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Then the angel said unto them:  Fear not, for behold I bring you good tidings of great joy that shall be to all people.  For unto you is born this day in the city of David, a savior, which is Christ the Lord.  And suddenly there was with the angel a multitude of the heavenly host, praising God and saying ‘Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace to all people of God’s good will!’



Imagine being a shepherd.  Imagine being a shepherd in the hills above Bethlehem.  In desert lands, the night can be cold after the sun goes down.  It’s lonely; one shepherd may be alone with the flock.  There is nothing to do between moving the sheep from hill to hill for more grass, and watching for predators, but sit and look out over the landscape, or lean against a sheep and look at the night sky.  


Around that time somewhere between 8 and 2 BCE, a star gone supernova was recorded.  The Chinese reported two comets during that interval:  in 5 BCE one was visible for 70 days; and a year later, either another comet or a new star appeared.  There were also planetary conjunctions within constellations of stars that occurred in succession during this period, making for some very bright bodies in the sky.  Imagine being a shepherd... What would such celestial events have meant to them?  And, they were sore afraid.  The story makes them seem a little dim witted, bumpkins fit for nothing more than herding sheep.  What did they see?


Before I’m done, I want to see the Northern Lights, the aurora borealis.  I understand there are places I could go in Michigan where I could see them --- the next 11-year cycle starts this March and peaks some time in 2011 or 2012.  During the Middle Ages the aurora came far south into Europe and shone red in the sky, frightening the dickens out of people --- they thought the light was an evil omen or divine judgment.  So, I find myself wondering if the lights every slipped as far south as Bethlehem…  What did they see?


In Arctic Dreams, by Barry Holston Lopez writes: “It is unusual in the literature of exploration to find a strictly consistent reaction, but virtually everyone who wrote down his thoughts about the aurora described, first, the inadequacy of his language and, second, a pervasive and stilling spiritual presence.”


Holstun Lopez writes: 

The first time I recognized the northern lights was on a flight from Seattle to Anchorage...  It was a clear night, and at first I thought it was only a long, moonlit orograpic cloud, the kind one often sees isolated over a mountain.  Then I saw it move.  Completely absorbed, I watched the long banner of pale light, unfurling in lateral movements over the snow-white mountains until the plane turned away.  The motions were like a t’ai chi exercise:  graceful, inward-turning, and protracted. (page 233 in  Arctic Dreams)


…First, a sudden brightening resolves itself into a transparent auroral curtain.  Its fine coruscations (rays) become more prominent.  There are surges of movement east and west across the curtain, which starts to develop deep folds.  The entire display may then move steadily north.  Toward dawn it breaks up into isolated luminous patches, like clouds.  (234)


And, if that weren’t enough to make me wonder what the shepherds saw, Lopez writes: 

Many people claim the aurora makes a sound, a muffled swish or ‘a whistling and crackling noise, like the waving of a large flag in a fresh gale of wind.’  And some Eskimos say the lights will respond to a gentle whistling and come nearer.”  I find myself wondering if the sounds could seem like speech, or song.  “The [lights] easily evoke feelings of awe and tenderness; the most remarkable effect they seem to have, however is to draw a viewer emotionally up and out of himself, because they throw the sky into a third dimension, on such a vast scale, in such a beautiful way, that they make the emotion of self-pity impossible. (235)


What did they see?  What did they hear?


Whatever they saw, it seems they had feelings of awe – feelings of reverential respect mixed with fear.  I don’t feel that very often.  Respect, yes.  Fear, in short bursts, or more lengthy, diffuse lingering anxiety for our times.  If I lived and worked in some other neighborhood in Chicago, or lived in a war zone, I would know fear differently.  But, awe --- we sophisticated Western science-taught folks, knowing we can find the explanations for most things, even vast things, don’t very often get a chance to feel awe.


That’s what I imagine the shepherds might have been feeling, and they were sore afraid, severely afraid.  Being drawn up and out of themselves would have been frightening, because the sky was suddenly in three dimensions, close and vast and beautiful, and they had never seen it that way before.  Used to seeing something ever present, so familiar only in one way, and to suddenly see it wholly differently, and having no language for it --- I can imagine fear.  The reverence and tenderness would have to wait a while, I would have to understand something about myself, first, in order to come to reverence and tenderness…first would be fear.


I knew a pretty sophisticated woman who once described to me giving birth to her first child.  This woman, daughter of socially prominent big city parents, told me:  “Oh, when I was in labor, I was giving orders to the nurses and the doctor:  ‘Bring me ice chips!  Get a cold cloth for my forehead!  Now!’”  Knowing her as someone who operated in a similar way around the church, I asked why she had done that.  “Are you kidding?” She asked.  “If I hadn’t done it that way I would have felt one with the universe, and the idea of that happening scared me so badly I had to do something else!  So I kept giving orders.”


