Birth on the Christmas Ship
B Christmas Eve--Luke 2:1-20

A few days before Christmas, 1950, an American freighter is called to the North Korean port of Hungnam to evacuate the people who are fleeing the oncoming Chinese army.
  The docks are crammed with refugees.  They have left behind everything they could not push or carry from their homes and villages, where roosters and pigs now roam the empty roads, and they have joined the crowds that swell along the docks.  Explosions can be heard from the town's perimeter as the freighter pulls up in the dusk and people surge down into the empty hold.  And they just keep coming, an all-night tide of the desperate and the frantic.  Then, at daybreak, obese with passengers, the ship labors out of the harbor and begins a three-day odyssey through enemy-infested waters towards South Korea.


This is a true story.  A Christmas story.  With enough berths for 60, the freighter has taken on 14,000 people.  They are packed in so tightly that they have to take turns sitting down--old people without teeth, little ones crying with fright, the sick and the wounded, village elders, simple farmers, and of course, pregnant women.  Imagine what that must have been like!  You squat uncomfortably in the frigid darkness.  Between the hold's metal walls the air fills with the briny reek of fecal matter, engine oil, vomit, and the ocean, aggravating your own nausea.  There is little food.  There is little water.  Somewhere in the far corner, someone is moaning. 

Then the contractions begin, pain rolling through you, pulling up sounds that you didn't know you could make.  Your husband manages to clear a little bit of room.  Someone lays down a thin blanket that barely dulls the icy floor.  And that is how your baby is born.  

Who would want to bring a child into such an ordeal?  Who would wish such a world on any innocent life?  What would you feel as this little, wet fish of new humanity emerges from your body and is tucked into your arms?  Joy?  Fear?  Grief?  Love?  Power?  Helplessness?  Hope?

The birth that we celebrate tonight, of course, happened in much the same way.  Mary, too, was dislodged by occupying powers, and poor, and forced to bear her child amid dirt and discomfort and then to flee her country to protect him from violence.  This was no auspicious beginning.  This was no middle-class scene of comfort and promise.  And we forget this.  We forget that Jesus, who embodies for us the hope of the world, was born into desperation and flight and wretchedness.  It's the first thing we forget about Christmas.  It's the first thing to get crowded out by decorated fir trees and loaded stockings and ribbon and cookies and shopping.  And it's really too bad, because this thing that we forget, this scandal of God's entry into poverty and displacement, actually has the power to feed us in a way that none of those other things can.  


Especially now.  Especially here and now, as the economic security that most of us have enjoyed seems to grow more and more uncertain.  As the poverty rate rises, and houses foreclose, and jobs drain from our communities, and our political system increasingly reveals itself to represent the few at the expense of the many.  A lot of us may for the first time be getting a small taste of the loss-of-control, the helplessness before political and economic tides, that the North Koreans on that boat knew, and that Mary herself knew. 


And I think of what the angel Gabriel said to her when he told her of Jesus' coming, and what he says again to the shepherds in today's passage: do not be afraid.  Do not be afraid.  That is a word of hope that we must allow to be kindled in us, and that we must try to bring to the world around us that clings so fiercely to material security.  Do not be afraid.  God could have come into the world any way God wanted, in wealth and power, in comfort and ease, and what God chose was to come into the world as a refugee.  A poor person born in a barn in a politically volatile world.  We pin our hopes on that person.  When the chips are down, when our lives have been stripped of all accessories, we remember the real gift of Christmas: that he lived as we live.  That his mother bore him, and she was not afraid.  That he was a man of love, hunted and hounded and murdered, but that his light could not, would not, will not be quenched.

� This is a retelling based on the New York Times story, "Leonard Larue, Rescuer in the Korean War, Dies at 87," by Richard Goldstein, published October 20, 2001, accessed online at http://www.nytimes.com/2001/10/20/us/leonard-larue-rescuer-in-the-korean-war-dies-at-87.html?src=pm.





