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I love Christmas and I love the Christmas story.  Don’t you?  

What part of the story do you like best? 
From the earliest days, it was the mysterious Magi who caught 

people’s fancy.  Matthew’s elegant three were always more popular 
than Luke’s more pedestrian shepherds.  There is something more 
intriguing about Magi.  It’s much more glamorous in the Christmas 
pageants to be attired in colourful gowns and gold jewellery than in 
the simpler dress of working shepherds.  Now, though, even Luke’s 
story has been cleaned up and made into a quaint, gentle rustic 
tale.  Dirty shepherds and a filthy stable are romanticized and 
sentimentalized.  It’s wonderful to see the children act in a pageant 
or to hear the story read in glimmering candlelight.  Christmas is 
such an idealistic time. 

But all too soon we must go back into the real world, the world 
of fact – brutal, cold, hard reality.  It is out there that our beautiful 
ideals clash with coarse realities.  What a problem that is!  How do 
we relate our beautiful ideals to the real world’s brutal facts?  
Surely, the real problem for most of us in living out the Christian life 
is not disbelief, or unbelief, not lapses into theoretical atheism.  
Surely, our real problem is that our beautiful ideals crash head on 
into brutal facts, and sometimes they seem to be crushed by the 
force of it. 

Consider some examples.  Consider international peace.  When 
the Berlin Wall was brought down in November of 1989 thirty years 
ago, and the Cold War ended, we anticipated a new era of peace.  
But the same protagonists still spend massive amounts of money on 
weapons and the military; tensions are still high. 

After September 11, 2001, the world focussed its violence on 
ISIS and the Islamic state.  Osama bin Laden and other prominent 
leaders have been killed, but violence still erupts regularly in the 
Middle East, northern Africa and Afghanistan.  The United Nations 
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sends Peace Makers rather than Peace Keepers, and how do we try 
to make peace?  By going to war.  As Morley Callaghan once put it, 
we believe in universal justice brought about by universal war. 

And so, we have the brutal facts of war and the beautiful ideals 
of peace.  Roman legions arming for battle while angels sing about 
goodwill to all.  Bleeding heart visionaries dreaming of international 
concord and common decency while hard-headed realists meet 
violence with violence.  This is not belief against unbelief.  This is 
fine ideals against brutal facts. 

Consider a more central religious experience.  We believe in a 
God of love, yet we see photographs and video coverage of millions 
starving to death.  We see the tortured faces of mothers and the 
expressionless, lifeless bodies of their children.  The internet and 
social media bring appalling suffering into our homes daily, 
sometimes hourly.  Where is the love of God?  Beautiful ideals 
assaulted by brutal facts. 

Or consider the more personal realm of your own morals or 
ethics.  Between November 25th and December 6th, men are asked 
to wear white ribbons as part of the campaign of men opposed to 
male violence against women.  When this White Ribbon Campaign 
began about twenty-eight years ago, as is inevitable, there were the 
complaints that such campaigns paint all men with the same brush, 
that all men are assumed guilty.  An article in The Toronto Star at 
the time tried to show statistically that women are assaulted less 
than men.  It was an interesting article because it showed how that 
particular male author didn’t understand the issue of domestic 
violence at all.  A male criminal being assaulted by another male 
criminal is hardly the same as a woman being assaulted by her 
lover, partner, fiancé, spouse. 

And yet, there is a part of me that resists the women’s 
movement too, not in the area of violence but in the area of family 
life.  My intellect tells me to help around the home, to share the 
household duties.  But another part of me wants to put my feet up 
and let my wife do it.  It’s not that I lack belief or faith, but my 
ideals are confronted by the reality of my psychology, my laziness, 
my resistance, my self-centredness, my sin.  Brutal facts clashing 
with beautiful ideals.  That is the problem.  Not unbelief, but ideals 
against facts. 
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As idealistic as we often perceive the Christmas stories to be, 
the New Testament is the most realistic book written; it does not 
omit the brutal facts of life.  Sure, there is the poetry of angel 
choirs, adoring shepherds, worshipping Magi, but there are also the 
facts.  The shepherds were not as we romanticize them, but rough, 
dirty folk.  Jesus’ birthplace was not rustic or quaint, but poor and 
destitute. 

