
ROAD TRIP
Walking by Faith in an Uncertain World

Texts to Be Read Aloud Before Message: Luke 2:1-7; Matthew 2:13-15

The Myth of Certainty

We’ve been putting a lot of energy into getting the Meyer house ready for 
Christmas in recent days. Actually, credit my wife, Amy, for most of the heavy 
lifting there. But the tree is up and the lights are on. The garlands are strung 
and the ornaments out. We’ve had some painting done to freshen up the place. 
There’s a puzzle out on the table in our solarium and a few poinsettia’s 
brightening the hallway. In just a short while our boys will all be home, along 
with a few out-of-town friends. There’ll be nights by the fireplace and Christmas 
music and cards on the bookcase. There’s nothing quite like being home for 
the holidays. Maybe you know what I mean.

I think for me, coming home or being at home is coming to mean more as the 
years go by. I think it has something to do with the sense of CERTAINTY and 
security I tend to feel there. Don’t get me wrong; we’ve got as much tumult in 
our house as any family, I imagine. But by contrast with all the change and 
conflict and craziness that’s going on in the world these days, life in my home 
feels pretty stable. At least for the moment, I can lock the door, pull the 
shades, raid the fridge, flop down on the couch under a warm blanket, and get 
lost in a movie or hit series, while the world spins away outside. Few things 
seem sweeter than a snowy day at home.

Sociologists say that this kind of “cocooning” impulse is becoming more and 
more common as life on our planet gets more complicated. In a world of 
violence and injustice, of economic and climate change, of mass migrations 
and social upheavals, people are increasingly viewing their homes as places of 
refuge. They’re investing big dollars in home improvements. They’re staying 
home more than ever. Because at least there they feel they have some measure 
of that sort of security and certainty that comes from CONTROL. 

And that’s only getting better, thanks to technology. Have you seen the new 
breed of home automation devices starting to hit the marketplace? I haven’t 
actually sprung for any of them yet, but if Santa brings some this year, I’m 
smiling. Do you realize that I could have right here on my handheld device 
complete and constant control over the temperature and the lighting and the 
locks all over my house? I could remotely monitor the condition of the clothes 
in my dryer and the ice in my freezer! I could be working out in the basement 
and talk on my phone to whoever’s at my front door. I could run my garage 
doors up and down at will, just to confuse the dog or baffle the neighbors! 

I know. You’re really worried about me. You probably should be. But even if I 



am exaggerating a bit, I don’t think I’m alone. Most of us like the sense of 
certainty and security that comes with control. We want stuff planned out and 
predictable. We prefer our media on-demand and our other services on a 
dependable schedule. We like things to work out as advertised. We value 
warranties and money-back guarantees and bail out options should the 
investments we make not turn out as we expected. Some of us buy insurance 
to supplement our other insurance. We look at reviews and websites to find out 
what that particular resort or restaurant or church is going to be like before we 
actually go there. We like the certainty and security that comes with control 

and we in America in the 21st century have had that control like no other 
people in all of human history. It is there we feel at HOME.

Maybe not surprisingly, therefore, we tend to look at religion this way. 
Consciously or not, God becomes another one of our strategies for getting a life 
of certainty and security. Religious practices become a means of control, aiming 
toward that end. If I go to church or pray or read the Bible or give, then I 
expect the doors of opportunity or prosperity or comfort or happiness to open 
for me. Without really realizing it, I bring to God my agenda and ask him to 
bless it. I have in my mind a sense of what would be good for me or for others 
and in what way and on what schedule. I know what would make me feel at 
HOME and I expect God – the ultimate Amazon.com – to deliver it. And when 
things turn out differently, I am confused. Why, God, do you not deliver?

A Truer Story

But that’s why the events of the original Christmas are so important to me and 
to you. They tell us a truer story than this myth of certainty and control by 
which we keep living. If giving us a life on the comfy couch of predictability 
and putting under our tree all that satisfies our personal preferences was really 
what God had in mind, the stories we read in the Gospels today would make no 
sense. But God is not to be confused with Santa. God is really GOD. And what 
is truly amazing is how the people he worked in and through at the first 
Christmas GOT that and responded to that.

We are ever in danger of forgetting that Mary and Joseph were real teenagers 
not characters in a movie or people on a card or wooden figures in a Nativity 
set. That is to say, Mary and Joseph had the kind of hopes and expectations 
that you have had – that young men and young women typically have. They 
wanted a stable life. They were engaged to be married and fully expected that 
plan to deliver the greater certainty and security that forming a family would 
give you in the ancient world. They had expectations for the ramp up to their 
wedding day, for the marriage celebration, for the timing of their first child, for 
the way their first years together would go, and how life might flow from there. 
They would have wanted to avoid being touched or having their children 
touched by the religious conflict and political violence that raged in their day. 



In short, they wanted to build a HOME.

But that’s not the metaphor that applies well to the life of Mary and Joseph. 
Instead, their life became a ROAD TRIP. You’ve seen a road trip movie, haven’t 
you? Easy Rider? National Lampoon’s Vacation? Thelma & Louise? The Sure 
Thing? Sideways? Bridesmaids? The Hangover? It doesn’t really matter because 
the common theme of every single one of those stories can be summed up in 
this one phrase: “Life is what happens to you when you’ve made other 
plans.” 

