CHRISTMAS EVE 2007   O COME ALL YE FAITHFUL…AND EVERYBODY ELSE

O Come All Ye Faithful.   How could you begin a Christmas liturgy without that classic?  And yet like a lot of hymns, if we listen carefully to the words, it should make us a little nervous.  Because as I hear that invitation to the faithful, I wonder, what about me?  Because I count it one of the great gifts of God that we begin every liturgy with a confessional, giving me a fresh start, if only for a few minutes.  I take seriously the fact that I am not who I am supposed to be, and I do not do all that I am supposed to do.  It is a simple theological premise; I am a sinful man, in a sinful generation, in a sinful world.   And so if only the faithful are invited to this party, this celebration, I’ve got problems.  

But there is the first gift of Christmas.  We worship a God of grace who gives his child, not because we get it right, but because we sorely need help.  And so this baby comes not to the faithful, but to everyone of us in this fallen and hurting humanity.  Ergo the sermon title:  “O Come All Ye Faithful…And Everybody Else.”  Come, hear the promise of grace and forgiveness. Come, see the Word made flesh, forever changing our world and our lives.  Come and taste the Meal that reminds us of our resurrection hope.  And in this world where we are constantly excluding people, this message of inclusivity is an awesome gift of God.

So, everybody’s invited to Bethlehem. That’s good news.  But what do we do when we get there?  Obviously, we worship the Christ.  That’s why this Christian community gathers every Sunday and tonight and tomorrow.  We understand that the gift of God, constantly invites our response.  But if you can picture this image…I picture Christians coming from all over the world to Bethlehem…and parking there.  Kind of like a huge Christian theme park replete with our luxury motor homes.  We’re good at getting to Bethlehem for Christmas, but then we want to settle in.  We want to surround ourselves with nostalgia and cover ourselves with comfort.  Because we too quickly forget the Babe of Bethlehem is the Christ of the Cross.

So we all get to Bethlehem and Jesus says, “Settle in.  Make yourselves comfortable.  Have a bake sale.  Maybe a rummage sale.  And be careful of who else gets in.”  Not hardly.  How could the church have so badly lost its way?  I picture the dialogue at the manger going something like this.  Jesus says, “Good to see you.  Thanks for coming.  You know my mom and dad?  Now here’s where I want you to go to worship me.  To serve me.  To be my disciple.”  And then like that old Sherwin Williams paint commercial, we cover the earth.  Bethlehem is but a stop on the way to mission for the people of God.  And every time we go out with that servant ministry, that Good News of Easter resurrection hope, the Gospel becomes more real in our lives.  And that is the second gift of Christmas.  For our Family of Faith, the word is made flesh in Newark and Jersey City and Plainfield.  In Tanzania and Nicaragua.  In Mexico and Bangladesh and Tennessee.  In each of the communities in which we live, where we struggle for justice and to share Christ’s healing love.  In each of the places where we work and play and learn as we struggle to give a faithful witness to the inclusive, graceful nature of God.  And while that may seem like a given, believe me, it is not in this hateful, bigoted world.  It is the very essence of who we are, stated plainly on our letter head:  “Faith Lutheran Church, a Worshipping and Serving Community, Proclaiming the Good News of Jesus Christ.”
One of the emerging ministries that our Family has is, our work with the AIDS patients at Broadway House in Newark.  Building on our history with the BETAK AIDS hospice in Philadelphia 20 years ago, Jane McCready has done an awesome job teaching us how to care for our sisters and brothers there with AIDS.  It is a unique facility with dozens and dozens of patients.  A new addition to our programming there this year was a Caroling Party that was held last Tuesday.  15-16 of our folks went; high school students to seniors; singers and Pastor and me.  We gathered in the marble rotunda of that beautiful facility; its an old insurance company/bank building.  And Dr. Girvin worked his magic.  You know we talk about the fact that he does such an awesome job on the organ here and then he goes to Tennessee and picks on his guitar.  Multi talented, with yet another dimension coming out on Tuesday.  He did a marvelous job, engaging the residents, the patients, many in wheel chairs, most seriously ill.  But in no time at all, he had them singing along with us. And you saw their smiles, you saw glimmers in their eyes of long ago times with their families.  And more than a few tears.     And then we were finished, as dinner time approached and as we said good by, one lone person stood right in the middle of the rotunda and began to sing “O Holy Night.”  With passion and depth, his eyes lifted heavenward as those words came from deep within his soul.  And as he sang, residents, staff and our choristers gathered around him and joined their voices to the heavenly chorus.  Never was a carol sung so beautifully.  And as tears streamed down cheek after cheek,  there in that most unexpected of places, there was a bold proclamation of the Incarnation, God’s Christmas gift.
O Come All Ye Faithful…and Everyone Else to Bethlehem.  Because truly, the hopes and the fears of all the years are met in thee tonight. 