And then, there is Herod and the part of the story we like to 
omit, the part we heard this morning. 

It seems so odd, so out of place, so disturbing, not in 
character with the merriment of the season.  But there it is for us to 
hear, “Herod was in a furious rage, and he sent and killed all the 
male children in Bethlehem and in all that region who were two 
years old or under.” 

Now I suppose that we don’t mind too much that Herod is 
troubled.  Indeed, we take delight in knowing that he was outwitted 
by the Magi he himself had tried to outwit and use.  But how 
distasteful, how disturbing to hear that all the boys under two were 
murdered.  Brutal facts in the midst of our beautiful ideals. 

We may want to idealize and romanticize the Christmas story 
but this part cannot be made cute or quaint.  Jesus was born into a 
dark, ominous time, threatened by death from the beginning.  The 
Scripture weaves a beautiful tapestry but some of the yarn is black.  
The Christian faith is not naive, but is forged in the fires of reality.  
If our religion is soft and sentimental, it is not Scripture’s fault, but 
our own.  The Bible is not mere idealism, but fact.  No ideal, no 
Christ-child is born without a Herod, a brutal fact waiting to crush it. 

Because the Scriptures are realistic, there are insights to be 
gleaned to equip us for dealing with the problem of our ideals 
versus the facts. 

To begin, consider what we mean by the word ‘fact’.  The 
dictionary says that a fact is something done, a deed, something 
actual, reality, attested by experience.  Facts, we think, are hard, 
concrete, grim, ugly.  On the other hand, ideals are fine, beautiful, 
soft, sentimental.  Facts are solid and substantial; ideals are 
ethereal and visionary.  But is that so? 
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Herod is a fact.  He is prideful, fearful, cynical, blood thirsty, 
greedy and brutal.  But, my friends, so is this Christ-child a fact.  He 
is, indeed, also an ideal, a goal for which to strive, but he is a fact.  
What we really have is not ideals against facts, fantasy against 
reality, but fact face to face with fact. 

A survey done by The Toronto Star once revealed that 7% of 
people interviewed “were not entirely sure there really was such a 
person as Jesus.”  How embarrassing!  The existence of Jesus is 
more historically documented than the crossing of the Rubicon by 
Julius Caesar.  The existence of Jesus is a fact.  But the fact is more 
than existence; it is power and influence. 

Many of you I’m sure have seen on Christmas cards a piece 
entitled “One Solitary Life.”  It speaks about Jesus’ birth into 
obscurity, his life of little accomplishment and his violent death.  
Then it concludes, “All the armies that ever marched, all the navies 
that ever sailed, all the parliaments that ever sat, and all the kings 
that ever reigned have not affected the life of people on this earth 
as much as that one solitary life.”  Fact.  You would never have 
heard of Herod had you not first heard of Jesus.  Fact.  Jesus is an 
ideal, but also a fact.  How we earlier defined a fact in contrast to 
an ideal was inadequate.  It biased our viewpoint.  What we have is 
not insubstantial, fantastic, beautiful, abstract ideals versus solid, 
real, brutal facts, but rather two kinds of solid facts standing in 
conflict and challenging us as to whose side we cast our lot on. 

Consider now, on the other hand, the word ‘ideal’.  As in 
contrast to the word ‘fact’ we often think of ideals as not real, 
existing only in the mind. 

Is courage an ideal?  Yes, but it is also real.  Look to Rigoberta 
Menchu, recipient of the Nobel Peace Prize in 1992 for her justice 
and reconciliation work for the rights of indigenous people in 
Guatemala.  Her father was murdered.  Her brother burned to 
death.  Her mother raped, mutilated and left on the street to be 
eaten by dogs.  She herself was consistently threatened with death.  
Nonetheless, she chose the non-violent way of effecting change by 
being with the people and leading them to oppose the oppressive 
political regime of Guatemala. 

