Joseph being displaced in the first place, by them being refugees. Like so 

many immigrants, perhaps Mary and Joseph left their homeland to provide for themselves and to escape 

economic hardship or famine.  Like so many to the south of the border who leave their homeland in 

hope for a better life.  And secondly, they had to travel this road back to escape the swift and severe 

punishment by the Romans. 

 

This is a very political story. And by this I mean it is about the exploitation of a people by a brutal 

government, and the destruction of their traditional way of life. And even though we romanticize this 

Holy Story, it is really about survival and the hard, cold realities of life. 

 

This is a story born out of oppression, from a people in hope of an anointed one, a messiah, to lead them 

to liberation from this iron-fisted totalitarian rule and foreign domination. 

 

This is a story of a people who coalesce, who begin to come together around a newborn vision, a hope in 

its infancy. A savior will come to release them from the yoke of oppression and the injustice of Caesar. 

This is how Mary can sing: 

 

God has put down the mighty from their thrones, 

And exalted those of low degree 

God has filled the hungry with good things 

And has sent the rich empty away. 

 

This is not only political; it is revolutionary. The people are coming together around an idea.  The Christ 

emerges out of a yearning not a complacency, not out of a desire to preserve the status quo but to 

transform society.  The Christ is born out of a hunger for justice. 

 

Herod understood this. Herod, quite correctly, felt very threatened. And the threatened Herod escalated 

the already violent situation with brutal repression. Something was happening among the people and this 

tyrant obsessed with security tried to stop it. Herod sent out his henchmen, his death squads, and they 

killed all the male babies in Bethlehem. But this was nothing new for old Herod, who had ordered the 

burning alive of protesters, the torture of women and the slaughter of whole families for the actions of 

one member. 

 

Yes, Herod quite rightly recognized this Holy Family to be a political threat. But he failed to see that it 

was also much more. The more Herod tried to crush this movement of liberation, the more it was driven 

to fulfillment. It could not and would not be killed. 

 

So you see, the road to Bethlehem is a rocky one. It is a road which leads through hard times. Moving 

toward Bethlehem begins in a place where people are lost – in exile. It begins where people struggle 
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against bitter and harsh winds that wear them down.  This is not a road we would normally take 

willingly. 

 

Moving toward Bethlehem was not a new theme for the Christian community. The road to the birth of  

the Christ was like the road to the Promised Land. 

 

You all recall the story of Moses poised at the edge of the Promised Land in the book of Numbers. And 

Moses sends 12 spies over into the Promised Land and 10 of them returned with “evil” reports. They 

said this is a land of giants – the men are huge. Even the grapes are huge – and they brought back this 

incredibly large cluster of grapes on this pole, and it took two of them to carry it.  

 

And when the Israelites heard the report they trembled and cried and said, “We should have stayed in 

Egypt and died there or even in this wilderness. Anything is better than dying by the swords of these 

terrible men.”   

 

After 400 years of slavery and after 40 years in the wilderness they weren’t sure whether they wanted 

the Promised Land or not. 

 

But it was the same rough road that Mary and Joseph were on. It was a road which led through slavery 

and institutional violence, through hardship and exploitation, through exile and homelessness. This road 

has been around for a long time, and it is still around today. 

 

It is not a road of smooth interstate past shopping malls and comfortable homes. It is not a road that I 

wish any of us to be on. It is not a road I wish any person to be on. It leads through the littered and 

desperate streets, through crumbling infrastructure, dilapidated schools and contaminated water. It leads 

past the pain and humiliation of the homeless. It leads over the ragged terrain of terror and violence. 

 

Where is that road to Bethlehem today? Well, it would probably lead through somewhere like – 

 

 China, which has become the sweatshop for the world. Prison labor and child labor are common.  

There are about three million Uighur people in concentration camps whose slave labor enables 

the export of cheaper clothing.  Conditions for other workers can be oppressive and brutal. Sure 

we love our smartphones, but what is the larger human cost? Earning 20-30¢ an hour, with no 

rights to organize and bargain collectively, few environmental protections, dangerous conditions 

– this not only exploits the Chinese workers but it takes decent jobs away from workers 

worldwide, rolling back progress we’ve made over the past century because we cannot compete. 

