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We continue our sermon series this morning on the “Carols of Christmas” by shifting our focus from the message of the angels and their announcement of Christ’s birth to a “place”- to Bethlehem and the peace and silence that pervaded that town for at least one night.  Once again, we see how God seems to use the small, the weak, the insignificant, and the ordinary for his plans instead of the most powerful, the most important, the richest and the most talented.  However, it wasn’t the birth of Jesus that put Bethlehem on the map; despite its small size, it was well-known to most Jews as a town of promise and hope.  In Genesis, Jacob’s wife Rachel dies and is buried on the road to Bethlehem.  Later on, the beautiful story of Ruth and Naomi unfolds there.  Most significantly, it was in Bethlehem that the prophet Samuel found and anointed a young shepherd boy by the name of David to become the next king of Israel.  And then we have the prophecy of Micah who 700 years before the birth of Christ promises God’s people that from out of those humble hills, God’s savior would come into the world: “But you, O Bethlehem of Ephrathah, who are one of the little clans of Judah, from you shall come forth for me one who is to rule in Israel, whose origin is from of old, from ancient days.”  

When Micah spoke those words, it was at a time in Judah’s history when things never looked more dire.  The northern kingdom of Israel had already been destroyed by the Assyrians and they were now poised to move south, upon Judah.  He warned them that unless they changed their ways, they would eventually suffer the SAME fate.  But he also held out hope that even IF Judah were destroyed, God would still remain faithful and raise up a NEW city to which all the peoples of the world would come, and a new king who would rule in power and peace.  He would come from the same little town that David, her GREATEST king, had been born: “And he shall stand and feed his flock in the strength of the Lord, in the majesty of the name of the Lord his God.  And they shall live secure, for now he shall be great to the ends of the earth; and he shall be the one of peace.”  For the past two thousand years, the church has believed those words applied to the birth of Jesus and to the inauguration of his kingdom in peace and love.

Our hymn was written by one of the great preachers and most widely-loved clergymen of the nineteenth century—Phillips Brooks—after his personal visit to the place where Jesus came into the world.  In fact he was SO well loved that when he died in January, 1893, a five-year-old girl reportedly exclaimed to her mother, “Oh, mama, how happy the angels will be.”  Brooks was born in Boston in 1835 and graduated from Harvard at age 20.  After a brief period as a teacher at which he didn’t prove to be very successful, he took up study for ordination in the Episcopal Church.  He became rector of a church in Philadelphia where he remained for seven years.  During that time, he developed a reputation as a great preacher with the soul of a saint.  When he began his ministry in the church, there were about a hundred children in the Sunday School, but before long there were over a thousand.  His sermons offered much comfort and support to the city during the Civil War.  At one point, it seemed like every family in his parish had lost someone--a husband, a father, a son, or a brother—to that tragic war.  

When President Lincoln was assassinated and the nation was plunged into turmoil, it was Phillips Brooks who was asked to give the funeral oration.  With characteristic eloquence, he helped bind up the nation’s wounds with his words of grace and peace.  But then not long afterwards, caring for so many began to take its toll.  He suffered what today we would call “burnout” and feeling emotionally, physically, and spiritually depleted, he went on a sabbatical to the Holy Land to recuperate.  On December 24, 1865—Christmas Eve—Brooks made the trip from Jerusalem to Bethlehem on horseback.  He noted in his diary, “Before dark we rode out of town to the field where they say the shepherds saw the star.  It is a fenced piece of ground with a cave in it, in which strangely enough, they put the shepherds.”  Later that night he attended religious services in an ancient basilica said to have been built by Emperor Constantine early in the fourth century.  The service lasted five hours and made quite an impression upon the young clergyman.  He returned home with what he described as Palestine “singing in my soul.”  

While planning Christmas services three years later, he thought again of his Holy Land trip and of his experience in Bethlehem.  Picking up his pen, he began writing the first of five stanzas that have become so familiar to every man, woman and child the world over at Christmastime:


O Little Town of Bethlehem, How still we see thee lie;



Above thy deep and dreamless sleep The silent stars go by.



Yet in thy dark streets shineth The everlasting light;



 The hopes and fears of all the years Are met in thee tonight.
The following day, he approached his organist and Sunday School superintendent, Lewis Redner, and asked him to write a tune for his new hymn.  At first, inspiration was slow in coming, SO slow that it STILL hadn’t come to him the night before Brooks was planning on having the children sing his new song.  Then it came in a flash.  It seems he fell asleep worrying about the music, and woke up suddenly in the middle of the night with a new tune ringing in his ears.  Grabbing a piece of paper, he wrote down the melody as quickly as he could and then went back to sleep.  Early the next morning he harmonized the melody and the children sang it for the first time on December 27, 1868.  Both Brooks and Redner remained life-long bachelors but they did live long enough to see their collaborative effort become one the most beloved Christmas hymns of all time.

