When the Star in the Sky is Gone
Matthew 2:1-12; 28:18-20

There may be those of you sitting here who think I’m crazy – and that I’ve somehow gone and roped Heidi and Lisa into my craziness!  Or maybe, since so far it’s been the music that we’ve sung that’s been Christmas music, maybe you are thinking it’s Esther who’s the crazy one.  But I will confess.  I’ll take the rap for it – I was the one who asked Esther if we could please do these particular carols as our hymns today…so I’m the crazy one.  Although, I will say, Esther was my very willing accomplice!  When I gave Pat, our Office Manager, the information for the order of worship, she seemed a tad bit distressed – apparently Pat felt it was far too early to be thinking about Christmas carols!

And, on that count, I would agree with Pat, actually.  It is far too early.  But I don’t think it’s far too late.  I’ve been thinking about Christmas – actually, the message of Christmas, really, not the actual holiday, the actual celebration part itself, a lot lately.  But it’s not been about looking ahead to this next Christmas, or worrying about shopping or services or any of that.  It’s actually been a lot about looking back…looking back at the Christmas that was…and then looking at what in the world is going in our world right now, and then looking back at the message of Christmas – and at the message in the gospel about all that Jesus’ birth really meant…and means.  


So I guess that means you can think of me as a Dickensian ghost of Christmas past!  And you can think of Esther as whatever the musical version of that would be! 

I think this all started when, one sunny morning (which could have been any morning this summer expect for the ones between last Sunday and last Thursday!), I was out walking my dogs, walking George and Madeline, before heading home to get ready for work and head to the church.  Dog walking time is actually a really good time to do a lot of thinking or a lot of preparing for or planning for a day or a week – George and Madeline don’t talk much, so I pretty much get to reflect on my thoughts as we stroll along.  Occasionally, you know, they’ll want to alert me to some sudden danger – like a sprinkler on someone’s lawn – and I have to drag my mind and my thoughts back to the situation at hand…but, for the most part, walking with them is a fairly reflective (or organizational, depending on the time of year!) time.


Well, on this one particular morning, for no reason that I could discover, without any warning or provocation, these words popped into my head – right into the very foreground of my thoughts.  They were words that were very familiar to me, and they may be familiar to many of you.  The words were these


When the song of the angels is stilled,

When the star in the sky is gone,


When the kings and princes have gone home,


When the shepherds are back with their flocks


Then the work of Christmas begins.


To find the lost,


To heal the broken,


To feed the hungry,


To release the prisoner,


To rebuild the nations,


To bring peace to all,


To make music in the heart.   

These are the words of theologian Howard Thurman’s writing “The Work of Christmas.”  They are some of the last words spoken at our Christmas Eve services every year.  And each Christmas Eve, hearing them spoken aloud, in the darkened sanctuary, by the light of candles, brings tears to my eyes.  

But what were they doing in my head in the middle of August????

And they didn’t just flit through my brain and dance off again in the wide, wide expanse of ideas and thoughts and dreams out in the world.  Nope.  They lodged right there in my brain, and they remained solidly stuck there, nagging at me, pestering me with their presence, running through my mind as I went through my day to day routines and activities.


And then, with time, the last line, particularly, would go through my mind, without my even focusing on it or trying to call it up, as I was going to visit with someone in the congregation, or before I officiated at a wedding last weekend, or before I met with a family about a funeral, and especially right before officiating at the funeral.  

To make music in the heart.


When the star in the sky is gone…our mission, our calling, the very purpose to which we are called, if we choose to follow the One who was born as a tiny baby on that first Christmas, is to make music in the heart.  To help the whole world send back the song which once the angels sang.

That’s easy to remember at Christmastime.  The whole world is sort of abuzz with hope and possibility and with the message of the possibility of peace on earth and goodwill to all, and with the message of a tiny child, a Prince of Peace, born to lead the people in the ways of love and righteousness.

