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Very often before I start a sermon, I begin with some kind of confession because I think it’s very important for me to be as honest as I can be.  It doesn’t mean that I’m not a hypocrite, but as least that way I can sleep at night.  In a way, this whole sermon is a bit of a confession, because I feel I need to share that Christmas, as it is celebrated in our culture, puts me in a really bad mood.  I know in the first service I hit a wall with that, because someone who knows me and likes me shouted out, “Well you’ve already taken Thanksgiving from us.” (laughter)  

So I begin with a bit of trepidation.  It’s not the hymns of Christmas, it’s not the story of Christmas, which I love deeply, it’s not the joy which you see in the children or the closeness of families coming together or people appreciating life.  It’s the Musak, where somebody takes the word ‘Christmas’ and puts it into a completely commercial enterprise and then it becomes a Christmas song.  I was in a restaurant the other day, and it was “Christmas in America”.  Now that’s a sure-fire best hit, isn’t it?  Putting “Christmas” and “America” in the same song.  It’s going to do just fine.  

I got a Christmas card recently from a former priest who has the same kind of feeling about Christmas, but he takes it further.  So it’s his fault that I’m reading this to you. (laughter) I’m completely innocent.  This is a Christmas card:  “Any Messiah with a shred of personal integrity would be mortified if a sinister and sensationalist commotion such as Christmas occurred on their behalf.  Imagine the humiliation of having the sum total of your celestial wisdom profaned into the form of a fictitious, serveilling bearded troll whose sole purpose as western emissary for materialism was to corrupt children into becoming corporate brand-loyal zealots…”  See, I hate this guy!  This is horrible (laughter)  “…by bribing them with piles of meaningless gaudy trinkets.  Therefore on behalf of grossly mis-represented deities everywhere, I wish you the supportive kinship and spiritual strength to permanently eradicate this vacuous angst-ridden circus of selfishness from your holiday season. (laughter) Happy Holidays!” (more laughter)  That’s a keeper, don’t you think? 

We’re going to look today at the first critique of Christmas, and it comes from the Christmas story itself.  It’s Mary’s song.  It’s often called the Magnficat, and it’s sometimes accompanied by ballerinas and harps in the background.  What the church has done to Mary I think is a real shame, because she was one of the strongest personalities in the Bible, one of the most prophetic and strong figures.  By trying to turn her into this little harmless person we miss the entire point.  Listen to this song that she sings when her baby is inside her, and you’re going to understand where Jesus prophetic leanings may have come from.  

Speaking to God:  “You have shown strength with your arm, you have scattered the proud in their conceit…” a better translation is “…in their mind’s thinking itself.”  “Scattered the thoughts of the proud” is another way that is translated.  “You have deposed the mighty from their thrones and raised the lowly to high places.  You have filled the hungry with good things while you have sent the rich away empty.”  Merry Christmas, everybody! (laughter)

Now I think it’s very important to realize that whatever the meaning of Christmas is, it has to have something to do with the words that people are saying.  And in a sense, Christmas as it has evolved in many ways is the rebuttal to everything in the Christmas story as you find it, not only in this scripture, but in scriptures around the world, from the different wisdom cultures.  First of all, it’s a story about the poor.  These people are barely making it by.  We celebrate that by mass consumerism.  

Another great satire arrived this week.  This is from Washington.  “The United States Senate today unveiled details of it’s healthcare plan, tentatively called the Compromise Care TM.  Under Compromise TM, people with no coverage will be allowed to keep their current plan. (laughter)  You will have access to cheap Canadian drugs if you live in Canada. (laughter)  A patient will be considered pre-existing if he or she already exists, and you have access to natural remedies, such as death.” (laughter)  So, a little bitterness there, too.

The point I want to make is that any way we hear this song about the poor should affect how we treat the poor, how we look at the poor, how we think in our heads.  There’s a song here that’s been sung in ghettos and barrios, and we sometimes call it gospel, we sometimes call it the blues, but it’s the song of the human heart, and it’s sung all over the world from people outside the thrones of power.  In this passage one of them sings to us.  Now we don’t know what Mary really said.  Matthew gives her no lines.  Paul gives her no lines.  Luke puts the best lines in the mouths of these women; these powerless peasants become the fulcrum that is going to turn the world on its head.  But the words matter, not just the story, not just the images.  Another really important image that is there is the silence.  “Silent Night,” remember that?  And we celebrate that with blaring music everywhere.

I was mentioning “Christmas in America”.  It turned out to be a protest song.  When I looked it up, I was going to use it as one of my little bitter examples. (laughter)  Here it is.  This is “Christmas in America.”  “As I drove under the downtown lights, red and green and blue, the silver neon snowflakes only made me think of you.  It’s Christmas all around me, you’re in someone else’s land.  So I’m sending out my only wish.  Hey Santa, tell the Man.  Hey mister, send my baby home.  This December I don’t want to be alone.  It’s Christmas in America, I need you in my arms, far away from harm.  Mister, send my baby home.  The girls are down at Ruby’s, trying to find some Christmas cheer.  There’s not much to do but drink too much when every day’s unclear.  So here I am on Christmas Eve, this silent holy night, I reach up for the stars for you, and pray that you’re all right.  What happened to the Peace on Earth, all that Good Will Towards Men. Oh come on, all ye faithful, it’s time to think again.”  That’s a good protest song. 

There has to be a connection when we talk about the birth of the Prince of Peace, and what we do.  When we disconnect those two, we lose the joy that Christmas calls us to.  This is the call to joy, but to find this joy we have to leave the false joy.  It’s a call to truth, but to come to truth we have to leave the cultural trance that’s been piped into our ears since we were born.  