 Or through Yemen, torn apart by war and famine. 

 Or through Myanmar where hundreds of thousands Rohingya have been force from their homes. 

 Or through Gaza where Palestinian people live under brutal occupation. 

 

This road travels throughout the world where eight men now own more wealth than 3.9 billion people, 

half of the world’s population. 

 

In many ways, the new Herod is the alliance between government and the huge economic and corporate 

power that pulls the strings and makes a joke out of democracy. One might call this the “invisible 

government,” which is above and has no allegiance to the government we see.  The powerful men of 

wall street and corporate America, those executives and board members who move between posts in 

universities, government and each others’ boards, representing Goldman Sachs, Merrill Lynch, AIG and 

so on.  Under this “invisible government” the “haves” get fewer and more powerful; the “have-nots” 
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become more numerous and more desperate; and the “have-a-littles” become more anxious and feel 

themselves slipping downward. 

 

There’s an old Jewish folk tale about an old man named Yentel who met up with the great saint, Elias. 

 

“Kind sir,” he said, “please help me. I’m in terrible shape.” 

 “What’s wrong, old man,” said Elias.  

 “Well first I am very poor – hardly a cent to my name. And I’m also blind – can’t see a 

thing. And on top of that I’m childless – my wife and I suffered the shame and misfortune 

of having no children.” 

 “Poor man. I am sorry for your pain. I tell you what I will do –I’ll grant you one wish. 

What shall it be?” 

 “Well,” said the old man, “If you gave me money I’d have nothing to spend it on since I 

have no children and since I could not see to appreciate fine clothing. And if you gave me 

eyesight my pain would increase since I would only see the hopelessness of my condition. 

And if you gave me children how would a poor, blind man take care of then? They would 

only suffer here with me. No Elias, I cannot accept your generous offer, for it will only 

bring greater pain upon me.” 

 

Sometimes we give up on the possibilities for goodness because the struggle overwhelms us and the 

road is just so difficult. 

 

It reminds me of the book Tale of Two Cities by the wonderful English writer, Charles Dickens (a writer 

with a soul). There is this scene of these carts rumbling through the mobbed streets of Paris to the 

guillotine. In one of the carts there were two prisoners: a brave man who had once lost his soul but had 

found it again and was now giving his life for a friend, and beside him a girl – little more than a child. 

She had seen him in the prison and had observed the gentleness and courage of his face. 

 

“If I may ride with you,” she had asked, thinking of that last dreaded journey, “Will you 

let me hold your hand? I am not afraid, but I am a little weak, and it will give me 

courage.” So when they ride together now, her hand was in his; and even when they had 

reached the place of execution there was no fear at all in her eyes. She looked at the quiet, 

composed face of the man beside her and said, “I think you were sent to me by Heaven.” 

 

And so, what can we do as we struggle toward hope and travel toward Bethlehem? 

 

Hold hands. Reach out to others on that road. For something is born in those moments, sent to us by 

Heaven. 

 

What can we do? 

 

Sing. Let us sing out our faith as Mary did along this road. She sang so confidently about what shall be 

that she sang as if it already happened. 

 

God has shown strength with God’s arm. 

God has scattered the proud in the imagination of their hearts . . .  

God has filled the hungry with good things,  

And the rich, God has sent empty away. 

 



 

5 

And what can we do? 

 

Keep on walking. Winston Churchill famously said, “When you’re going through hell, keep on going.” 

Don’t stop. Don’t give up. 

 

You know, I’ve heard someone say once that we’ve got to adopt the intelligence of grass. When you 

look at a parking lot, we smart humans say that the tender, soft green shoots of grass are no match for 

the blacktop. But over time cracks appear and the foolhardy grass appears. And over more time that 

parking lot will eventually disappear, and in its place – a field of grass. 

 

And you know, every time—every time—the grass wins. 

 

You know, it’s a long road, a difficult road, as we move toward Bethlehem. But this is a road toward 

liberation, wholeness, justice and compassion for those who suffer. 

Remember to hold hands,  

remember to sing,  

remember to keep walking. 


