Advent Series: By Prophet Bards Foretold

“The Messiah from Nowhere”

Micah 5:2-5a

Occasionally upon meeting people and engaging in small talk someone will ask where I’m from. When I tell them South Carolina, the next question is usually, “where in SC?” That’s where it gets kind of tough. Where I came from in SC is close to nothing. In fact, in our family we have often jokingly said, we’re from the “middle of nowhere.”

 Have you ever read the Cotton Patch Gospels?  In this paraphrase of the Gospels by Clarence Jordan, the story of Jesus’ life, death and resurrection are set in the context of our own Southern, United States. The nativity story in the 2nd chapter of Luke reads this way:

 “It happened in those days that a proclamation went out from President Augustus that every citizen must register. This was the first registration when Quirinius was Secretary of War. So everyone went to register, each going to his hometown. Joseph too went up from south Georgia from the city of Valdosta, to his home in north Georgia, a place named Gainesville, to register with his bride Mary, who by now was heavily pregnant” (Luke 2:1-5).

 Today Valdosta and Gainesville aren’t exactly the “middle of nowhere,” but they’re not exactly in the center of the universe either. Be it Gainesville or Bethlehem; Valdosta or Nazareth, the point is the same. The Christ child, the one who was the Messiah, entered our world in the “middle of nowhere.” 

“The word became flesh and dwelt among us”, writes the apostle John, but the Living Word did not descend into the bustling business district of ancient Rome or Athens, nor to a metropolis like Atlanta. Rather he was born in Bethlehem, a tiny one -camel village, a frontier town filled with shepherds - dirty, smelly sheep-herders, a wild and unruly bunch, known for their less than religious life-style. And he grew up in Nazareth, a town so insignificant that it isn’t even mentioned in the Old Testament. 

 Both of these places – Bethlehem and Nazareth - were not exactly where the rich and famous went on holiday. The seats of power and influence were not located there. Bethlehem and Nazareth were villages full of lowly, insignificant hovels and huts. However, it was into these little towns in the middle of nowhere that the most important person in history was born and raised. The One who would be the Redeemer of the universe. 

 On this Fourth Sunday of Advent, I’d like to invite you to ponder for a moment what Jesus’ coming out of nowhere says about God and about us. And I’d like to suggest a couple of things. First of all, perhaps the Messiah’s coming out of nowhere suggests that…

…GOD LOVES THE LEAST AND THE LITTLEST.

 The prophet-bard Micah, way back in the 8th century B.C., foretold the coming of the Messiah and he said Messiah would come from the tiny village of Bethlehem. 

“But you, O Bethlehem Ephrathah, who are little to be among the clans of Judah. From you shall come forth for me one who is to be the ruler of Israel” (v.2)

 Micah calls Bethlehem “little”. In the Hebrew the word means, “small, insignificant, of no account”.  The Ruler of Israel, the King of Glory, the Ancient of Days, descended into a no-account place hardly on the map and certainly without a zip code. It makes you wonder what God’s thinking must have been. If he wanted to reveal himself to the world, why would he do so in the middle of nowhere? I wonder if maybe by Jesus being born in Bethlehem, God was making his case for his love for the least and the littlest in the world?

 One of my favorite Christian writers, Philip Yancy, says that one of the things we learn about God from the first Christmas is that the events of that day point to an oxymoron: a humble God. 

“The God who came to Earth, came not in a raging whirlwind or a devouring fire. Unimaginably, the Maker of all things shrank down, down, down, so small as to become an ovum, a single fertilized egg barely visible to the naked eye, an egg that would divide and re-divide until a fetus took shape, enlarging cell by cell inside a nervous teenager. And then that pregnant teenager would deliver in the middle of nowhere, in a barn in Bethlehem.”(Philip Yancy, The Jesus I Never Knew p. 36).

 This is the God who identifies with the least and the littlest. So as we look for the Messiah this Christmas where shall we begin our search? Among the malls and in the marketplace? In the places of plenty or our pocketbook’s potential? Or do we go to Bethlehem and seek him among the littlest and the least?

 Bishop Oscar Romero, who was martyred among the South American poor for his proclamation of the gospel, said this:

 “We must not seek the child Jesus in the pretty figures of our Christmas crèches. We must seek him among the undernourished children who have gone to bed tonight without eating, among the poor boys who will sleep covered with newspapers in doorways”

(Pulpit Resource, Oct.- Dec. 1997). 

