Christmas Eve 2010

Luke 2:1-20

One of my all time favorite books and movies was The Princess Bride. I love the plot and characters especially the actors in the movie. “Hello. My name is Inigo Montoya. You killed my father. Prepare to die." Great stuff! But even better than the character development and plot is the setting-------a grandfather reading a story to his sick grandson.

Next week our son and his family will be in town. I am already gearing up for bedtime stories. I mean, I am out of practice. I remember reading Good Night Moon. As a matter of fact, I was around when Good Night Moon was first published (which was in Sanskrit on stone tablets in case you are interested). Children love to be read to. Actually, even we, adults, like to be read to. Many of the books I “read” are books on tape. I like to listen to books because I like it when someone reads me a story. I think it is primal.

And tonight of all nights, I think, is a great night for me to tell you a story. So, sit back, relax. 
It was a long, long time ago----well-----kind of. I was a novice priest who had just been called to be an assistant clergy in one of the premier churches in Atlanta. I was most flattered and a bit intimidated. There were three other clergy on staff. All were more senior and seasoned than I. And as for the congregation, they were upper middle class and well educated. Their expectations of teaching and especially preaching were high.

When it came to preaching, the four of us clergy shared equally. Each one of us took a Sunday and preached at all three services, which when all tolled meant preaching to about 700 people. I used to stress a lot when it was my time of the month………………to preach. The standards were so high and in addition, the other clergy used to preach from the sanctuary steps without notes. I was not comfortable with that at all.

Well, there was this one time when it came to be Saturday evening and I had nothing! My anxiety on a scale of one to ten was about seventy. (Every preacher’s anxiety dream at night is to be in the pulpit with a packed house and not have anything prepared.) Needing a break to clear my head, I went to the grocery store to pick up some essentials for dinner.
The time of year was probably late fall because I remember that it was dark outside. Standing and waiting in line at the checkout counter, I perused the tabloids. Hmm! There was an article in the Star about these two people called Bo and Peep who claimed to be alien prophets preaching a doomsday message and yet had quite a following----kind of a cult thing. Interesting! I made a mental note thinking they might be good speakers at our weekly Lenten program in the spring. Then, I noticed the two persons directly in front of me in line. They were probably in their early twenties and dressed rather Goth-like (dreary colored dark cloths, dyed black hair, pallid complexions and lots of magical and macabre type jewelry). That wasn’t so odd since it was the style of the day. And neither were the things which they were purchasing ----some batteries, cans of soda and some candy bars.
Then, suddenly, God spoke to me and it came to me-----my sermon that is. And before my groceries were bagged my sermon was done. And it went like this (in abbreviated form). 

I preached that I had been at the grocery store the previous night where the folks in front of me were dressed in Goth-like cloths. That was factual, but then I got creative. I said that they were purchasing large quantities of batteries and several flashlights. Seeing this as odd, I engaged them in conversation about their odd purchase. They informed me that they were part of a special religious group that followed a prophet who believed that the world was going to end that night. The batteries and flashlights were essential because their group was to meet on the top of a local mountain and shine lights to the sky so that an alien spaceship could locate them and beam them aboard just before the earth was to implode. I made up the entire story based upon the front page of the Star tabloid and two young people standing in line in front of me at the grocery store buying a few batteries and soda.

Despite the story non-being factual, it was the theme of my sermon that mattered. And the theme was how condescendingly judgmental we are of other people’s faith especially if one’s belief is unconventional. In my sermon that day, I related how I looked down upon these young persons and their belief. Yes, (I said) their faith was kooky, but when it comes to faith (by definition) it is what we believe beyond facts. Thus, I might think your faith perspective is odd and even ridiculous, but it is your faith and not my place to ridicule. I wanted to communicate in my sermon how we Christians can be awfully arrogant when it comes to respecting not only another’s belief system but even the various strains within our own faith. My point was tolerance and even openness by acknowledging the log in our own eye versus seeing the speck in another’s. Well, the sermon was well received, and I escaped (I thought) to preach another day. 

It was the custom in this church that every Monday all the clergy and professional staff would meet for the entire morning to review the previous day and plan for the upcoming week. In reviewing the previous Sunday with the typical-----too much lipstick on the chalice, an acolyte who fainted, and complaints about the flowers being on the floor and not the altar-----the rector, then, directed a question to me. “Say,” he said, “that story you told in the sermon yesterday was it true?” I sort of smirked and looked for support among some of the other clergy and staff. You see, the rector was a person who was about as literal as one could be. His form of humor was Laurel and Hardy and Bob Hope. He never could understand Monty Python let alone Nacho Libre or Napoleon Dynamite.
“Yes,” I responded with this supercilious grin on my face. “The story was true………but not factual.” Others snickered. He became more serious. “So, that means it really happened.” “Does something have to happen or be factual in order to be true? Does it matter if it happened?” I retorted. He now became outright defensive-----to the point of anger. “I asked you a simple question. I would like a simple, straightforward answer.”

I was a young, novice priest relatively new at this church. He was a cardinal rector who soon went on to be a bishop in the Episcopal Church. So, I relented. “No, it didn’t happen. I made the whole thing up.” “Well,” he said, “that changes everything. If you want to tell stories, my advice would be to tell true ones.” “Yes, sir,” I responded obsequiously.

