St. Mary of the Angels    Christmas Day   12/25/19
Isaiah 62:11-12;  Titus  3:4-7;  Luke 2:1-20
My Brothers and Sisters,
Christmas Day, 1863.
Cambridge poet, Henry Wadsworth Longfellow awoke to church bells ringing, announcing the feast day and calling people to worship.
Christmas Day 1863 was no ordinary Christmas Day.
The Civil War was at its peak in death and destruction.
The bloody battles of Bull Run, Antietam, Fredericksburg and Gettysburg belonged to the past.  More blood would yet be spilled at Spotsylvania, Petersburg, Atlanta and Nashville.
Longfellow was still grieving the death of his wife tragically killed in a fire less than two years previously.
And his son had just been seriously wounded in battle.
Those Christmas bells called forth a poetic reflection.
He began with these words:
“I heard the bells on Christmas Day,
Their old, familiar carols play,
And wild and sweet,
The words repeat
Of peace on earth, good will to all.”
(Changed “men” to “all.)
Then, he continued:
“And thought how as the day had come
The belfries of all Christendom
Had rolled along
The unbroken song
Of peace on earth, good will to all.
Till ringing, singing on its way,
The world revolved from night to day,
A voice, a chime,
A chant sublime
Of peace on earth, good will to all.”
But “the world [had] not revolved from night to day, had not revolved from war to peace. He noted that the guns of war with their sound had
“the carols drowned
Of peace on earth on earth, good will to all.”
“It was as if an earthquake rent
The hearthstones of a continent  
And made forlorn
The household born
Of peace on earth, good will to all.
And in despair I bowed my head
‘There is no peace on earth,’ I said.
For hate is strong
And mocks the song
Of peace on earth, good will to all.”
Longfellow, however, did not end in despair.  He ended with words of hope:
“Then pealed the bells more loud and deep
‘God is not dead, nor doth he sleep.
The wrong shall fall, the right prevail
With peace on earth, good will to all.”
Here we are, over a century and a half later, still torn apart as a nation – and even as a church. The fault lines may be different, but the sin and scorn of slavery remains deep in symbols and statues, and signs scrawled on walls.  A rage, both old and new, still ravages our land, And there are those with power who provoke it, stir it up, and applaud the outcome.  No, we feel neither peace nor goodwill – even, or especially, among people who profess to be Christians.
Longfellow was right when he affirmed: “God is not dead, nor doth he sleep.”
But he was wrong when he added, “The wrong shall fall, the right prevail, with peace on earth, good will to all,” – as if it is by power that righteousness will triumph.
I do not think that he fully understood what God, the Trinity, intended when the second person became incarnated in Jesus.  God comes to us, not in power but in poverty, the poverty of weakness, vulnerability, and ordinariness.  The great vision of God is realized, not in right prevailing by a power from above, but from a humble love from below, expressed in small everyday acts of care and concern and kindness for one another and for all people.  God could have brought peace through the power of angels.  But, God used the angels only for the announcing.  It was the poor, the homeless shepherds, to whom they announced the good news and whom they invited to be the first guests at God’s new home, a stable.
This Feast and Celebration of Christmas calls us once again to refocus our lives, to let go of our antagonism and anger at others, and happily work in small, even hidden ways, to foster the Kingdom in the way that our Triune God has chosen, and actually lived in Jesus.
Last Sunday, for the 8th year now, my family and I went to listen to the Christmas Pops concert at Symphony Hall.  Usually, the concert ends with an encore: in which a large image of the world is projected on a screen, and to the accompaniment of the orchestra, both chorale and audience sing, “Let there be peace on earth and let it begin with me.”  
This year, however, there was no picture of the world.  In its place we saw picture after picture after picture of children of different ages, nationalities, races, in a variety of groupings.  These children had come to the Christmas children’s concert and had sung this hymn.  Now, the live orchestra accompanied their singing on the screen.  How wonderful, I thought, to see and hear these bright eyed children.  Our city is blessed with such a beautiful diversity!  And these children were singing with meaningful gestures: “let there be peace on earth” and, pointing to themselves, proclaimed, “And let it begin with me.”  
If only we might have a new generation of young people coming along, praying this song and living this song, how different our future as a nation and a church we might be.  Children can’t do much.  And that is the point!  God does not want much from a few; God wants a little from everyone.  God wants us to keep our eyes on Jesus throughout this New Year, watching him speak to and heal those whom he meets, one by one—not all that many. Each small act of love is an act for peace.  God in Jesus has come to show us the way.  He comes as Prince of Peace. It is for us to follow Him.  And so, we pray,
“Let there be peace on earth and let it begin with me.”
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