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"Why don't we simply start by admitting that an
extraordinary anthropological backslide has taken
place in our world in this century, regardless of
who or what triggered it?" That is what the
Russian poet, Joseph Brodsky, wrote in an essay
in 1994 about the “post-communist nightmare.”
This was the poet who was imprisoned in, as he
put it, “some urine-reeking cement hole in the
bowels of Russia.” In 1972 Brodsky was
brought before the Soviet court in Leningrad.
The transcript went something like this.

The judge asked the poet, “What is your
profession?” Brodsky replied: “translator and
poet.”

Judge: Who recognized you as a poet? Who has
enrolled you in the ranks of poets?

Brodsky: No one. Who enrolled me in
the ranks of human beings?

Judge: Did you study for it?

Brodsky: What?

Judge: To be a poet. Didn't you try to
take courses in school where one prepares for
life, where one learns?

Brodsky: I didn't believe it was a matter
of education.

Judge: How is that?

Brodsky: I thought that it came from
God.

Let’s back up a moment. What did this poet
mean when he spoke about an extraordinary
anthropological backslide? He meant, he said,
that the 20" Century should be a reminder to us
of original sin. “It's not such a heady concept,”
he wrote. “Translated into common parlance, it
means that [humanity] is dangerous.” The irony
of a poet who claimed his poetic gifts as given to
him by God before the godless Soviet state is
rich indeed. But no more rich than American
presidential candidates embracing God and
religion as they seek to rule and govern an empire

dedicated to the bottom line. Still, the point I
wish to make with you on this Third Sunday of
Advent, in a sermon series that attempts to
uncover other birth narratives in the bible so we
can understand the birth of Christ, is this point
made by Joseph Brodsky: humanity is
dangerous.

Last weeks headlines alone are enough to
convince us of that insight, are they not? We are
estranged from one another. We find it difficult
to make peace with one another. We are aliens
and alienated. And we spend enormous amounts
of time living in fear of those who appear strange
to us.

Why this emphasis today upon the alienation of
humanity? Because there is an account of the
birth of Jesus that we seldom consider in this
season that I want to call your attention to this
morning. Because aside from the miraculous
signs found in Matthew and Luke—of a virgin
giving birth, of a star in the heavens, of choirs of
angels singing to shepherds—the account I am
about to call your attention to is actually found in
all the gospels and is indeed kernel to the very
story of Jesus of Nazareth. The account that I
speak of is found in John’s Gospel, chapter one.
As you know, this gospel has no infancy
narrative. But it does contain a passing reference
to how the Christ entered the world. Before we
go there to read, however, I want to first call
your attention to another birth story found in the
Old Testament.

It is the story of Mose’s first son. Moses was the
great liberator of the Hebrew slaves. He was the
Law Giver at Sinai, the one who spoke with God
and then brought the words of God to the
people. You remember this and know this, of
course, but it is important nonetheless to say
these things since the Messiah is portrayed in the



Gospels has having superceded Moses. In fact,
the Gospel of John says it this way: For the law

was given through Moses; grace and truth came through
Jesus Christ [1.17].

So I want you to see this connection of the
Christ to Moses. There are ways in which the two
are connected, from their mission of liberation to
their proclamation of the words of God. But
there is one other connection I want to make and
it is, as I have said, at this story of Mose’s first
son. That story is found in Exodus chapter two:

15When Pharaoh heard of it, he sought to kill

Moses.

But Moses fled from Pharaoh. He settled in the
land of Midian, and sat down by a well. [look in
the fourth chapter of John and you will see Jesus
sitting at a well and asking for a drink from a
Samaritan woman] 8The priest of Midian had
seven daughters. They came to draw water, and
filled the troughs to water their father's flock.
17But some shepherds came and drove them
away. Moses got up and came to their defense
and watered their flock. 22When they returned to
their father Reuel [which means, Ofiend of GodQ],
he said, "How is it that you have come back so
soon today?" 12They said, "An Egyptian helped us
against the shepherds; he even drew water for us
and watered the flock." 22He said to his
daughters, "Where is he? Why did you leave the
man? Invite him to break bread." £Moses agreed
to stay with the man, and he gave Moses his
daughter Zipporah in marriage. 22She bore a son,
and he named him Gershom; for he said, "I have

been an alien® residing in a foreign land."

Moses, who chased off shepherds who were
harassing the daughters of the friend of God;
Moses who became at that moment a shepherd
himself and tended to the flock of Reuel; Moses
who will soon be called by God to deliver the
people out of bondage; Moses who would soon

be given the words of God at Sinai; marries
Zipporah and she gives birth to a son and he
names him: Gershom. Now your pew bible, the
NRSV, translates this accurately as alien. The
KJV says Gershom means stranger. And I wish 1
had time to go into the parallelism of Hebrew
poetics but you can see that for yourself in this
verse: he was a stranger in a strange land.

Now turn with me to the passing reference in
John’s gospel of how Jesus entered the world.
Chapter one:

10 He was in the world, and the world came into
being through him; yet the world did not know
him. 1XHe came to what was his own, and his own
people did not accept him.

He entered the world that was made through him
but the world did not recognize him. He came to
his own home and his own people did not
recognize him. He was a stranger. He was, like
Moses’ son Gershom, an alien, a sojourner, a
stranger in a strange land. And one day,
dangerous men, as Brodsky might put it, Roman
soldiers, would hang him on at tree at Calvary.

Why do we celebrate the birth of this man from
Galilee? Because when we look into his face we
see our own faces. He shared our human
condition, our human predicament. He knows
what it means to feel like a stranger; he
experienced what it means to be an alien in an
alien land. He knows you and me better than we
know ourselves. I prefer the words of Brodsky’s
teacher, Anna Akhmatova, who began her poem,
Reguiem, this way:

No foreign sky protected me,

no stranger'swing shielded my face.
| stand as witnessto the common lot,
survivor of that time, that place.

In the bleak midwinter, in the season of our
sojourn through this strange world, the stranger
from Nazareth appeared and by his light,
darkness was dispelled; by his great love, hatred
and death were overcome. Amen.



