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Long, long ago in a galaxy far, far away — actually even beyond the farthest galaxy and the known universe — lives the paradox we know as the Eternal Now. You might remember that a couple of months ago we took an excursion to the Eternal Now. There we found Paul Tillich hanging around. He was acting as the docent of the Eternal Now, wanting to introduce us to that which is beyond our time and space, that of which we have little common reference even to speak.

It was an attempt, as we introduced our “Here. Now.” theme for ministry and as we try to understand God’s leading in our present space and time, to remember that God is more than our present space and time. And quite honestly our spirits yearn for that which can transform our present into that which has eternal purpose.

What we learned is that sometimes the “Eternal Now” breaks powerfully into our “temporal now.” When it does it gives us a certainty that allows us to rest in the mystery of the present. Without the Eternal Now we would always be chasing the next present, running from the blessing and curse of the past; running toward the hope of the future, avoiding the inescapable end of our future by seeking the next present.

God offers us something more. The Present. It is not a time on the clock, but a moment filled with grace and peace because it comes not from the past nor aimed at the future, but eternal in the Now. I know those words sometimes don’t offer us enough to grasp, and such philosophical apology often sounds like mumbo jumbo, which is why the Christmas story becomes so important in our faith journeys. It moves us from trying to explain God, The Eternal Now, to sharing how we have experienced the infusion of the Eternal Now in our present.

The word we give to it is incarnation — how the eternal is embodied in the now; how that which is beyond space and time becomes part of our space and time. Simply put, how God is in fleshed in our known world.

Incarnation: The embodiment of God so that God might meet us where we live, and we might live so as to meet God. It sounds like a wonderful thing. And it is. But it is not always convenient and often feels intrusive. The next few Sundays in this Advent season as we prepare for Christmas we are going to take a look at the “inconvenient incarnation,” why God’s presence in our lives does not always feel like a good thing. We will look at how it affected Herod, Joseph, and Mary. We begin with Herod.

Herod is somewhat of an enigma in our faith history, even though “Herod” shows up all over the New Testament. That in itself might be troubling to some. Herod, who was born in the late 70s BC, became governor of Galilee at age 26 so that when Jesus was born Herod was already close to 70 years old. How can it be then that approximately 30 years later, Herod shows up again at the time John was Baptizing and at the request of his wife (through her daughter) Herod has John beheaded (Matt 14:1-12). And then perhaps three years after that when Jesus was brought before Pilate, Pilate wished to wash his hands of the mockery of a trial and decided since Jesus was from Herod’s jurisdiction, then Herod should decide his fate (Luke 23:6-12). And then we hear in Acts 12 that Herod killed some who were a part of this early church, namely James, the brother of John, and he arrested Peter.

It is a little like that old cartoon of the tortoise and the hare fable. The cartoon is about the race. The lighting-fast hare takes off speeding down the road before the prodding tortoise can get one foot in front of the other. Far down the road the hare decides to stop and take a quick breather. After all, what’s the hurry against the tortoise? To the hare’s amazement the tortoise is already there taking a break. So the hare takes off down the road again, stops at the river to grab a quick drink, and to his shock the tortoise is also there taking a drink. This happens several times more until the hare races across the finish line only to see the tortoise relaxing and waiting for him. The hare has a sanity breakdown because he just cannot fathom how the tortoise could have beat him, only to have the tortoise’s 10 or so identical brothers step into view who had been stationed along the path of the race.

Well, the reason we hear so much about Herod throughout the history of the New Testament is because of the miracle of dynasty. It is not the same Herod. In fact we have three generations of Herod’s dynasty represented in the New Testament.

At the time of Jesus’ birth, the first Herod, Herod the Great, was indeed an old man who had swayed power for 40 years or so over the region. His longevity wasn’t because he was a just and beloved ruler. Just the opposite. Herod the Great was ruthless, cunning, and manipulating. Upon taking power, Herod executed forty-five of Jerusalem’s wealthiest aristocrats who had supported Herod’s adversary. He managed to use the civil war in Rome to his own advantage. He married to gain political prestige and power, and eventually had all the family killed including his mother-in-law and wife, confiscating all of their wealth.