Brooks puts us in Bethlehem, in the present tense, as the drama unfolds.  We become eyewitnesses to that child’s birth and are allowed to see something that so many others don’t.  The whole scene is bathed is an aura of peace and silence.  Little Bethlehem is “still” while above the town’s sleep, the “silent” stars go by.  Yet while everyone is asleep, oblivious that God in the form of that infant is about to enter their world, the great event occurs; a bright light suddenly appears in the darkness that embodies both the people’s brightest hopes and worst fears.  It doesn’t seem possible that something so small and frail and vulnerable as that child can contend against all that the forces of this world will eventually throw against him.  And yet in that child’s heart and soul is embodied the very power of God- a power rooted in love that can undermine even the worst of hatreds.

In the second stanza, the angels keep watch over the new-born babe, offering him their protection and eliciting their praise.  As yet, we don’t understand the meaning of that child or how he will one day save us, therefore it is up to the angels to nurture and safeguard him.  

The third stanza contains the lines, “How silently, how silently, the wondrous gift is given!” and “No ear may hear his coming.”  Under the cover of sleep and quietude, the only ones who MAY recognize his coming and experience God’s grace through him are those who become meek, just like Christ himself was, and who receive him into their hearts.  People may use whatever force they like to subvert him, even put him to death, but he will demonstrate once and for all that such threats and attacks and even DEATH ITSELF are unable to ultimately destroy him.  He is proof that the weakness of God is infinitely greater than all the forces and powers this world can muster against him!

In the final stanza, Phillips shifts his focus from Bethlehem to the child himself: “Cast out our sin and enter in, Be born in us today” so that with his birth, WE are “born” also.  We thus move from anticipation to supplication; from awaiting God’s love to humbly bowing before the manger and receiving it.  Here the purpose of Christ’s entrance into the world is revealed to us: by receiving God, our sin will be cast out and we will become new beings.  The waiting is over, the burden is lifted, and it is now time for us to celebrate!  God is “with us” and our response to this good news is to rejoice!

Well that’s the hymn and I find the theology behind it impeccable.  However, what I still find problematic about it is that there seems to be a huge disconnect between Phillip Brook’s beautiful lyrics and reality itself, between what that hymn promises and what in fact is the actual state of affairs in Bethlehem and the greater world at large.  It speaks of the peace and love that comes with Christ’s entrance into the world in that manger, but I have to ask in all honesty WHERE has that peace and love ever been found- THEN OR TODAY!  There may have been peace in Bethlehem, but it certainly didn’t last for long.  The next few verses in Matthew tells how after the three wisemen left, they departed to their own country another way without reporting back to Herod to inform him where this new-born king of the Jews could be found.  Furious, the king responded by sending his army to Bethlehem and having every male child under the age of two slaughtered.  Thus the joy of one couple—the Holy Family--becomes the cause of much tears and misery for countless others.  Matthew’s Christmas pageant ends not with winged angels proclaiming peace on earth but with Rachel weeping for her slaughtered children.  Mary and Joseph and Jesus escape only because an angel appeared to Joseph in a dream instructing them to head straightways to Egypt where they become political refugees.  This is what Christmas in Bethlehem is REALLY all about!

Of course, we know what eventually HAPPENED to that child.  He grew up and like so many others of God’s representatives, he became a prophet who was not honored in his own country.  He was despised and rejected of men to where he was eventually arrested, beaten, and then put to death in the most horrible way imaginable.  Where is the peace to be found in all THAT!

Just look at the situation in Bethlehem today.  I visited that town almost twenty-five years ago and it was an oasis of stability and prosperity as compared to what it is NOW.  Hear the description of Bethlehem by Associate Press reporter Laura King (who is married to a friend of mine) in a report filed several years ago:


No twinkling strings of colored lights.  No pilgrims packing Manger Square.  This Christmas is shaping up to be a forlorn affair in Bethlehem, the town of Christ’s birth.  Today, fierce gun battle rage between snipers and Israeli machine gunners in the nearby suburb of Beit Jalla.  Bethlehem’s three Palestinian refugee camps boil with fury and discontent.  Dozens of Palestinian stone-throwers, some as young as 8 or 9, have been hurt or killed in cat-and-mouse battles with Israeli troops guarding a fortified Jewish shrine on the edge of Bethlehem.


Tourism has dried up.  Most souvenir shops are tightly shuttered, and the lumbering tour buses that normally clog the narrow streets this time of year are absent.  In Manger Square, the big stone plaza fronting the Church of the Holy Nativity, was all but deserted.  An old man in an Arab headdress hobbled slowly across the nearly empty expanse, leaning on a cane.  Inside the vast and ancient church, the only visitors in sight were a lone Palestinian mother and child.  Usually, there would be a wait of two or three hours to go down into the grotto,” the lamp-lit, cave-like enclosure beneath the church, where faithful believe Mary gave birth, but now you can just walk in.
 
