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He was a child in a Nazi concentration camp. She stood on the other side of the fence and threw him apples, and thus he survived. They met as adults, long after and far away from the horrors of their youth. And they discovered that they had met each other before, when he was a boy, and she would throw him apples.

It’s a good story. It’s a heart-warming story. But apparently it didn’t happen. So what? Well, the author lied. One may well wonder why Mr. Herman Rosenblat felt it necessary to say that these events actually happened in his life. Except that maybe they did, though not in the way he remembers them. I dare say that if we could, as adults, revisit some of our childhood memories, things would look very different. So which is true – our memories, or “the facts”? Or is the real crime here that Oprah Winfrey was embarrassed?
If you look at your bulletin insert, you will find three stories from the Gospels. All three were written probably some 70-80 years after the events they purport to relate. All three arise out of a variety of motives – an attempt to explain the few facts that are known about Jesus’ life, reflections upon the cultural and political realities of the time, and above all faith that the child at the center of these stories is the crucified and risen Savior of all. Are these stories true?
That’s the question that is always asked of the Bible. Is it true? Some who ask are already convinced that the answer must be no. The rest are hoping that the answer will be yes. No one spends much time wondering what the question itself may mean because our culture seems simply to equate truthful with factual. And that is why, I believe, we are spiritually so poor.
Look at the gospel reading I selected for today.  Look at how much of the story has to do with dreams. Dreams are not empirically verifiable. Should we throw out the story? The three verse gap in the story relates Herod’s slaughter of all male babies under age two in the village of Bethlehem. There is no record of such a slaughter. Should we throw out the story? On the other hand, it is well known that Archelaus did indeed rule over Judea following the death of his father Herod. But knowing that, what have we learned? 

Matthew wrote this story because he believed that Jesus was the Savior, the Messiah. He tells this story both to provide some support for that belief, and to invite his readers to enter into that belief. So what does the story tell us? I would say that it tells of a child born into a cruel and capricious world, where evil often strikes for no discernible reason. Those are the facts we all know all too well. But Matthew offers to us the faith that in and through this child, God entered our world, that God did not remain above it all, but came into a broken and hurting creation. And thus this faith tells us that if we try to avoid sorrow at all costs, we will never find joy; and therefore there is always room for hope.
And this, I believe, is true. For truth is not a matter of fact-checking. Truth is the goodness of a relationship with someone you love and trust. I am here today because I have found a reliable hope in my relationship with God through Jesus Christ. I am here today because of what I hope to find in you and you hope to find in me; and if we are faithful to each other, then that hope will not be disappointed, either. Yes, we want to know what is true! We yearn for one true thing to hold on to. This, I think, is the great need of our time. But truth is only known in relationship, and relationships are only entered through faith, and faith only comes with commitment, and commitment always carries a risk.
We have to be honest about the risk if we hope to be credible witnesses to the truth. Which means that the faith we offer must be our faith, not somebody else’s. We must give ourselves, as Matthew did, through the stories we tell – stories of hope conquering despair, stories of joy rising out of sorrow. Our stories of our faith and the truth that sets us free.
Two things I would leave you with this morning. First, in learning to tell our own stories, it is helpful to know the foundational stories of our faith. That’s called Bible study! I would welcome some ideas about where and when we can begin such study together.

And second, on this first Sunday of a new year, at a time when our nation hopes for so much, and fears much also, I offer these words by St. Francis de Sales, written nearly 400 years ago:
Do not look forward in fear to the changes in life; 
rather look to them with full hope, 
that as they arise, God, whose very own you are, 
will lead you safely through all things; 
and when you cannot stand it, 
God will carry you in God’s arms.