I do not like ruining holidays.  I can’t ruin holidays, not real ones.  The darkness of the story is based on the solstice…remembering that you are on the earth, that you belong to the earth.  We can’t lift that out of the story, but how do you celebrate that with bright lights?  It’s particularly strange…are you ready to stay with me on this one?...I guess you don’t have to…Do you ever drive through neighborhoods that are lit like that, and realize that right now we’re killing people for that fuel?  You see, I think that’s what it would mean to hear Mary’s song, to make the connections between the joy we long for and the world we are creating.  If you think you’re helpless and we’re just given the world and there’s nothing we can do about it, this song is sung by a teenager, peasant who is pregnant out of wedlock.  Trump that.  

I was watching one of the games last night, and there was a commercial for the children of soldiers, saying, “Save you shoes or buy shoes for the children of soldiers.”  And I’m thinking…set aside whether you believe in the war or not…people who risk their lives, their families are having to beg for shoes?  Does the Pentagon ever beg for anything?

Again, people who seem so small in the eyes of the powerful become the centerpiece when we hear this song.  Mary sings a song, and the reason we don’t want to hear it is because we’ve been taught to separate ourselves, pull back from community, from each other, and just try to get along as best we can.  And it’s depressing to think if I open my eyes and I see the pain of the world, my love cannot stand it, my heart cannot stand it.  But what the story is telling us is that when we do open our eyes and ears, not to strangers, but to people just like us, whose lives matter just as much as ours, whose homes are just as important to them as ours are to us, whose children mean as much to them as ours mean to us, then we have to sing a song that’s different than the one that’s going to make us popular in this culture.  From the day you came out of the cradle, you were told the story about the world that was based on how things looked to the rich and powerful.  Every magazine you’ve ever picked up, every television show you’ve ever watched, every radio show you’ve ever heard was presented as though certain people were very important and you may not be unless you cooperate with that system.  Luke puts the best lines in the mouths of the most powerless, and says to the powerful, “You better beware!”  And in the story, they’re terrified; Herod is terrified of this thing that he cannot stop because it’s born out of people’s humanity.  We may have forgotten what it’s like to be human beings, but the poor have not.  You go to other countries where the people are wretchedly poor and they are more generous than anybody you’ll meet over here, and you feel it.  They remember something that we’ve forgotten.  That’s what this song is saying.  Again, it’s the song you hear on the poor side of town, everywhere.  It’s a song we can’t sing because our heart is filled with artificial things.  

What do you think “Gone with the Wind” would be like if the best lines had gone to the enslaved people in the story?  Instead of the rich white people, if the people who were enslaved got to say all the best lines.  You see?  The victors write history, the survivors write scripture…the hopers, the people who don’t give up.  If we ever stopped telling the story that we were taught about slaves, and stopped calling them slaves, then we would realize that the other people in the story were enslavers.  Have you ever heard anybody call it that?  By listening to Mary, we listen to the voice of the powerless, and realize that they’re not powerless at all.  Over time, that’s the horse to bet on.  That’s the team that’s going to win.  Not because, as Mark said, there’s some dialectical movement of history.  Maybe not even because of what scripture says, that there’s a God who’s really angry when the poor are mistreated.  But your own heart longs to live a certain way, and when you don’t, when I don’t, when we don’t, when we oppress each other, something dies in here.  Something dies in here.  And the only way to get it back to life again is to leave that system of oppression, however best you can.  Now these people could not leave that system of oppression, and you cannot in one step do it, either.  But can you hear the song, not just of Mary, but within yourself, and stop looking through someone else’s eyes.  

I do a lot of presentations with Doctor Karen Wilson who wrote a book called, “When Battering Starts at Home.”  It’s been called the Bible of the battered women’s movement.  We do a lot of presentations together, and one time we were having coffee after one of the presentations.  We’d had a lot of resistance, people arguing with us.  She said, “In all the years I’ve done this, I’ve had people ask, “Why does she stay in the relationship, why does she do that, isn’t she asking for it?”  In all the years I’ve been doing this, no one has ever asked why does he beat her?  The thought doesn’t occur, because we see through the eyes of the powerful, and are incapable of stepping out of that to feel our own human hearts.”  Very powerful stuff.  

To hear this song means to hear within yourself a revolutionary spirit.  This song, the Magnificat, was censored in Guatemala during the Reagan years.  Isn’t that interesting?  Because the leaders knew to fear simple, everyday people who will no longer live under someone else’s boot.  Shakespeare, of this song, said, “These are dangerous sentiments, and should only be put in the mouths of rulers or of jesters.”  Powerful; power.  When we look at our lives and feel powerless, it’s because we’re not singing this song.

So what this song is saying is that the rich will not get the last word.  So if you’ve given your life selling out who you really are to get a little further along, it’s a graceful call to begin steering in a different direction.  And if you live your life with almost no control from one paycheck to another and barely getting by, it’s saying, if not in your lifetime, in a future lifetime, that doesn’t have to be.  The way we remember that is to leave the song we’re singing now.  As much as we love the Muzak of Christmas, it’s the hymns, Silent Night, It Came Upon The Midnight Clear, that talk about the prophetic and the mystical together.  

We return to the song of our heart by leaving the lights, the bright lights, and returning to that dark, that darkness of the solstice.  We remember the earth, and that we’re children of the earth.  It takes place when we stop identifying with the rich and begin to identify with humankind, and hear again the song that poor people all over the world have always sung.  And finally, it’s when we find the courage to stop saying the propaganda and enter into the silent night, and in that silence, to hear the song of our own hearts.
Transcribed and edited by a member of the St. Andrew's Transcription Project.
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