Is love an ideal?  Yes, but look to Mother Teresa, Jean Vanier, 
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our own Dr. Bob McClure and Dr. Helen Huston.  What about your 
own mother and father, your spouse and your children?  What about 
you?  Is your love simply a meaningless ideal?  Or is love real, 
healing bruised souls, binding up broken spirits and mending 
wounded bodies? 

The dictionary says that an ‘ideal’ is also a standard, a model, 
an aim, a goal.  Harry Emerson Fosdick defines it as “a possibility 
that someone perceives in the actual facts.”  “Ideals are possibilities 
resident in actual facts.”  And so “an ideal is about the most 
hard-headed and creative thing that [humankind] handles.” 

If you go to Baddeck, on Cape Breton Island, Nova Scotia, you 
can visit the enlightening Alexander Graham Bell Museum.  It is a 
museum that bears witness to the power of ideals.  Bell was a man 
of ideals.  One of them was to teach deaf people to speak.  In his 
day, that was an ideal, a dream.  Painstakingly he examined the 
actual facts, sifting them, searching them until he found the 
possibility resident in the facts.  Out of his ideal came the harmonic 
telegraph, a practical phonograph, the telephone, and eventually a 
way to enable deaf people to speak. 

This country was once an ideal in the minds of our forebears. 
This denomination was once an ideal in the minds of our 

Methodist, Presbyterian and Congregationalist forebears. 
This Church, King City, was once just a dream, an ideal, but 

here you are. 
Ideals are not flimsy things.  They are the most creative forces 

in the world, the possibilities resident in the facts. 
The Magi recognized that it was in Christ, and not in Herod, 

that new possibilities were revealed.  Jesus was not an abstract 
ideal but an ideal become fact, truth in action, Word made flesh.  
His example would demonstrate, incarnate, concretize the goal of all 
truth.  He would experience in his life the brutal facts of 
degradation, suffering, and sin, but he would remain uncorrupted by 
cynicism, temptation or coldness of heart.  In him, ideals became 
possibilities and possibilities became realities.  In the coming of 
Christ into Herod’s world, a choice is given us not between fantasy 
and fact, but between two conflicting orders of reality. 
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Let us look once again then, from our new perspective, on the 
problem of beautiful ideals and brutal facts. 

Consider once again peace.  It is not hard-headed realists 
against bleeding heart idealists.  It is fact against fact.  Indeed, it is 
those who promote peace through violence who live in fantasy.  The 
witness of history is undeniable and it supports the tenets of every 
major spiritual system that violence begets violence.  Terrorism is 
bred by violence not destroyed by it.  Herod’s way, Rome’s way, has 
been tried and has never worked.  Christ’s way, the idealistic way, 
because it is Christ’s way, is the realistic way.  Only through the 
establishment of common community, mutual understanding, 
respect, cooperation, common decency and organized goodwill, can 
there be true and lasting peace. 

Likewise, in dealing with suffering, despair, cynicism and 
coldness of heart in the face of the brutal facts is not the way.  
Ideals as possibilities; that is the way.  Seeing in each situation the 
opportunities to bring the love of God is the way of God. 

Likewise in personal morality, we need not follow the cynical, 
fearful way of Herod compromising ourselves for something less 
than we should be, but we can follow the hopeful way of Christ 
realizing that in him we can change.  Our ideals can become the 
facts of our lives. 

The journey of the Magi to Bethlehem is a story that we all 
share.  It is the Gospel in miniature demanding a decision.  We all 
must choose between Christ and Herod, between two conflicting 
orders of reality.  Never was a hope born without being met by 
cynicism and opposition.  But it is not beautiful ideals against brutal 
facts.  It is fact against fact.  So it is that Christ challenges each of 
us in the face of Herod to have faith in him and his way, and to be 
open to the possibility of achieving the hopes and goals he offers 
us. 

So may it be for you and me.  So may it be.  Amen. 