Herod’s rule reached its height and relative prosperity and stability between 30 and 12 BC, but Herod never lived out of sense of security, and perhaps one could argue that he lived out of a sense of great paranoia, always seeking dominance and complete control, but never feeling like he quite had it. The last few years of Herod’s reign were punctuated by great emotional and psychological deterioration.

It is in this time, the last couple of years of Herod the Great’s reign that the story in our Scripture lesson takes place: “Now when Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea in the days of Herod the king…” (Matt. 2:1)

You know the story. Wise men came to Jerusalem from the east — likely Zoroastrians from the place we know as Iran. The core of the Zoroastrian doctrine is “good thoughts, good words, good deeds.” So, while the Bible never says it, it is no wonder we think there were three.

They were astute in astrology, and so it is not surprising that they were following a new star, and for them it was an omen that a new thing was about to happen. I don’t know how they came to this conclusion, but for them it was a sign that a new Jewish King was born and not just an ordinary king. This was something special. While they may have been excited about it, the news did not fall kindly on Herod’s ears.

The wise men hadn’t a clue what a faux pas they just committed. One could have assumed that this extremely old king of 70 would have rejoiced that a new king was on his way. The wise men weren’t sneaking around. They went straight to the king to inquire about the new king, thinking, “surely he must know about it.” Unfortunately it came as a surprise to Herod, but he feigned reverence about the revelation and convinced the wise men to share the new king’s location once they find him.

They do find him, but being warned a dream not to return to Herod, they went home another way. When Herod realized that the wise men were not returning he went to plan “B.” He had killed all the male children in Bethlehem that were two years and younger, just to cover his bases. While there is nothing in the extra-biblical historical references to corroborate this slaughter of the innocents, we have learned that it certainly is with the realm of possibility for Herod. He was not interested in a new king. He was not going to give up control. He had and would do anything to make sure he would continue to get what he wanted when he wanted.

I am not sure Herod knew all the implications of the birth of this new king. Even though his chief priests and scribes gathered to discern the meaning of the wise men’s query and determined that it may very well be the birth of the Messiah, Herod was preoccupied with losing control. As long as he was alive, there would be no new king or king wannabe.

 So, this incarnation was, at best, inconvenient for Herod, as it is for any of us who want to maintain control of our lives. All of us want control at some point, and it feels like God is more in the way than helpful at those times.

I do not wish to compare your and my control issues with that of Herod’s. I think the marvelous role that Herod plays in our faith history is that of a man of extremes. In so doing he clearly highlights the self-defeating issue of not being able to trust, therefore always needing to be dominant, losing the blessings of community. That happens to each of us at points in our lives. And when it does, it hardens our hearts to God’s movements. It closes our minds to the new things that God might be doing. And the incarnation, the embodiment of God in our world, becomes inconvenient, if not downright intrusive and unwelcomed. Then we become selfish, mean-spirited scrooges, with a joyless and cynical outlook on life. You have experienced that, and so have I.

Christmas is a reminder that absolute control is not part of God’s design. In fact life is best lived when lived vulnerably. Think of all the ways that God could have made God-self known: powerful, controlling, demanding. The heavens could have ripped open to reveal an all powerful, all knowing God, with people trembling at its presence. Instead, God is made known in the most vulnerable of packages, a baby. God is nothing if not relational, moved to create out of a sense of love, which suffers the capriciousness of emotions and relationship. What better way to reveal this than in the form of a little baby?

Any couple will tell you, when a baby comes into your life, you can forget all the things you thought you had control over. Your life is now dictated 24 hours a day. Inconvenient? Heck yes! But you wouldn’t change it for the world.

Such is Christmas and the incarnation of God in Christ. When we give ourselves over to it, it may not be convenient, but it is positively life changing. I pray that this Christmas you and I may be so wonderfully inconvenienced with the love of God.

WHEN GOD GETS IN THE WAY:


Sunday, December 6, 2009, Rev. J. Douglas Paterson

THE STORY OF HEROD




First United Methodist Church of Ann Arbor


Page 2

