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Mary and Joseph had a Charlie Brown Christmas some 2000 years before Charlie Brown’s Christmas Special was even made.

I believe most of us are familiar with that animated television classic, first aired 60 years ago this season. You remember the story: the whole world is caught up in the excitement and joy of the holiday season  - friends exchanging Christmas cards, shiny metallic Christmas trees sparkling on the lot, gaily colored Christmas lights illuminating the shopping malls, even Snoopy, Charlie Brown’s dog, getting in the spirit by gaudily decorating his dog house with tinsel and stars and enough lights to light up an entire town. And yet Charlie Brown cannot get into the spirit of the season – he gets no cards, he is depressed by the commercialization of the season, he finds himself an outsider mocked by the other children, the joy of it all eludes him.


But was it, I wonder, so very different for Mary and Joseph? Reading from the Gospel of Jesus Christ according to Matthew, Chapter 1 . . . .

------------------------

 
For all our romanticizing and sentimentalizing and attempts to pretty it up, the story of the first Christmas is not, at heart, a happy story. It is a story about real people encountering real- life difficulties, it is a story about heartbreak, and anxiety, and shame, and physical pain, and yes, even death.

Mary of Nazareth, a young woman engaged to be married to Joseph, discovers she is pregnant. She had been warned, to be sure, by an angel, a messenger from God, that this was going to happen, and while certainly she must have struggled to make sense of what this meant, and how it could be, we can scarcely imagine that this private revelation was something that she thought Joseph or others would believe. Mary would well have trembled for fear that Joseph would have come to the only logical conclusion, that Mary has betrayed him with another man, and so would publicly shame her and break off the match.  
Joseph does, Matthew tells us, receive his own message that he should keep Mary as his wife, but that is not the end of their troubles by a long shot. Their country was under Roman occupation, and to better control the population and raise more taxes, Joseph and Mary are required to make the hundred-mile journey to Bethlehem where, as we all know, there is no room in the inn. 
And even while Mary and Joseph celebrate the birth of this son, King Herod, who ruled Judea for his Roman overlords and was renowned for his cruelty, plots the death of all infants in and around Bethlehem, just in case the prophecies of a newborn king, a rival to his throne, were true. Soon Mary and Joseph will have to take up their newborn and flee to Egypt for sanctuary, and so Jesus comes into this world as a refugee fleeing state-sponsored terrorism.

A merry first Christmas, indeed.

Back to Charlie Brown, speaking to Linus: “I think there must be something wrong with me, Linus. Christmas is coming, but I'm not happy. I don't feel the way I'm supposed to feel. 
I just don't understand Christmas, I guess. I like getting presents and sending Christmas cards and decorating trees and all that, but I'm still not happy. I always end up feeling depressed.”

Charlie Brown speaks for many of us. The holiday season, when there is so much public joy, so much of an emphasis on being happy and gay and going to parties and being together with the perfect family and giving the perfect gifts and having the perfectly wonderful time, can be hard on us, particularly on those who may be grieving, hurting, lonely, anxious, and so just unable to connect with all that public joy.  The holiday season can tend to magnify the emotions we are already feeling. 
For instance, if we have lost a parent, the holidays remind us of wonderful times we shared with them in the past, and of how hollow the celebrations ring this time.  
If we have separated from our spouse, we might lament the loss of shared rituals and the experience of having a soul mate right at hand at moments recognized by our culture as being profoundly special times.  
If we find ourselves far from home, then a verse of “I’ll Be Home for Christmas” over the loudspeakers at the mall might bring tears to our eyes. 
If we have a heart, the news out of Brown University and Syndey, Australia and Ukraine, can prompt us to wonder how we can rejoice when so many are victims of violence.


Furthering worsening matters is that folk who have these feelings find them compounded by a sense of guilt for having them in the first place. As Charlie Brown says to Linus after confessing his feelings of depression, “I think there must be something wrong with me.”  We blame ourselves for not being filled with gaiety, and so slip even further into a holiday season funk. For those who suffer from these holiday blahs, it can a blue Christmas indeed.