Not much of a Christmas story I am afraid……….but very much a Christmas story, I’m afraid. It is a Christmas story because it strikes at the heart of why we all gather here tonight-----A FRIDAY NIGHT!-----to come to CHURCH!

Tonight we come to hear the story of STORIES. And in our hearts we wonder (very privately), “Is it true?” We try-----oh, we try to believe and for a moment or two, the darkness of disenchantment, cynicism, doubt, draw back at least a little, and all the usual worldly witcheries lose something of their power to charm. But no moment lasts forever. Darkness inevitably returns with all its shadows and ambiguities.

The story of the birth of Jesus has been subjected to the most critical scrutiny by believers and unbelievers alike. The when, the where, the how of the Nativity have been for generations and continue to be the subject of endless conjecture.

Was he really born on December 25th? Luke and Matthew, the only two gospels who mention the birth of Jesus, can’t even get their stories straight. Were their wise men and a star or were there shepherds keeping watch over their flocks by night? “Oh, heck,” we relent, “let’s just put it all together! After all, Christmas is for the children, and it is a nice children’s story.” So, we pass it by. It is ritual; it is tradition; no harm, no foul; no bounce, no play.
Long ago we pushed aside the obvious questions that beckoned to be answered because if it didn’t happen just like the Bible says it happened….then……then maybe it isn’t true. Remember my rector’s point------how can something be true if it didn’t happen? If we start pulling apart the story, then where does the ball of string end? 
I am here to tell you that it doesn’t matter if happened exactly as Matthew and Luke say it did. It didn’t have to have happened in order for the message to be true. Let’s not get lost in the details. I know that it is tantamount to heresy to stand here in this pulpit on Christmas Eve and to tell you not to get hung up on the details of the story or to give our reason faculties a pass----but just on Christmas! That wouldn’t do justice to one of the most important messages that God is trying to communicate to us. God is/has been since the beginning of time, since before the earth was formed and everything in it, God has been trying to have a loving relationship with humanity. Listen to what Barbara Brown Taylor, author, Episcopal priest and renowned preacher has to say. God speaks and the cosmos is. God speaks and a solemn procession of creatures steps out of the darkness, so steady on their feet that it is hard to believe they are using them for the first time. God says, and there are bats, bluebirds, fireflies and luna moths. God says, and there are sea horses, manta rays, plankton, and clams. But the most dangerous word God ever says is Adam.”

In this most dangerous—and sublime—of utterances of the Creator, a pile of dust comes to life. Lifeless ground reconfigures into something alive and breathing and fashioned in the image and likeness of God. From dust to dominion this human creature comes,

and is given the sacred power that no beast or angel or creature possesses: the power to name, the power to choose, the power ultimately to reciprocate the love that gave humanity being. The power to say “yes” to God unlike the ability of any other being—not out of instinct, but out of free will. The power of response.

Saying “Adam” or “Eve” was God’s calculated risk, God’s “roll of the cosmic dice,” so to speak. The human creature exists in an ambiguous state between triumph and tragedy. The human being alone could determine the issue of love, of union between the Creator and the creature. Such was the vulnerability of God. The completion—or the frustration—of purpose for the created world was given to humanity. 
But we all know the story, the same sad story. Paradise lost. Perfect union

gives way to disunion. Trust is displaced by mistrust. The triumph of love gives way to the tragedy of separation. Adam and Eve, using the gift of free will that God has given them, get too big for the britches they aren’t wearing. Then a cosmic catastrophe ensues, the Bible tells us. A chasm between Lover and beloved takes place and widens like the Grand Canyon. From time to time over millennia, the beloved tries to reach over the chasm—through the Law and the prophets and the sages—but the outreach doesn’t last long. Most of the time, the yearning for reunion lies as dormant as a winter animal. Human beings can’t get enough of what they don’t want: alienation and disrupted existence. Like a person dying of thirst who is craving salt, humanity continues to choose rebellion over reunion. The will that once was free and pure no longer is free.
But God does not give up. Love never ends. In the supreme illustration of

God’s undying love for the beloved, God self-surrenders. In an unprecedented and unrepeatable act, God crosses the chasm. God takes the ultimate risk. Like a parent going to any length to make a sick child well, the Unlimited becomes limited. The Boundless becomes bound. The Ground of being becomes a being. The Formless takes form. The Nameless becomes named. The Unknowable becomes known. “Glory to God in the highest” becomes “Glory to God in the lowest.”

There, in a lightless cave, in an obscure Judean village, to a peasant

couple, on a date we do not really know, God spoke again. Whereas the speaking of “Adam” had been the most dangerous utterance God had ever made, the speaking of Jesus was God’s most sublime. The “Second Adam” had come: the Firstborn of the New Creation.
That is the story in its truest sense. God loving humanity surrenders to become one of us so that we can relate to God on our terms. And this truth is as unassailable as any truth.
And here is the final truth. Untold numbers of men and women, who, in untold numbers of ways, have been so grasped by the child who was born, so caught up in the message he taught and the life he lived, that they have found themselves profoundly changed by their relationship with him. And that is true AND factual.

So, go home tonight and rest. And tomorrow before opening up presents and all the chaos, read the story one more time. Read it in the King James Version (the version Jesus spoke). Forget the details. Let the message set you free.
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