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Scripture Reading, Luke 2:8-20 (The Inclusive Bible)
We come to the climax of the sermon series we’ve been working on for some time.  I’ve focused on the darkness of the story, the poverty of the people involved in the story, and I’ve gotten mixed results. (Laughter)  Really, looking at the story itself is not where we think happiness comes from, and since this is the story of how to find happiness on a regular basis, I think it is important to at least give a little time to the story as it is presented both in scripture and in the classic Christmas hymns. 

After the first service, one of the young people came up to me and asked what I’m getting for Christmas.  I said, “Santa’s kind of dropped me from the list the last couple of years,” and she said “Well, maybe it was your sermon last Sunday.” (Laughter) We’ve got some tough kids here…that’s great.

I know that it sometimes seems like I’m trying to pull things from people, but, what you have to understand about people of my profession is that we stay up late at night, sometimes in the middle of the night, trying to think of ways to help people be happier.  And life is so hard, that if we keep going back to the things that have disappointed us in the past, there’s kind of a tragic element there.  It’s not that I’m trying to take the joy of this evening away.  What I want to do is go deeply into the symbols, so that that joy lasts all through the year(s), so that it’s not just something where we’re really happy and full of hope for one day.  I want it to last all the way through the year, and the symbols are talking about a type of joy that does this.  I don’t think the cultural Christmas does that, as much as the dancing Santa excites us all.

When I was in high school (a long time ago), one of the popular songs was “Snoopy versus the Red Baron.”  Now, what I’d forgotten about the song was that it was a Christmas song.  I was in a restaurant, and one of the many beautiful Christmas songs of the culture came on: “Snoopy versus the Red Baron.”  This was a group called The Royal Guardsmen.  I don’t think they came from England.  They came from Florida, but because British groups were so popular, they latched onto that, and because Christmas songs were very popular and Snoopy had gotten very popular, they thought “Well, why not put all that together in a beautiful Christmas song?”  So the first hit they had was “Snoopy versus the Red Baron.”  The second hit they had was “The Return of the Red Baron.”  The third was “Snoopy and his friends.”  The fourth was “The Airplane Song.”

Then “Snoopy’s Christmas,” “Snoopy for President,” “Merry Snoopy’s Christmas,” and then, in 2006, they got the group together again to do the classic “Snoopy versus Osama,” which I’m not sure anybody ever heard of - maybe outside of YouTube.

When you go back to the actual story that’s in the scripture, it’s everything we avoid.  It’s not the lights of Christmas…it’s dark.  It’s not the warmth of a chimney…it’s cold.  It’s not the celebration of blessings…it’s people so poor that they can’t even stay in the hotel, can’t even find a room, and they wind up in a very shocking place.  Now, it’s not shocking anymore because we’ve seen it before.  You see the manger and you think “Oh, that must have been really comfortable.”  But, that’s because you’re leaving the animals out of the story. This would be like the worst garage you’ve ever seen.  Animals bring a kind of “perfume” to the story that you might want to leave out anyway, but I think we can’t really translate that with animals – what this would have been like.  I think if I said, “Jesus was born in a dog bowl” that might get the shock across – we treat our pets a lot better than we treat a lot of people in our culture.  So, I think the way to get the kind of shock that this symbol intends, is to have the Christ child, the Messiah, born in a dumpster that homeless people are eating out of.  After all, the symbol is of someone who gives themselves as food to the people rejected by the culture.
The shepherds are people who are also rejected by the culture.  Martin Luther said they symbolize the lowly all over the world.  This would be like the garbage workers that Martin Luther King, the last week of his life, came to stand up for.  And the joy of Christmas, the wonder of Christmas, the miracle of Christmas happens there.  The reason it’s important not to improve that story is so that you can see the same wonder in your own life.  When we get too much tinsel, or you make the angels too real, you don’t realize that this same love is there for you.  Now, if you’ve got angels showing up on a regular basis in your life, then stay with that.  But most of you don’t, and you need to realize that the reason that scripture is so vague on the angels is that the word simply means “messenger.”  And the message they have to bring is really important: Peace on earth, good will to all.  And anyone who sings that song is an angel.  So these shepherds who were rejected by everybody around them hear the song and have that angelic feeling whether it was people with wings that came to visit them or they had a mystical experience, they began to sing the song.  

When you listen to some of these Christmas hymns, it’s so amazing – one that you just sang a few minutes ago – “O Little Town of Bethlehem,” 

Yet in thy dark streets shineth the everlasting light.
It’s not a light that you can see, it’s a light that you feel.  If it’s a light you could see, there wouldn’t be dark streets.


The hopes and fears of all the years are met in thee tonight.
And then, in a song that we’re going to sing in just a bit,


It came upon the midnight clear, that glorious song of old.
It talks about all of these angels singing this glorious song, and then in the second verse,


And ye, beneath life’s crushing load, whose forms are bending low,


Who toil along the climbing way with painful steps, and slow.

Look now, for glad and golden hours come swiftly on the wing.


Oh, rest beside the weary road and hear the angels sing.

In this Snoopy Christmas song, the Red Baron is just about to shoot Snoopy down, and he hears Christmas music below, so he doesn’t.  And, as they’re parting to go, they say
“We’ll meet each other again.”  In other words, “Because it’s Christmas, I’m not going to kill you today, but next time I see you, I’ll kill you.”

I don’t want that Christmas.  See, I want a Christmas that permanently changes us, and that can happen, if instead of setting aside that song for one day a year: Peace on earth, good will for all, if this coming Monday, we don’t take our weapons up again…if this coming Monday, we do not return to a dog-eat-dog mentality…if this coming Monday, we refuse to look at the world as something ordinary and mundane, and we listen for the mystical, the magical all around us in our ordinary lives, then we can keep Christmas.
There’s no reason you can’t stay in Bethlehem.  But the song that’s being sung is what it’s all about – not the magic tricks - the song: Peace on earth, good will to all.
Anybody who sings that song does not have to look for angels, they become one, and they don’t have to celebrate Christmas just once a year, it happens every day of their life.
Merry Christmas!
Transcribed and edited by a member of the St. Andrew's Sermon Transcription Project.
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