You know what happened to Mary and Joseph, I think – the huge number of 
potholes, unexpected turns, steep hills, and roadside threats they faced. First, it 
is announced that Mary is pregnant, before the wedding or its consummation, 
and by previously inconceivable means. Imagine the questioning, the 
humiliation, the public shame that followed. And then, as Mary was almost at 
full-term – at a time when the couple really should have been on the couch at 
home – they make their first literal road trip. A government decree comes down 
that requires they walk eighty miles from Nazareth to Bethlehem, in order to 
shell out more taxes. Talk about a costly healthcare system. 

When they finally get there after about a week’s walk, they can’t find a guest 
room so wind up bedding down in somebody’s stable – not exactly their vision 
of a “stable life.” But the Bible says that it is “THERE” – in a place far from any 
notion of HOME that we would recognize, far from the comfort of a bed or the 
caring hands of her mom, in the dung-strewn straw that Mary (probably only 
about fourteen at the time) gives birth to her firstborn, a son. She wraps him in 
cloths and places him in a trough from which animals ate (Luke 2:6-7). 

One of the next glimpses we get of Mary and Joseph is when Jesus is  about 
two and the family is back in Nazareth. Before they can truly make a home, 
word comes that King Herod is mounting a genocidal campaign of terror. He is 
slaughtering all Jewish kids of a certain age, trying to eliminate any possibility 
that one of them will fulfill the prophesy of a future Messiah that would 
transcend his family’s role as King over the Jews. Again, Mary and Joseph take 
to the road, traveling as refugees – probably in the company of a lot of other 
Jewish families -- all the way down to Egypt (Matt 2:13). Picture the scenes 
you’ve seen of people fleeing the terror of our time. 

We see a similar theme again in the tale of the Magi who go on an expensive 
road trip all the way from Persia, not sure at all of where they are going or what 
they will find and risking the wrath of Herod to do it (Matt 2:2). 

What You Do When Life Happens

There is a message for us here, I think. We keep trying to achieve lives of 
Hallmark card peace and stability. Every Christmas holiday returns and we think: 



“I’m going to get a little closer to that kind of HOME this year. I’m going to find 
that spiritual cocoon where I really feel at home with God and my loved ones.” 
Who can blame us for wanting that? God can meet us in that place. He gave 
Mary some moments like that as she quietly sat with her child treasured the 
wonder of this gift (Luke 2:19). I hope we enjoy some of those moments in 
days ahead.

But the TRUE STORY of Christmas is of the God who comes to and walks with 
and works through people not when they are sitting at HOME by the fire 
enjoying the garland and egg nog and living a life under control, but the God 
who comes us when life feels like a wild and unpredictable ROAD TRIP. It’s 
about a God who accomplishes his plans in times of tremendous UNCERTAINTY 
and apparent INSECURITY. It’s about the God who sometimes purposely takes 
us on an up-and-down journey with potholes, and unexpected turns, and steep 
hills, and danger along the roadside – just the kind of journey that Jesus would 
walk himself – because it is in those moments that reveal whether we have a 
RELIGION aimed at putting us in control or whether we have a RELATIONSHIP 
with God that puts faith in his control.

I said earlier: “Life is what happens to you when you’ve made other plans.” But 
let me add to that: “History is made by what you do when life happens.” 
That, I think, is what we stand to learn from the example of this woman and 
man to whom Christmas first came. Mary and Joseph had their version of home 
broken, their set of expectations shattered, their private comfort violated, their 
public reputation sullied, their personal safety threatened. But when life 
happened in all these ways, what THEY did was put their faith in God’s control. 

They put their trust in his presence with them, his providence at work around 
them, and his promises to them. They faithfully and obediently followed him 
step by step along that road. And through them, God made history… HIS 
Story… the True Story in which our lives find fulfillment and meaning. In his 
wonderful book, THE MYTH OF CERTAINTY, Daniel Taylor writes this: “While 
certainty is often beyond our reach, meaning – something far more valuable – 
is not. Meaning derives from a right relationship with God, based on risk and 
commitment” (p.94). We often say to God: Give me a reason to trust you, and 
I’ll risk commitment. But God says: You risk commitment and I’ll reveal more 
reasons. 

Where do you need to relinquish your need for certainty, security, and control 
and simply put your faith in God? Is there a dark or disrupted place in your life 
where you need to trust his presence is with you? Is there a shattered 
expectation you’re dealing with that you need to trust to his wise providence? 
Is there a promise of God you need to put your faith in? Is there a calling of 
God you need to step out on in faith -- to give or forgive, to speak or 
surrender, to serve or slow down?



Whatever it is, put your faith in God today. You don’t need absolute certainty. 
The One who is Absolute and Certain has you. He is your HOME wherever you 
are on the road. And if, like Mary and Joseph and the Magi before us, you will 
trust and obey Him in days ahead, your life too will become a greater part of 
the True Story of hope that Christmas still tells to this world.  v
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