The Smallest Sacrifice
Luke 2:21-24

 In the beauty and charm of traditional Christmases, we often harmonize the details of Matthew’s storytelling with that of Luke’s, assuming they are narrating the same event, just with differing details, emphases, and perspectives.  From childhood Nativity pageants to the beloved lyrics of Christmas carols to every memory we have of celebrating the birth of Jesus in- and outside of church, we routinely combine the shepherds and the angels with the magi and the guiding star.  It all blends together well to provide a composite scene for crèches and for the telling of this magical night when the Christ child was born so long ago.

Yet, despite this traditional narrative, we also have a hunch (if not already assume) that none of it happened in quite this way—that Matthew and Luke are actually telling two contrasting stories for differing audiences and for specific purposes, ultimately leaving us with two lasting and distinct impressions upon the world as to who they perceived Jesus to be.  A closer eye on the details makes it clear these are two different stories and not just two perspectives on the same event.  One might easily conclude, the Gospel writers never intended for their stories to be harmonized, if they were even aware of each other’s version as a rival to their own depiction of Jesus’ birth.  For there’s very little that they seem to share in common.
Students of ancient literature know this.  As with most “biographies” in antiquity, the beginning of it was shaped by the later significance of the individual.  The birth accounts of heroes and rulers alike would be dramatic and colorful, so that the ancient record would recognize that a great person was entering the world.  Emperors and pharaohs might be portrayed as immaculately born to a virgin or as the product of a mortal and divine tryst.  Those who would witness the great event or come to kneel in reverence before the honored infant would represent those who were subject to his authority at a later time, or as those who were liberated and blessed by his presence.  In other words, the stories of Jesus’ birth are very similar to and reflective of an entire genre of mythical literature about ancient heroes, rulers, and gods.
Does this diminish their value to us now, simply because they were never meant to be a “reporter’s eye” on the birth and earliest days of Jesus?  Does their legendary nature mean there is little or no basis to them in reality?  Does this mean that Christmas is more fiction than fact?
Well, I have no desire to be an iconoclast and ruin Christmas for any of us.  We can still maintain our Christmas pageants and crèches with good reason.  So the answer is No as to their diminished value, especially when the point of the Gospel writers was not to write a biography of Jesus, as much as to convey the meaning of his life to those who would follow him.  That’s where we try to enter into the minds of Matthew and Luke as to what they wanted their readers to know about Jesus of Nazareth.  Who was this One who lived among them as the Prince of Peace?
For Matthew, based on the allusions to David and royal imagery, it’s clear he wanted to portray Jesus as the fulfillment of messianic dreams of Judeans, i.e., Jesus being the true Davidic King—the fulfillment of ancient prophecies.  To underscore that, foreign astrologers—the three magi—would be the ones to discern his appearance and significance from the stars and constellations and then bring that to the attention of King Herod, who ruled over Judea on behalf of the Romans.  Born to a virgin in David’s own familial town of Bethlehem, the village of his earthly father, Joseph, who was from the Davidic lineage, Matthew presented Jesus as a new king who was greater than all Judean kings before him, especially Herod, recognized by the world even before he would be revealed to his own people.  So for Matthew, Jesus was a direct challenge to King Herod even from the time of his birth—the one who would bring back divine legitimacy to the throne of David.  This, of course, led to Herod’s rage and the killing of the innocents in Bethlehem and the exile of Joseph’s family to Egypt—the great patriarchal story being retold in Jesus’ own life.  For the most part, that’s how scholars typically interpret Matthew’s account.
Luke, on the other hand, viewed Jesus, not from the heights of Davidic glory, and not as a direct challenge to Herod’s authority, nor as the embodiment of Israel’s history, but instead as a Savior of the poor, contrasting Matthew by portraying Jesus’ life as among the profane and harsh underside of human life.  For Luke, Jesus was a shepherd of the humble and meek, the shamed, and the forgotten.  Unlike Matthew’s birth account, where Jesus was born in the familial home of Joseph in Bethlehem, in Luke’s Gospel Jesus was born into homelessness—birthed away from his parents’ village of Nazareth, and not in the living quarters of a house as in Matthew, but rather in the portion reserved for animals—the feeding trough of goats and sheep.  Instead of kings and magi, he was surrounded by some of the least reliable witnesses—the low-skilled, lowly-regarded shepherds of neighboring fields who, with no home of their own, lived with their flocks along the hillsides.  Luke seems to have deliberately woven this theme of poverty throughout his narrative to portray Jesus as being identified with and born among the least of humanity in the Judean world.  When you think about it, side by side the two Gospel writers couldn’t have delivered more contrasting images of who Jesus was—from being revered among the greatest of all to purposely identified with the least of all.  You can appreciate how difficult it might be to harmonize the intentions behind these two stories.
Our portion of the story today from Luke actually underscores the poverty into which Jesus was born and offers a symbolic message that is often hidden in the context.  For that reason I want to uncover its meaning and intent in Luke’s storytelling.  These four verses refer to the custom for parents to bring their newborn son before a priest on the eighth day following birth to be blessed, circumcised, and formally named; then later, after 40 days from the birth, the mother returns to be declared ritually clean by the priest.  The sacrifice made at the time of purification was to atone for the mother’s state of being ceremonially unclean due to the natural postnatal blood flow.  All of this is laid out in Leviticus 12:

If a woman conceives and bears a male child, she shall be ceremonially unclean seven days…On the eighth day the flesh of the foreskin shall be circumcised.  Her time of blood purification shall be thirty-three days; she shall not touch any holy thing, or come into the sanctuary, until the days of her purification are completed.  (Leviticus 12:2-4)
The ritual of purification, then, is what allowed a mother to return into the normal religious life of her community.