 Jesus came among the littlest and the least. He came to identify with all humanity and to do so he still comes to the smallest, most insignificant and most no-account places. 

 Perhaps one message for us this Advent, is to seek Christ not in the great and the grandiose, but in the simple and the plain - to seek Jesus among the seemingly insignificant. That was the place he appeared that first Christmas and where he still appears today.

Secondly, the Messiah’s coming out of nowhere, suggests that…

…GOD SENT JESUS TO GUIDE AND TO SAVE THE LOST.

 Micah goes on to describe the work of this Messiah who would come out of nowhere to be among the littlest and the least:

 “ And he shall stand and feed his flock in the strength of the Lord, in the majesty of the name of the Lord his God” (v.4)

 This one who would be born the Messiah would take his cue from those among whom he was born and who came on that evening to be his first admirers: the shepherds. 

Bethlehem was a sheep-herding town. The last great person who came out of that little village was a shepherd boy, who, of course, became king. That boy was named David.

 And so as Jesus grew to adulthood he would one day see his role as that of a Good Shepherd. Listen how Jesus described that role: 
 “I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep...  I know my own and my own know me...My sheep hear my voice, and I know them and they follow me; and I give them eternal life, and they shall never perish, and no one shall snatch them out of my hand” ( John 10:11,14,27-28)

 It’s the task of a shepherd to keep watch over the sheep, to care for them and lead them back when they go astray. And that is what the Messiah from nowhere does.

 It’s easy to get lost in the middle of nowhere. I’ve done it on a number of occasions myself in my younger days, out in the woods hunting. I would lose my bearings and forget the landmarks, losing track of where I was. I was always grateful for those times when I was with my Dad and this happened. All I had to do was call out and my older, wiser father was there to guide me to himself, and then direct me out of the woods. 

  One of the great theologians of the 20th century Yogi Berra was quoted as saying, 

“If you don’t know where you’re going, you may end up someplace else.”

That has been the case with so many in our time. They have no idea where they are going in life and so they end up someplace other than where they dreamed they would be. 

· Some set out on the journey toward happiness, and find their lives filled with sadness. 

· Some had great hopes and aspirations, and now they feel only despair and cynicism. 

· Some began the journey of life with great courage and anticipation. Now their lives are filled with fear and dread. 

In the wilderness that life can become, where it feels that we lose our way, we can always cry out to the promised Messiah. Micah said this Messiah would come to “stand and feed his flock in the strength of the Lord”. The Good Shepherd Jesus came out of nowhere to guide us to somewhere; somewhere where there is meaning and purpose in life.

 Catholic Henri Nouwen, once wrote that the hearts of men and women are in need of something the world cannot give; that they are longing for someone to speak a word of good news; Nouwen writes:

“Speak to us about the deepest yearnings of our hearts, about our many wishes, about hope; not about new methods of satisfying our emotional needs, but about love. Speak to us about a vision larger than our changing perspectives and about a voice deeper than the clamorings of the mass media. Yes, speak to us about something or someone greater than ourselves. Speak to us about...God” (Henri Nouwen, Life of the Beloved p.18)
 Jesus came out of nowhere to speak to a people who were the least, littlest and lost. And he came out of nowhere to speak a word to them about God. And Micah even tells us what that word of promise holds for all who will hear it and heed it. It says in vv. 4 and 5 of Micah chapter 5:

“And they shall dwell secure...and there shall be peace”

 The promise of security. The promise of peace. And isn’t it the case that the least and the littlest, the most vulnerable in our midst, long for security? And isn’t it the case that those who are lost and directionless long most of all for peace? That is what the “nowhere man” Jesus came to bring; the promise of security to the least and the littlest and the promise of peace to the lost. 

 This Advent, I want to encourage you to reach out and grasp a little of that security and peace. And as you do share it with others. The “littlest and the least” are all around us. They live on the raw edge of life and don’t know security. Help someone who is vulnerable, that he or she may feel the tending hand of the Good Shepherd through you.

 And share the peace of the one born in Bethlehem with those you know who are restless and wandering. Point the way to the Messiah from “nowhere” that brings meaning and purpose to life. 

And as you grasp this peace and security and share it with others, may you kneel at last in Bethlehem and know that you have arrived at the place where the Savior was born.
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