We live in anxious times.  We are an anxious people.  We do all sorts of things to assuage our anxieties.  We comfort ourselves with work, and entertainment, and activist pursuits.  We even comfort ourselves by starting fights we know we can finish. We keep watching mediocre 44 minute dramas on television involving huge amounts of violence because we know it will be over in an hour, and most of the time the “bad guys” will get their just rewards…this time.


I imagine that the closest we get to awe in our modern Western lives is when we give birth or are present at the birth of a child.  As I heard one radio reporter put it once, when a colleague interviewed him by phone the day after his son’s birth – “I can’t say any more than this:  There were three people in the room – my wife, the midwife and I… and then, there were four.”


In the presence of a vast array of scientific achievements, and in the looming presence of a huge amount of violence in the world, from senseless drive-by shootings to government sanctioned wars --- as we look outward at the signs of the times, we have learned to diminish the inner human capacity for the creation of beauty, and to disparage ordinary, daily attempts at making peace.  We are justifiably suspicious of politicians who speak of peace.  


And, living in the age of the quick fix and the rapid turnaround, we continually dismiss the words and lives of men and women who spoke and worked for it all their lives, and were the culmination of centuries of their religious traditions: Siddhartha Gautama, who became Buddha, the Awakened One, came to see human life not only as suffering, but figured out that to end the cycle of infinite sorrow, we gain this precious human birth in order to have the chance, through paying attention to our lives, to come awake to compassion. Jesus was a man whose teachings grew out of the soil of thousands of years of Jewish tradition, and he, too, was led to compassion for a suffering world.


We are still trying to make sense out of the words and lives of Jesus of Nazareth and Buddha – both of whom became awake to human suffering as well as to the possibilities inherent in compassion --- we are still trying to make sense out of their invitation to see ourselves as whole, as agents of peace, as incarnations of the possibility that suffering and violence need not be human destiny.


I believe that humanity must be thinking that these avatars of peace were for then and there, once and never again; that they were somehow different from us, made of different stuff, or, living in the Axial Age, teaching in a time specially ripe to receive such messages.


But, the arc human time is long.  The learning curve for individual and collective human understanding is slow and progresses by infinitesimal degrees.  Nonetheless, this night, these carols, this story, these small lights, are calling you to join your life with the host of voices through the ages speaking of peace, and living peace.  


Fear not.  It is as if we were shepherds on our hillsides. Hearing the sheep munching the grass as usual, we are alert for predators, we lean back against a rock, looking at the night sky.  When, suddenly there appear to our mind’s eye three-dimensional possibilities for our lives of which we didn’t even know we knew how to dream.  The possibility that compassion makes a difference; that turning away from violence, violence even to ourselves, bends the arc of the moral universe toward peace and justice; and that practicing to become awake and aware will change us.


And, at first, we are sore afraid of the claim this makes upon our lives.  Everything will have to change.


But, wait, fear not.  You are doing it already.  You have found your way here tonight, here where we are celebrating this old story that has become swaddled around with sentimentality and trivia.  Nonetheless, you came, even though you know this story and have qualms about its veracity and saccharine interpretations.  You are here, and maybe you might discover that the story of Christmas is not the story of the baby in the manger at all, or the three kings, or the events in the sky above the fields where sheep were feeding.  


Maybe the story of Christmas is really about the shepherds, and about us, the story of how we come awake to the truths our lives need --- sometimes with fear and awe at first; and then prompted from inside ourselves to wake up and go see what we need to see in order to go on, changed.  


The story does not say what happened to the shepherds after that night.  It does not tell us how they lived after they saw the angels and heard their song, and went to see the child.  I wonder about them.  I wonder about us; and I wonder when we will awake and know that this story, like so many other old, old stories, is about us, about our precious human birth, and how we might live into it.


Fear not, for behold, these are tidings of great joy.  

MEDITATION and a time of silence

Sweet spirit of memory and of love,

Let the faces come before our eyes again

Of those who touched us with love

Who taught us to see beauty and wonder;

let thoughts of their lives warm us once again ---

the old ones, the dear ones, the young ones with us,

or gone on their own, or gone too soon.

In this holy silence, 

Let the faces come before us

So we may remember once more those times

Those people, that joy, that love ---  

---  --- silence --- ---

These lives bless our lives 


Their stories bind us back and back through all the families

Back to the beginning of human time, 

to hut and stable and cave

When nights were cold, and hearts grew warm with wonder

And love

And blessing.
Amen.
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