In Luke’s rendering of the Jesus story, Mary and Joseph brought Jesus to the temple in Jerusalem to be circumcised on his eighth day, and then returned a month later for the ritual of purification for Mary.  At that time, according to Luke, they offered a sacrifice of “two turtledoves, or a pair of young pigeons.”  
Now aside from the obvious allusion we might hear to the song, “The Twelve Days of Christmas,” their offering of two turtledoves has significance for what it conveyed about them.  What Leviticus states is this:

When the days of her purification are completed, whether for a son or for a daughter, she shall bring to the priest…a lamb in its first year for a burnt offering, and a pigeon or a turtledove for a sin offering.  He shall offer it before the Lord, and make atonement on her behalf; then she shall be clean from her flow of blood.  This is the law for her who bears a child, male or female.  (Leviticus 12:6-7)
This was the custom for every righteous mother in Israel: to take a young lamb along with a single dove or pigeon as the sacrifice for her atonement.  


One, then, has to wonder, why the discrepancy?  Why didn’t Mary and Joseph take a lamb and make their offering?  Why from the start did they not abide by the clear command of the Torah?  Even more to the point, if Luke made his story about shepherds, why then didn’t the shepherds show their reverence (like the magi in Matthew’s version) by offering a lamb as a gift for the Christ Child?  Wouldn’t that make sense?  Wouldn’t it be a natural and easy detail to fit into the story?  So why this flaw—this oversight, or contradiction—in Luke’s storytelling—that the shepherds could not, would not provide a lamb for Mary so that she could righteously obey the Law of Moses following the birth of her firstborn son?  Wasn’t that the least that they could do—the smallest sacrifice they might make for the One the angels proclaimed as their Savior, Christ the Lord?  


Perhaps, that would have been true had those sheep been theirs to give.  That was a subtle point Luke was making!  He wasn’t romanticizing the poor; he was revealing their harsh reality!  Shepherds, typically, weren’t owners of anything.  They were hired hands; they were among the poorest of the poor—rootless, often itinerant, usually not bright or ambitious (at least in the public’s mind!).  They might be paid a small sum or offered some daily bread to watch over someone else’s sheep—those who owned the lands or who rested peacefully in their homes on the night the angels came.  So if a shepherd had tried to give Mary a lamb for her offering, what would have happened?  Both the shepherd and Mary would have been publicly scorned and run out of the village for stealing sheep!  

The irony was, shepherds took care of the sacrifices others made for their righteousness, but few of them had means to provide for their own!  For Luke, this was the plight of the poor: they had nothing of their own to offer for righteousness’ sake, symbolized by Mary’s meager offering.


Luke, though, was wise to recognize that Leviticus made some accommodation to the poor:  
If she cannot afford a sheep, she shall take two turtledoves or two pigeons, one for a burnt offering and the other for a sin offering; and the priest shall make atonement on her behalf, and she shall be clean.          (Leviticus 12:8)  
The poor could make an offering of two turtledoves—a shameful pittance for anyone else, but a genuine sacrifice for those who had nothing else to give.  Pigeons and turtledoves were commonplace for daily sacrifices—not so for the major moments of one’s life, such as the birth of a firstborn child.  They were sold for next to nothing in the temple courtyard, much like candles one might purchase today in a Catholic church.  They were available for small sacrifices and daily prayers—the inconsequential ones that are made routinely.  Hence, their easy availability.  They were not much of a sacrifice. 


But for a poor person, two turtledoves was a grace—a mercy.  One person’s small sacrifice was all they could afford to serve for their own supreme sacrifice—that representing gratitude for the life of a child in one’s life and for being able to return into the community of the faithful.  The average person’s smallest sacrifice was a poor person’s supreme sacrifice!  Mary’s sacrifice would have been among the smallest in Bethlehem.

How profound that would be to the telling of Luke’s Gospel about Jesus—that in the story of his birth, in the initial impressions of who he was, Jesus’ life was deeply identified with those who were the poorest of the poor—those often shamed for their pitiful existence on earth.  In Luke’s inspired mind, the two turtledoves that were the smallest sacrifice one could make became representative of the little child who would become the supreme sacrifice for the world!  It was a story to be told in its simple humility and in its wondrous glory.


We often miss the significance of the storytelling when we do what the Gospel writers never meant to happen, i.e., combine two distinct narratives and conflate them into one, often losing the unique language and the deeply imbedded message intended by each author.  If we do receive the stories as they are meant to be heard, we are then more able to appreciate the spiritual power of the Gospel story—of the one who was born so long ago, who eventually came to represent God in a variety of ways that humans still ponder.

As we leave this season once again celebrating the birth of the Christ Child, may we remember Luke’s intent through the poetic words of Howard Thurman:

In a quiet manger full of the animal sweat,

The healthy sounds of tired beasts,

The maiden womb of Israel’s Daughter

Opened wide its flood gates, 

pushing into a waiting moment

The expected child!

When the old man saw what God had wrought,

His heart flung off the weight of years

To give wide sweep to urgent words:


“Now, Lord, let thy servant depart in peace


For mine eyes have seen…


This child is the sign of man’s attack.”

The family was poor!

The Day of Consecration came

But the price for the Lamb of Sacrifice 

could not be found;

Only the doves of the poor to use.

Poverty, the watchword of the mass of men,

Marked him early as the Son of Man.
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