A Charlie Brown Christmas #2

“My Part in the Pageant”

various texts
Christmas pageants have been around almost as long as Christmas itself.  Every year the nativity scene is reenacted as boys and girls dress up in bathrobes and wrap towels on their heads.  On one traumatic year my brothers took one of my cherished stuffed animals, glued cotton balls all over it, and used it as a sheep in the Christmas program at church.  I never could get those cotton balls off of it!

In A Charlie Brown Christmas, Lucy talks Charlie Brown into being the director of their Christmas play.  As you might expect, the whole thing turns into a disaster.  When he shows up, everyone is dancing to Schroeder’s snappy tune, and it takes a while to get their attention.  When he does, they quickly ignore his directions and do their own thing.  Finally he has Lucy pass out the parts, which brings a variety of reactions—most of them less than positive.

I’d like to draw from three of these characters and compare them to the real life characters from that first Christmas.  Beyond the laughs and smiles brought by the Peanuts gang, I believe there are valuable lessons for us.

The Paranoid Imposter 


The first character is Lucy, who fashions herself as “the Christmas Queen.”  Of course, there was no such thing as a Christmas queen, but there most definitely was a Christmas king in the New Testament story.  And so, based loosely on the portrayal of Lucy in the cartoon, let’s consider Herod the Great, the paranoid imposter.  Warren Wiersbe writes,

Before Jesus was born and for decades afterward, “the house of Herod” ruled the Jewish people, and the founder of that house was Herod the Great (73-4 BC), the man who tried to kill Jesus. His enemies said that Herod “stole to the throne like a fox, ruled like a tiger, and died like a dog.” Not a bad assessment. (Jesus called Herod Antipas “that fox” [Luke 13:32].) Caesar said he would rather be Herod’s pig (hus) than Herod’s son (huios), and his pun was right on target.
Born in 73 BC, Herod was made governor of Galilee at age twenty-five and ten years later was crowned king of Galilee, Judea, Ituria, and Traconitis. He was “king of the Jews,” but he didn’t know the God of Israel. He was a tyrant who stopped at nothing to protect himself and his throne and to guarantee the politi​cal success of his family. Historian Will Durant wrote, “His character was typical of an age that produced so many men of intellect without morals, ability without scruples, and courage without honor” [Will Durant, Caesar and Christ (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1944), 531]. Another good assessment.

In A Charlie Brown Christmas, Lucy insists upon having the role of the Christmas queen, even though there was no such thing.  Then she presses Charlie Brown to tell her that she’s beautiful, and when he hesitates, she takes that as an insult.  Can you say, “paranoid imposter”?

Herod was the same.  Even though he called himself “king of the Jews,” Herod was himself an Idumaean from the land of ancient Edom, and was never accepted by the Jews as their rightful ruler.  Having reached the heights of kingship, he never felt totally secure and he saw conspiracy and plotting from every quarter. In succeeding years Herod put to death three of his sons, his favorite wife (he had married ten) and her mother, his brother-in-law whom he had appointed high priest, both husbands of his sister, and countless others whom he considered a threat.  By the time of Jesus’ birth, “Herod mistrusted everyone and thought himself surrounded by young aspirants all plotting to seize his throne.”
 Historians conclude that Herod suffered acute paranoia.

So when the magi ride into Jerusalem asking, “Where is the newborn king of the Jews?” Herod’s paranoia was piqued.  He called in the religious leaders (more on that later) and discovered that the Messiah was to be born in Bethlehem.  Then he sent the magi off with the instructions to let him know where the child was “so that he could worship Him also.”  The magi, though, were warned against going back to Herod.

When Herod figured out that the magi weren’t coming back with the news, he responded as one might expect.  Matthew 2:16-17 says,

When Herod realized that he had been outwitted by the Magi, he was furious, and he gave orders to kill all the boys in Bethlehem and its vicinity who were two years old and under, in accordance with the time he had learned from the Magi. 

Maier comments, “Herod took that snub with all the rage of the deluded and suspicious old paranoid he had become.  Ordering the ruthless massacre of all male babies two years old and under in Bethlehem and vicinity, he hoped that the infant ‘king’ must certainly have been among the victims.  Estimating a town of some 2,000 inhabitants at that time, about twenty-five male babies would have fallen into this category and have been slain.”
 

So how does this relate to today?  While we may not be able to put a face to a paranoid imposter trying to steal the spotlight from where it should be during this holiday, we can all think of ways in which our culture is desperately trying to keep Christ out of Christmas.  Secularism, materialism, and commercialism all threaten to steal the meaning right out of our celebration of Christ’s birth.  We must be vigilant not to allow this to succeed.

The Preoccupied Innkeeper

A second character is one we often include in our Christmas pageants but is never mentioned in the New Testament accounts of Jesus’ birth: the innkeeper.  We read in Luke 2:7, “…and she gave birth to her firstborn, a son. She wrapped him in cloths and placed him in a manger, because there was no room for them in the inn.”  And so we assume that, if there was an inn, there must have been an innkeeper.  Chuck Swindoll comments,

Thanks to the charming little children’s pageants presented in churches each Christmas, we typically think of the “inn” as an ancient version of Motel 6—clean beds for folks on a budget. We imagine the hapless couple vainly wandering the streets of Bethlehem searching for a vacancy.
In reality, “inns” were seedy little establishments run by shady characters, and they offered only a slightly better alternative to sleeping in the open fields. They were more like a truck stop than a motel, providing trade cara​vans modest room and board, as well as relative safety from robbers. They were not the kind of place a man would want to take his wife and children, and definitely not the ideal place to give birth. Nevertheless, even these were filled to capacity.


