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 I don’t know how many times I’ve sung that carol over the years. It’s one of my 

favorites, but it’s not very often that I’ve sung all the verses. Usually I just stick to the first and 

maybe the second. But the others are pretty powerful. In fact, of all the carols we sing at 

Christmas, “It Came Upon the Midnight Clear” is possibly the most honest. “Yet with the woes 

of sin and strife the world has suffered long; beneath the heavenly hymn have rolled two 

thousand years of wrong; and we at war on earth hear not the tidings that they bring; O, hush the 

noise and cease the strife to hear the angels sing!” 

 

 At Christmas we spend so much of our time focusing on the manger scene and the holy, 

silent night that we forget the world where all this takes place. Matthew’s version of the story 

doesn’t do that. And, for the record, there’s no historical evidence, no mention anywhere outside 

of this story, of Herod ordering children killed throughout the Judean countryside. I don’t think it 

makes sense for us to treat this story like a news article. I think it’s more of a legend; it’s a way 

of illustrating the kind of world God enters.  

 

 That’s a world where tyrants are in power and have immense control over people’s lives. 

It’s a world where families are forced to flee their homes because of war. It’s a world where 

children are taken from their parents at the most vulnerable moment of their lives as they’re 

seeking asylum from the threat of violence in their home countries. It’s a world where powerful 

business interests are put above the needs of populations affected by climate change, where 

drought and flooding cause the poorest people in the world to suffer while resources are used to 

subsidize oil and gas industries. It’s a world where there is great inequity and injustice, fear and 

despair.  

 

 Matthew’s story of Jesus’ birth, with its dark and sinister edge, refuses to deny the reality 

of the world God enters. This story is meant to defy that reality, not deny it. Hope is always an 

act of defiance. We’re called to have hope in spite of circumstances that seem hopeless. But there 

are times when it’s very hard to hear “the angels sing.” It’s hard to remember that God is present 

when things are going wrong in the world.  

  

 For instance, this little passage from Isaiah calling on the people to remember God’s 

goodness, occurs in the middle of a much larger message about God’s judgment and wrath. As 

Barbara Brown Taylor puts it, “these three verses are airlifted out of a chapter thick with divine 

wrath and human despair.” We hear them today in connection with this story from Matthew 

because they focus on God’s intervention directly in the troubles of Israel, but the whole chapter 

describes that intervention a lot differently than through the birth of a child. Isaiah’s interlude is 

meant to inject a note of hope into an otherwise very distressing message.  

 

 As Israel is trying to rebuild its society after returning from exile, they find it hard to hear 

a message of hope when things seem so bleak. Isaiah’s remedy for that is to call them to 

remember their past, remember the ways God has delivered them before, as a way of moving 



beyond the frustration and despair of the moment. It’s good advice and may be the only way to 

escape the paralysis we often experience when things are going badly, when it seems as if the 

powers that be hold all the cards and nothing of promise is on the horizon.  

 

 In fact, we can think of the whole Christmas season as a call to remember God’s gracious 

deeds. Even as we celebrate God’s entrance into a real world, filled with real dangers, we 

remember that God is present in our world. God continues to offer hope against the injustices of 

this world. In defiance of every form of tyranny and oppression God enters the world in the form 

of a child, vulnerable and fragile, to offer hope in our distress.  

 

 But it all hinges on our response. Just as Joseph was willing to accept the warning he 

received in his dream and take action to avoid harm, so we must be willing to take action for the 

sake of hope. The biggest threat we face in a world full of hardship is the paralysis of despair. 

When we give into it, when we allow the powers of this world to define who we are and how we 

will live, then hope has no chance to grow.  

 

 Our job is to take action on behalf of hope. Where people live in fear or despair, we reach 

out to them to offer relief in concrete ways. Whether it’s sending blankets to the border to 

provide comfort for people waiting to have their case heard for asylum heard, or providing a 

meal at Friends of Night People, or dresses to girls in refugee camps or schools in Africa, or 

maybe it’s just reaching out to someone who’s grieving, someone who needs a little support to 

get through a hard time in their life, we are God’s message of hope for the world.  

 

 In spite of all the ways the world can go awry, we can still make a difference. We can 

still bring hope. The story of Jesus’ birth isn’t just a fairy tale; it isn’t meant to lull us to sleep by 

making things merry and bright. It’s a call to arms. It’s a stance against the forces of darkness all 

around us and a challenge to become open to God’s presence in us. That’s how the world is 

changed. Change comes through our willingness to take action in response to God’s presence. 

When we do that, the oppressed are set free, the blind are given sight, the refugee finds a home 

and good news brings hope to the world’s distress. 

 

Amen 


