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We sometimes say “truth is stranger than fiction.” And part of the strange truth of 

the Incarnation is that the first person mentioned in the Christmas story was not a 

Palestinian or a Jew. He wasn’t a shepherd either, or a Wise Man. His name was 

Caesar Augustus, and he lived 1500 miles from the “Holy” Land. We call it that, 

but the land wasn’t “holy” for Augustus Caesar! It was a remote and troublesome 

province of the vast Roman Empire. The fact of the matter is that the only reason 

Augustus Caesar is even mentioned in the story of Christmas is that a decision of 

his triggered a journey. To obey an imperial edict, an obscure Galilean couple set 

out from Nazareth for their ancestral home. And it all led to the birth of the Son of 

God in Bethlehem. Catholicism is not a made-up religion. It is historical and 

datable. We can blame Caesar Augustus for the fact that for generations, parents 

sat nervously in their seats at Christmas pageants when a school child had to 

announce that it all happened “when Quirinius was governor of Syria.” 

The business about discrediting the veracity of the Christmas Gospel account stems 

from the fact the Child born at Bethlehem makes a claim upon mankind. When you 

air-brush out the beauty of the shepherds and Wise Men worshipping the New 

Born King, you are left with the fact  the Incarnation is Divine judgment on the fact 

the human race has continued to mess up creation. People do not want to hear that 

message. Better to deny the message than respond to it with repentance, 

amendment of life, and conversion! Some antiquities scholars discovered that 

Rome never required her subjects to return to their original home villages for any 

enrollment such as described in the Christmas account. But that was before the 

discovery of a Roman census edict, dated in 104AD, which required Egyptians 

living elsewhere to return to their ancestral homes. Archeology vindicated Saint 

Luke. 

There is something very contemporary about the Roman census promulgated by 

Augustus Caesar. A census is always the basis for something else. That something 

else is called taxation. And you can be sure taxation was not part of the original 

proclamation! Some of you remember when the Mass Pike was built, the people 

were told the tolls would cease when the cost of construction was paid off. Never 

happened! One hundred years ago, in 1917, the United States Congress enacted the 
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original Internal Revenue Code as a temporary measure to finance the Great War. 

It wasn’t temporary. And nowadays, when the Congress runs out of money, it 

raises the debt ceiling. When your household or small business runs out of money 

try telling your banker you’ve raised the debt ceiling! None of that is part of the 

Gospel good news. 

Caesar Augustus was sufficiently pleased with the results of his census that he 

listed it as No. 8 on the list of the thirty-five “Acts of Augustus” he had engraved 

on bronze plaques outside his mausoleum. But it is not likely Augustus ever 

examined the census returns from Bethlehem. Had he done so, he would have seen, 

among others, a family with three names: Joseph Ben-Jacob, trade: carpenter, 

Miriam Bath-Ioachim: wife, and Yeshua, or Jesus: first-born son.  

Augustus never learned the significance of what happened in Bethlehem. He died 

when the Incarnate Son of God was about nineteen years old and probably serving 

as an apprentice carpenter in Nazareth. But Caesar Augustus would be utterly 

amazed that later ages would tell us the emperor died in 14 A.D., “In the year of 

the Lord.” And all because of that unknown subject of his born in a small village in 

Palestine, a first-born son called Jesus.  

 


