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THE EXTRAORDINARY STORY OF
CHRISTMAS: ISIT CREDIBLE?

The account of a birth in Bethlehem isnot historical but rather isa
theological story presenting an under standing of Jesusin thelight of
beliefsthat arose after hisdeath, writes Andrew Furlong

| have to admit to you that | am only just hanging on to thereligion of
my upbringing and priesthood - one foot in and one foot out! How so?

It's because of the two extraordinary beliefs underlying the astonishing
Christmas story, and | no longer think that they are credible.

Thefirst istheidea of a community chosen by God to be hisfavoured
people and the second concer ns hisintervention to restore their fortunes.
What do the churchesthink of theseideas? | have to say that another
year isalmost over and the churchesare still struggling to face up to the
awkward, but ultimately empowering, insights of moder n scholar ship.

Although the date of Jesus s birthday isnot known, Christmas has been
celebrated, for ages, asthe birthday of the founder of Christianity,
whose adherents claim that it isdifferent from all other faiths - with its
doctrines of God made man (theincar nation) and of the birth of the son
of God (theworld's saviour), though whether to interpret these
doctrinesliterally or metaphorically is still debated. In fact, it's
irrelevant.

Theidea of being chosen by God to be a special people goes back many
centuries before Jesuswas born and isa central idea in Jewish thinking.
Most Christians know the story of David and Goliath who both believed
that there were many gods, with each one loyal to a particular tribe
chosen by it to beitsfavoured people. In war it would fight alongsideit.
It was not recognised then that the so-called choices made by the gods
wer e of human invention.

Some centurieslater |srad'sthinkers ceased to believe in a multitude of



gods. It made better sense, they argued, to believein one Creator God.
However, the catastrophic mistake which they made wasto think that
this Creator God was liketheold godsin having onetribeit particularly
supported and protected.

In their minds the chosen people of the Creator God could be none
other than their own Jewish community. They didn't recognise that, if
hewasa God of love, it hardly made sense to suggest he had favourites.

Asasmall nation, | srael was constantly overrun by more powerful ones,
but it never let go of itsdesireto beindependent. Thisled some of its
visionariesto dream of atime when God would intervenein theworld
to restoreitsfortunes, something that realistically it could not expect to
do alone. Thesevisionariesfelt that it wasreasonableto believe that, if
they wer e the chosen people of God, he was bound to cometo their aid,
so that they would be oppressed no more.

In the lifetime of Jesusthe member s of the Essene community had
withdrawn to live beside the Dead Sea. They wer e preparing themselves
gpiritually for lifein this new kingdom which they believed was about to
be miraculously created. Other fervent believers, like John the Baptist,
lived with similar expectations. None of them were awarethat their
ancestors ideaswere delusions.

Jesus also shar ed these mistaken beliefs. The agent appearing in the
vision in the book of Daniel, who would over see the coming kingdom, is
called the" Son of Man" in the gospels. In chapter 10 of St Matthew's
gospel it recounts how Jesus sent his disciples on a mission to share his
belief with fellow Jews of a kingdom about to transform their lives. The
following wor ds express what both he and hisdisciples believed: " When
they persecute you in onetown, fleeto the next; for truly, | say to you,
you will not have gone through all thetownsof |srael, beforethe Son of
Man comes." (St Matt. 10.23).

Thisfigurefrom thevisionary'sdream did not materialise. Nor did the
transformation of Jewish lifetake place. Therewasno divine
intervention, no defeat of thelr enemies and no new kingdom.

Despite this, even after Jesus's death, his disciples continued to hold on
to their expectations of the dawning of a new day. They now claimed



that Jesuswasthe Son of Man - God's agent, who would come at any
moment to judgetheliving and the dead in preparation for life for some
in awonder ful kingdom. Before long, their human leader was being
associated with heavenly powers - the powers of his office as Son of Man.
The process towards his divinisation began.

Reflecting on Jesus s violent ending, through the lenses of Jewish ideas,
they superimposed on hisdeath a theological meaning - it had been an
atoning sacrifice for the sinsof theworld. Within decades, the ardent
expectation of Jewish fortunes being restored in a kingdom, with
Jerusalem at its centre, wasreplaced by thelonging to become citizens
of a heavenly Jerusalem.

Today, when we are much mor e conscious of theological thinking, like
all our thinking, asbeing human in origin, what are we to make of these
extraordinary Jewish and Christian beliefs?

The Christmas accounts of a birth in Bethlehem, of angels appearing to
shepherds, of wise men guided by a star and of a flight to Egypt are not
historical, but rather aretheological stories presenting an

under standing of Jesusin thelight of beliefsthat arose after his death.

Whether Jesuswas proclaimed asthe son of man or asthe Messiah,
both conceptsrelate to these deluded assumptions and expectations.
Conflicts between Jews who accepted the claims being made about Jesus
and those who didn't, led to Jesus's follower s being driven out of the
synagogues, and so to the beginning of a new religious movement. Only
aminority of Jewsand Christiansrealise this- and also that religions
aretransient.

Tomorrow's landscape will be shaped by new stories and myths seeking
to addressthe perennial questions and to express the deep year nings of
the human spirit. They will empower peopleto livefuller livesand
provide values-led change for the transformation of society and the
world. In some waysthey will grace our globe and no doubt in other
ways disgraceit.

Arenot religions one of the waysin which human beings express deep
longings for good to triumph, peaceto last, and joy to fill human lives?



That at least is part of the much-needed spirit of this season!
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