Since that report, conditions there have only gotten WORSE.  There is now a 25-foot concrete wall that surrounds the Palestinian territory.  When you approach the wall from the Israeli side, there’s a large, colorful sign painted on it near one the of the guard towers saying in English, Hebrew, and Arabic, ‘Peace Be With You.”  Approach this same wall from the Palestinian side and you see darker images- those of a snake curling its way down the wall toward the checkpoint, a picture of a dove of peace wearing a flak jacket and signs spray-painted in English and Arabic saying, “God will tear down this wall.”  That wall has left Bethlehem struggling economically.  Unemployment remains high and people often wait in lines for hours before being cleared to cross the barrier for jobs on the Israeli side.  It’s a reminder that whenever walls are erected for WHATEVER reason, suffering and a lack of hope soon follow for everyone involved.  Once again, it begs the question, “Where is the peace promised so many years ago in that Christ child, a peace long-anticipated by the prophets and announced by the angels, a peace we celebrate every Christmas and the reason we have gathered for worship in this sanctuary this morning?”  It looks like very few things have changed since Jesus first entered our world two thousand years ago and if that’s the case, then so much for “Peace on earth, good will to all” which then seems like just another empty slogan designed to make us feel better at holiday time.

In the hours after our Lord’s birth, things would slowly return to normal.  The angels will have already returned to heaven and the shepherds back to their fields.  As the first rays of sunlight stretch over the hillsides, the residents of Bethlehem would be stirring from their beds to once again resume their daily routines.  Very few will have ever known what occurred on that most sacred of nights, how God had come among them and history was changed forever there in their little town.  There were no news reporters on hand to record the great event or public officials present to hail the occasion- only a couple of poor, illiterate shepherds would serve as witness.  Very few things would seem to have changed: the fathers will still head out to work, the mothers tend to the home, while the children play amongst themselves; the poor would still be poor and Rome will continue to rule over them with an iron fist.  Life would STILL remain precarious and burdensome for most.

But then, in time, that child would become an adult and grow in knowledge and wisdom.  The Holy Spirit would be upon him and he would be the vehicle by which God would achieve his purposes for his creation.  Throughout his life, Jesus, would reach out to those marginalized by society—by those largely despised, forgotten, or ignored--and remind them that NO ONE was ever too insignificant.  He would heal many of their infirmities—physical or otherwise--and afford them a reason to hope for the first time.  Through his eventual death on that cross, people would discover forgiveness and reconciliation with God.  With our Lord’s entrance into the world that cold, dark night, nothing was changed and yet paradoxically EVERYTHING was changed.  

Yes, life remained what it always HAS been- with its attendant joys and sorrows, tears and laughter, victories and defeats.  And yet, NOTHING was ever the same again because with Christ, God not only entered our world, he entered our very lives to make our hearts his home.  We now have a completely new orientation and perspective.  He has shown us that we are his children and that he loves us with an everlasting love.  What’s more, we are assured that NOTHING shall ever be able to separate us from either his presence or his love- EVER!  He reminds us every day that greater is he that is within us than he that is in the world, meaning that with the security found in that relationship, we become a force greater than the forces of Rome ever were.  NOTHING can defeat us if we refuse to allow it- not even the ever-pervasive fear of death.  All these years later, this world is STILL awash in “hopes and fears” but due to the birth of that babe, circumstances no longer have to control us; we can remain positive and faithful and even joyous under the most trying conditions.

One of the wonderful things this church does this time of year along with our mitten tree and Helping Hands Fund is our Adopt-A-Family program overseen by the Deacons.  Poor and disadvantaged persons will contact us and make known what it is they need--for themselves or their children--and then you, the members of this church, generously respond by obtaining those things for them.  Some of you have purchased items as varied as dolls and bicycles to coats and even red enameled kitchenware.  Well this past week, a young woman named Angela who had spent some time in prison and for the past year has been trying very hard to get her life together again came by the office to pick up her gifts.  Her life was made all the harder by the fact that the job she had been working at had recently laid her off due to budget constraints.  As I carried those three big packages for her, she wept all the way to the car, explaining to me that she had three small children and she hadn’t known what she was going to do for them for Christmas.  After I placed them in the back seat, she opened up her arms and gave me just about the biggest, hug I’ve had in a long time.  With tears streaming down her cheeks, she said, “Pastor, you don’t know what this means to me.  You have saved me and my children this Christmas.  I’ll never forget this.”  

Yes, life in many ways is STILL the same: it remains hard and cruel and tragic for so many.  And yet, we ALSO know that with the advent of that child came a fresh outpouring of love and hope which for the past two thousand years has never stopped touching hearts and inspiring persons to reach out to the Angelas in their midst.  If you need proof that the peace long promised by the prophets and declared by the angels is real or not, you’ll never find it on the front pages of the New York Times or in the lead story on the nightly news.  Rather, that proof will come in those often unexpected and anonymous acts of love and generosity that happen all around you, in those simple and humble gestures which YOU may even be the catalyst for.  It is THEN you will know that the angels’ song of “peace on earth” is no fiction but rather the sweetest, TRUEST song one will ever hear.  Amen. 
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