When I read that description of innkeepers, I could not help but to think of how Pigpen’s outward dirty appearance might compare with these “shady characters” inward appearance…but maybe that’s stretching the analogy a bit too far!


In fact, perhaps we have vilified the innkeeper unfairly, as Maier points out,

The nameless innkeeper who refused them refuge is usually enshrined next to Judas in the popular mind. But proba​bly he—or was it his sympathetic wife?—remembered the cave behind the inn where animals were sheltered, and he threw it open to the hapless couple.


Whereas Herod looms as a threat to the Christ child and His family, the innkeeper was probably guilty of no more than being preoccupied with the increased business brought on by the census.  Think about this:  He didn’t have to offer any help to Joseph and Mary at all.  The fact that he allowed them to use the animal shelter was more than nothing, right?  He simply gave them what he had leftover.


And that is the problem many have today as well.  While there are some who are openly and aggressively opposed to Christ and Christianity, there are many more who have no qualms with Christ—they simply have no room for Him, either.  Preoccupied with their families, their careers, their hobbies, or whatever is important to them, they are willing to offer Christ what is leftover.


The problem with that is that God is not pleased with leftovers.  Ask Cain, who gave “some of the fruits of the soil as an offering to the Lord,” as opposed to brother Abel, who “brought fat portions from some of the firstborn of his flock.”  No wonder God looked with favor on Abel’s offering, but not so much on Cain’s.


The same principle is seen in Malachi 1:13-14,

“When you bring injured, crippled or diseased animals and offer them as sacrifices, should I accept them from your hands?” says the Lord. “Cursed is the cheat who has an acceptable male in his flock and vows to give it, but then sacrifices a blemished animal to the Lord.”

God is neither amused nor pleased when we give Him whatever we have left after we have done for ourselves as we wish.  As one commentator put it, “When Christ first came among us we pushed him into an outhouse; and we have done our best to keep him there ever since.”6﻿ Let’s not be like the preoccupied innkeeper, who only gave the Christ child what he had to spare.  Or, as I read on a church sign recently, “Give God what’s right, not what’s left.”
The Presumptive Insiders


Finally, I want to consider Frieda from A Charlie Brown Christmas.  Like the previous roles we’ve looked at, Frieda’s part as the innkeeper’s wife is not found in the biblical Christmas story.  But her attitude makes me think of a group of people who were very much a part of the original account, and would later appear throughout Jesus’ life and ministry.


Matthew records how Herod the Great, on hearing the magi’s question regarding the newborn king of the Jews, wanted to get the facts for himself.  We read in Matthew 2:4-6,    
When he had called together all the people’s chief priests and teachers of the law, he asked them where the Christ was to be born. “In Bethlehem in Judea,” they replied, “for this is what the prophet has written: “‘But you, Bethlehem, in the land of Judah, are by no means least among the rulers of Judah; for out of you will come a ruler who will be the shepherd of my people Israel.’“

Here Herod consults with the religious leaders of the day—the preachers, scholars, and professors who knew the Jewish Bible inside and out.  He poses to them the question: “Where will the Messiah (or Christ) be born?”  To their credit, the religious leaders got it exactly right: “In Bethlehem in Judea,” they replied, then quoted Micah 5:2 for their evidence.


But they didn’t do anything else about it.  They passed the question but failed the test!  Rather than going the five or ten miles to Bethlehem to check it out, these presumptive insiders sat back content with their knowledge about the Scriptures instead of putting them into practice.  As Warren Wiersbe writes, 

How sad that the king’s counselors knew where the Messiah would be born and yet didn’t go to see Him! The Gentile seekers followed the star, listened to the Word, believed the Scriptures, and met the Savior of the world! The king and the Jewish scholars knew the Scriptures but didn’t obey them, and they missed the greatest opportunity of life.


In A Charlie Brown Christmas, Frieda was more concerned with her appearance (namely her “naturally curly hair”) than with her part in the pageant.  She relied on her looks, and looked down on those who did not reach her standard (i.e., Pigpen).


In the same way, these Jewish leaders were more concerned about right awareness than about right actions.  They had an intellectual knowledge of God’s promises, but the chief priests and scribes were spiritually unmoved when the wise men, prompted by the extraordinary sign of the star, signaled fulfillment of His Word.
  Michael Green writes,

They knew their Scriptures and had no problem in answering Herod when he wanted to know where the child would be born. Back came the answer, pointing Herod to Micah 5:2. He would be born in Bethlehem, of course. But did they go to greet him? Did they lift a sandal? Not at all. They knew it all, but they did nothing. That is a characteristic danger for clergy and scholars in any age. Their apathy hardened into outright opposition to Jesus as his ministry developed, and ended with frenzied lust for his blood—an awesome warning that knowledge is no substitute for obedience.
 


This is probably the one character found most often in churches today.  Very few that are openly hostile to Christianity will be found worshiping on Sunday, though it is a possibility that someone is coming to church with a hidden agenda.  There are more who would fit into the category of the preoccupied innkeeper—those who are too busy to come to church every week or get too involved in the Kingdom, so they give God a little bit here and there when there’s time or resources leftover.  But the vast majority of churchgoers need to be careful that we do not fall into this final category of presumptive insiders.  We can become so content with our knowledge and orthodoxy that we fail to live the Christian life!  Let’s not become so enamored with the Word of God that we miss the God of the Word!


The Christmas pageant in A Charlie Brown Christmas might make us smile or chuckle.  We may feel sorry for Charlie Brown as he tries to get the program off the ground.  But the reality of these characters should be sobering to us.  We need to ask ourselves, “What’s my part in the pageant?”  Which of these characters best describes our approach not only to Christmas but to Christ Himself?
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