But…what about now?  Right now, when the world seems to be experiencing something of a dearth of peace and especially, perhaps, a dearth of goodwill to all.  Right now, while armed conflict in the Middle East and Afghanistan seems to show no sign of ending; while old foes like North and South Korea rekindle their animosity for one another; while a war of words between people on both sides of the issue heats up in America over the question of building a Muslim community center near Ground Zero in New York City; while folks living in New Orleans 9th Ward are still scarcely back to their normal lives 5 years after Hurricane Katrina’s infamous and horrific landfall; while the world waits to see what the long-term impact of BP’s massive oil disaster in the Gulf will be on the environment, on the creatures of God’s creation; while politicians and pundits on both sides of the political aisle ramp up the rhetoric to a point of dislike and distrust that is almost impossible to take.  Where is the star in the sky now, God?  Where is the hope of the child born in the manger, born to save us all from the horrors we help to create – to save us, really, from ourselves, by teaching us and encouraging us to be our better selves?  Where is the hope that was so abundant in the world on December 24, 2009?

Right now, it feels like we’re definitely living in the time when the star in the sky is gone.  We don’t have the benefit of what those Magi had – a star to guide them in the exact right path to a place of the most abundant joy and the deepest hope.

But I guess that’s because we have something new, something precious – we have the promise that Jesus makes to his disciples – and to us – at the very end of Matthew’s gospel.  “And remember,” Jesus says, “I will be with you always, to the end of the age.”  


We have a promise of steadfast presence and support.  I believe Jesus keeps that promise, not only when we are feeling weak, alone, afraid, and in need, but also when we are feeling strong and bold – when we push ourselves to take a courageous step in the world, to do Jesus’ work in the world.  When we willing enter into conversation with those who have different opinions and viewpoints from our own, so that we might listen, and think, and hear, and be challenged, and grow – and so that we might help to challenge others to new growth, too.  When we commit ourselves, time and time again, to really doing the work of Christmas – even months after the star in the sky is gone, and the last pieces of the crèche are packed away.   Even in some of what seem like the darkest moments.  Even when Earth’s Babel sounds threaten to drown out the angels’ song.  Jesus is with us.  And the work of Christmas is ours to undertake.


To find the lost,to heal the broken, to feed the hungry…


Part of doing the work of Christmas all through the year, part of doing the work of Christmas now, is about meeting people where they are, and meeting whatever the most basic, the most pressing, the most dire needs in their lives may be.  People’s most dire needs will all be different – some of us may indeed have tables we cannot fill and may need gifts of food; others may have spaces in our hearts we cannot fill and may need gifts of connection and love.  Jesus came to people as they were, and sought to touch their lives where their need was…and when we stay committed to the work of Christmas all through the year, that is what we are called to do.


There is a video on youtube (I feel like I have given youtube a lot of plugs during my preaching this summer!) that starts off with a tortoise flipped over on its back.  Of course, once a tortoise or turtle is flipped over that way, it’s nearly impossible for him to right himself.  But during the video, another tortoise comes along (slowly along, of course), and sees the tortoise in distress.  The second tortoise doesn’t even hesitate – he just goes over and slides his body along next to the first one and then uses all of his own weight to push against the flipped over tortoise, righting him again and helping him get back on his feet.  

And there it is.  The work of Christmas.  That might seem like a gross oversimplification, but all the pieces of the puzzle are there.  You meet someone where she is.  You assess her situation and, without hesitation, come to learn her greatest need.  And then you give of yourself, doing whatever you can do, to help meet that need.  Jesus set out to find the lost.  Jesus set about the work of healing the broken.  And Jesus worked to feed the hungry.  And so can we…and when we do, Jesus is right there with us, even in the most difficult situations, until the end of the age.

To release the prisoner, to rebuild the nations, to bring peace to all…


This part might seem a little more challenging.  Especially if we are thinking on the largest, global level…and I think it’s right and good for us to do that – to think about the big picture, and to want to work for the nations to rebuilt and for peace to fling its ancient splendors over the entire world – but it can also feel a bit daunting that way.  We can’t all be former President Carter and go to North Korea to successfully negotiate the release of an imprisoned person and bring him home to Boston.  But what we can all do is to work hard, in our own corners of the world.  And if every one of us was working, in our own corners of the world, in whatever ways we could to release the prisoners, to rebuild the nations, and to bring peace to all…well, it’s sort of mind-boggling to imagine what might be.  

