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CHAOS IN BETHLEHEM

Two thousand years ago, Bethlehem was occupied by a Roman military power whose preferred method of maintaining law and order was crucifixion. Bethlehem, on the eve of the first Christmas, was under the jurisdiction of King Herod. Bethlehem was in chaos. 


Few tyrants have surpassed Herod’s ruthless inhumanity.  Within his own family, he murdered his wife and three of his sons, while beyond his palace he dealt out such brutality that even the Roman Emperor, Caesar Augustus, said, “Better to be Herod’s pig than Herod’s son”.  So Bethlehem knew only too well the terrifying sounds and scenes of violence.  It was hardly the “Little Town of Bethlehem” of our beloved Christmas carol, lying “still” under the “silent stars” in “deep and dreamless sleep”.


Jesus was born in the reign of Herod, in a reign of terror.  He was born in chaos.  No sooner was he born than his family became refugees on the road to Egypt, with Herod’s soldiers on their heels, searching out every new-born child to kill it.  We have turned the Christmas story into a romance.  But it was not romantic.  It was chaotic.  


When we are tempted to say that these are bleak times in which we live, frightening times in which to celebrate Christmas, perhaps we forget this basic fact about the Christmas story.  Christmas is not a reminder that the world is a lovely peaceful place.  It reminds us that the world is a terrifying  place, where chaos reigns, where children are murdered, where political tyrants dispense death, lies, hatred and terror.  Christmas is God lighting a candle. You don’t light a candle in a room that’s already full of light. You light a candle to dispel the darkness.


That’s where we can find meaning and hope at Christmas.  Jesus was born into chaos. Out there in the world’s chaos, there is Jesus the Saviour.  He was cradled in confusion.  Joseph must have wondered how long before the sound of hobnails would be heard outside.  In the uproar and disorder, in a reign of terror, God came down to earth.


It means that God comes where we are, here where we too are sometimes plunged into chaos, here where we struggle to see our way through the pandemonium.  He knows how the real world feels, the cruel world, the chaotic, terrifying world.  He lived within it.  And because of that, there is now no hideous cruelty in life that is beyond his ken, no dreaded nightmare that can’t be faced, no hidden terrors that cannot at any moment be touched by God and transformed.  


In the year 1247, a priory was founded in London, called the Priory of St. Mary at Bethlehem in honour of the Blessed Mother. It was where monks worshipped and prayed.  A century later, a hospital was added to the priory; and, then, under King Henry VIII, with the suppression of all religious orders, it was turned into a hospital for the insane.  The noise and confusion of the place was known all over England.  In time, the original name  -  St. Mary of Bethlehem  -  was shortened to “Bethlehem”.  And Bethlehem, by further contraction and corruption, became “Bedlam”.  We all know what bedlam is.


But Bedlam and Bethlehem are connected.  There is nowhere other than Bedlam for God to send his Son. He came to live out the bedlam that our lives so often are, to reveal his love in the madness and frenzy of our world.  Bedlam was and is and ever shall be where Christ is born.  And there we can meet him still.


Our popular Christmas carol would reflect the reality of the birth of Jesus better if we sang:


    "Oh little town of Bedlam, how harsh we hear thee cry,


    Above thy deep nightmarish sleep, the silent stars go by.


    Yet in thy dark streets shineth the everlasting light.


    The hopes and fears of all the years are met in thee tonight."