A blue Christmas not so different from that first Christmas long ago.

 Maybe this is why “It Came Upon The Midnight Clear” is perhaps my favorite Christmas carol. It has not always been so, and maybe one cannot appreciate the carol until one has had a fair share of suffering in this world. The reason I love it so is verse 4: “And ye, beneath life’s crushing load whose forms are bending low, who toil along the climbing way, with painful steps and slow….”  That’s everyone having a blue Christmas, that’s everyone who needs Christmas most, that carol is speaking to us. That carol is about us, and our reality, and how there are times, particularly around the holidays, when we just wonder how we can go on.


And yet the carol does not leave us there, groaning under those heavy loads, sorrowing, hurting. It encourages us who most need some good news: “look now, for glad and golden hours come swiftly on the wing; O rest beside the weary road, and hear the angels sing!” 

Friends, this is the good news of Christmas for us, that it is into this world – not into some fairy tale fantasy world where everything is perfect and wonderful and just so – but into this world, a real world of all manner of feelings and situations and sorrows and suffering, that Jesus Christ is born. 
The good news of Christmas is it is in the bleakest season of the year, and in the darkest hour of the night, and in the most wretched age of humankind, that the light of God’s love shone forth for Mary and Joseph and overworked shepherds and exhausted travelers from afar -- and the good news of Christmas is that the light of God’s love shines forth still.

But don’t let this good news guilt you into false cheeriness; don’t let this become one more “should” in that list of “oughts” we compile out of the sense that we are not good enough as we are; don’t let anyone or anything make you beat yourself up even more because you are not feeling the way they want or expect you to feel. 

This was my story. Sitting across from me at a Christmas season chapel service at seminary was one of my professors, who the week before had lost both her parents in a tragic car accident. Waiting for me at home was my spouse, suffering through the end stages of her battle with breast cancer. The preacher was going on about the joys of Christmas, basically telling us that it was a sin not to rejoice in this most joyous of seasons. As he sent us out with the most banal of benedictions: “Go forth and be happy!”, my professor’s eyes and mine met, silently agreeing, “What a load of hooey!”
Mary Cartledgehayes, a pastor and author, writes of her struggle with the loss of her husband of 17 years during the holiday season, and her inability to “make happy”: 

“Frankly, on that particular Christmas, little mattered to me. I didn’t want to hear carols. I didn’t want to be cheered up. I didn’t want to look at perky Christmas cards. I wanted the same thing I’d wanted every day for eight months: the strength to force myself out of bed in the morning, to brush my teeth and to eat. I knew, even if nobody else did, that it wasn’t my Christian duty to be happy during the holidays. It was enough for me to remember, as best I could, that God loves us in our pain . . . [that] God doesn’t require smiles from us, not even at Christmas, [that] God doesn’t begrudge sadness, God honors it.” (The Christian Century, Dec. 23, 2003, pps. 8-9).

The good news of Christmas is that it comes for us in whatever emotional shade or tint we might find ourselves in, whether flush with new love or aglow with the sight of a grandchild tearing open presents or just weighed down with a case of the holiday blues. 
And the good news of Christmas is this: it is personal, it is social, it is for all of us, and it is for each of you. The angels sing: “I am bringing you good news of great joy for all the people: to you – to you, Charlie Brown, to you, Nancy, and you, Lynn, and you, Annie and John, and you, Bonnie, and you, Georgia – to you, to each and every one of you who bears a heavy load – to you is born this day in the city of David a Savior, who is the Messiah, the Lord.” 
To you is born One who comes to lift that burden from your shoulders, to sing to you as you rest alongside the weary road, to wipe away every tear from your eye, to be your companion in this life and beyond, and ultimately to raise you, even you, to new and abundant life. 
Christmas is for you. Amen.
------------------------
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