The people that some of us met in West Virginia are, in some very real ways, prisoners.  They are prisoners of a failing economic system and an abusive and ever-changing coal industry that has taken a toll on both the land and the people of West Virginia.  Replacing the windows and decks of a home might not seem like the rebuilding of the nations, and yet I think that it is a part of it.  It’s a part of working to release people from the prison of poverty by giving them support and care to help them continue to release themselves.  It’s working to rebuild the nations by treating people who are so often maligned, stereotyped, or slandered with respect and as equals, as whole people, rebuilding and enforcing their self-esteem, their sense of worth, their pride in the place they call home.  The people of Haiti are prisoners to an endlessly corrupt and abusive government, to untold poverty, to a lack of building codes and safety standards, and to the shifting plates of the earth beneath their little piece of the island of Hispanola.  Working to support the relief and aid personnel in Haiti, making contributions to the Haiti Fund, finding out about the needs of Haitian populations here in America, or even working to keep Haiti in people’s hearts and minds – because, truly, isn’t it a little stunning how quickly Haiti has seemed to slip from the world stage again? – are all ways you can help to release the prisoner, all ways you can help to rebuild the nations.  Or when you continue to remember the residents of the 9th Ward of New Orleans, and to remember that 5 years after Katrina, they remain prisoners of poverty, inequality, and injustice, you help to release the prisoners and rebuild the nations.  Or when you speak up for any member of a minority group of any kind, reminding people that not all blacks, not all Asians, not all women, not all gays, not all Hindus, not all Jews, not all Muslims are alike any more than all white Christians are alike, you help to release the prisoners and to rebuild the nations.  Or when you reach out with a phone call, a letter, a visit to someone who is struggling or alone and lonely, you help to release the prisoners and rebuild the nations.  And the more the captives are set free, and the more the nations grow strong and more whole, the greater the opportunity and the possibility that peace will begin to fill the earth.


Which brings me back to the one line that especially kept running through my mind: to make music in the heart.  At its core, that’s what it’s really all about, that work of Christmas.  The work we pledge ourselves to each December 24th, really all boils down to this: that when we do the work of Christmas, when we are following Jesus, the end-goal of anything we do for and to and with one another, no matter how small, no matter how radical the act, must be to make music in the heart of another.  It’s almost like the Hippocratic oath that doctors take, you know?  First do no harm.  If what we are about to do is likely to bring harm to another, to bring pain to another, to silence the song that is in another’s heart…it might not be the right thing to do.  Hard as it might sometimes be, we can’t enhance the orchestration of the song in our own heart at the expense of someone else.  Not even when we are in conflict, not even when we are afraid, not even when we are hurting, too.  I’m not saying that it’s easy.  It’s not.  I have to work at it every single day.  But maybe…just maybe…that’s why Thurman called his poem the work of Christmas.


Linda Felver wrote a poem that goes like this


Let me not wrap, stack, box, bag, tie, tag, bundle, seal Christmas.


Christmas kept is liable to mold.


Let me give Christmas away, unwrapped, by exuberant armfuls.

Let me share, dance, live Christmas unpretentiously, merrily, responsibly, with overflowing hands, tireless steps, and sparkling eyes.


Christmas given away will stay fresh – even until it comes again.    
 

It might be August…but there is work out there to do, my friends…the work of Christmas.  Don’t box Christmas – don’t shelve it until December rolls around with its yearly dose of merriment, wonder, and hope.  Go back to the place where you’ve lovingly packed away the hope, and the promise, and the joy of last Christmas, and take it out.  Carry it with you, right now, even when the star in the sky has dimmed…because we’ve got some work to do.  And as we do, Jesus will be with us, even until the end of the age.  Because we’ve got some music to make out there in the heart of the world. 
