The Lessons of Christmas in Word and In Song

The Fourth Sunday of Advent

Choir Sunday

December 20, 2009

Rev. Dr. Zina Jacque and the Choir

I.   SANCTUS

She was a child, a teenager, somewhere between the age of puberty and the age of a woman still quite young.  It was startling beyond words, incomprehensible.  An angel had appeared to her, an angel had spoken to her and told her this thing, that she would be overshadowed by the Spirit of God and bear in her body the Son of God.  

It could not be, she had known no man.  It could not be she was virginal and chaste.  The news was too much, too much for any ordinary one to bear; but Mary was an extraordinary one.  In response to the angel’s narrative she replies, “My soul does magnify the Lord.  And my spirit hath rejoiced in God my Savior.  For God has regarded my low estate.  God has done this mighty thing; and holy is his name. 
When she should have been afraid of being stoned for this situation, when she should have worried that no one would believe so fantastic a tale, when she should have said to the angel NO, NOT ME, I WILL NOT ACCEPT THIS THING; instead she said, Let it be done unto me according to God’s will, according to my God and HOLY is his name.  Holy is his name, holy is his name.
Sanctus

Holy, holy Lord, the God of power and might, the earth if filled with Your glory;

Holy, holy Lord, who was and is and is to come, 

We offer honor, wealth and blessing, thanks and praise, now and forever more.

Holy, holy, holy!  Lord God almighty, Lord God almighty!

Only Thou art holy; there is none beside Thee.

Perfect in power, in love and purity. (repeats to beginning)

II.  HOW GREAT THOU ART

But how did she know, how did Mary know that this God who was called holy, this God who had placed her life in so much jeopardy was worthy of honor and wealth, of blessings and praise?  What did she know about this God that allowed her to sing in strains so sweet and tranquil?  
Mary was born into a faith that honored God, born into a faith that believed and lived the scriptures of old.  Mary knew that this God had many times before brought his people Israel out of circumstances and situations with miracles in his left hand and deliverance in his right in days.  And she knew he could do the same for her.  She knew the stories and the songs, she knew what the writers of the Psalms once declared, Praise the LORD! Praise the LORD from the heavens! Praise him from the skies! Praise him, all his angels . . . .  Praise him, sun and moon! Praise him, all you twinkling stars and skies above . . . ! Let every created thing give praise to the LORD, for he issued his command, and they came into being. He established them forever and forever . . .  Praise the LORD from the earth, you creatures of the ocean depths, fire and hail, snow and storm, wind and weather that obey him . . . reptiles and birds, kings of the earth and all people, rulers and judges of the earth, young men and maidens, old men and children. Let them all praise the name of the LORD. For his name is very great . . . . and the works of his hands are faithful and just.
Mary knew and trusted that the same God who spoke the world into order, the same God who had a thought and fire and hail, snow and storm came into being, the same God who gave life to young men and maidens old men and children; Mary knew this same God was able to do with, and to, and through her more than she or any other human being could think or ask.  Mary knew this and I just imagine from the depth of her heart she cried out in faith, My God, how great thou art.
How Great Thou Art/Majesty

O Lord my God, when I in awesome wonder

Consider all the works they hands have made.

I see the stars, I hear the mighty thunder,

Thy pow’r throughout the universe displayed.

(Refrain) Then sings my soul, my Savior God, to Thee:

How great Thou art, how great Thou art! (repeats)

When through the woods and forest glades I wander,

And hear the birds sing sweetly in the trees;

When I look down from lofty mountain grandeur

And hear the brook and feel the gentle breeze.

And when I think that God, His Son not sparing,

Sent Him to die, I scarce can take it in;

That on the cross, my burden gladly bearing,

Jesus who died, now glorified, His name be praised.

When Christ shall come with shout of acclamation

And take me home, what joy shall fill my heart!

Then I shall bow in humble adoration,

And there proclaim, “My God!  How great Thou art! (to Refrain)

III.   HIDDEN AS A BABY

When Christ shall come with shouts of acclamation, oh Lord then we will know how great thou art.  But, there were no shouts of acclamation attending the Savior’s birth; no shouts at all.  Just prophecies of old.  Prophecies that promised out of Bethlehem a ruler would come, out of Bethlehem a shepherd would arise and he would lead and feed his flock.  He would be great and a man of shalom.  And at his coming, there would be a sign; a virgin shall conceive, and bear a son, and shall call his name Immanuel.  No shouts, just the quiet mewing of a goat and the tiny cries of a human child.  The one who would be called Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace came not with shouts but swaddled in flesh, he came wrapped in humanity and hidden as a baby.  God you sent your son, the King of all the earth hidden as a baby?
Hidden as a Baby

Joseph M. Martin and J. Paul Williams collaborated to create this Advent message.

Hidden as a baby in Egypt land because of Pharaoh’s decree.

Hidden as a baby in Egypt land, he would set his people free.

Moses was his name, Pharaoh’s son became, God’s man he would be. (repeats)

Jesus was His name, Joseph’s son became God’s only Son was He.

Hidden as a baby in Egypt’s land, Jesus set His people free.

Rejoice!  Rejoice!  Emmanuel has come to you O Israel.

He would set His people free.

IV.  CHRISTMAS  GIFT
Why would he come this way?  Why would he come as a baby if he was meant to set his people free?  Jesus came as an infant, as a child, so that as he grew to be our great high priest, as he grew to be the lamb of God he would feel all that you and I will ever face.  He would find out what it meant to be fully human.  He would be a great high priest who would be able to sympathize with our weaknesses.  He would be one who was tempted in every way, just as we are, but he would not sin. 
He came as a child so we would be able to boldly approach his throne of grace with confidence, knowing that our Savior fully understands our every situation; knowing that we may receive mercy and find grace to help us in our time of need because he understands.  
He came as a baby because God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life . . . .   He came so that we might be saved.  He came as a baby as our first Christmas gift, the gift of life eternal, the gift of hope, he came a special gift for all.
Christmas Gift

Mary McDonald has produced this arrangement of an original work by Mike Tipton.

Shepherds hurry to the stall, find the baby born for all;

Came to earth to set us free, born for you and me.

Hope of man, the Holy Child; born so very meek and mild,

Came so humbly in a stall, ‘twas a gift for all.

God, the Father, sent His Son, gave to us the Holy One.

Came in love to bring us light on that winter night.

Bow before the tiny King; wondrous gift for you and me, 

To restore man from Adam’s fall.  ‘Tis a gift for all.

Precious treasure from above, priceless gift of God’s great love.

He’ll redeem His chosen race, Father’s gift of grace.

Listen now, the angels sing: “Glory to the King of Kings!”

Earth’s creator in a stall, ‘twas a gift, a special gift, for all.
V.  ONE FLAME   He was that special gift for all and now, in the midst of this season of waiting with hope and anticipation, in the waning days of Advent, this gift, this precious, wonderful gift is offered to all.  The light of Christ’s love, the warmth of Christ’s joy, the welcome of Christ’s peace, the truth of his hope, are all made available for you, for us.  No matter how dark the night, no matter how long the journey, there is a flame ready to defeat the night with holy fire.  

Beloved of God, come closer to the beauty of this light, the light of love that has arisen and is shining for you, for me, for us.  "Arise, and shine, for our light has come, and the glory of the Lord rises upon us. 
Come beloved of God, come out of the darkness, come into the light of Christ’s love, and lift high your light so that others may see it and follow you as you follow Christ.  And as we do, as we are willing to go out and be light to the world, our single flames will join together and we will, with Christ’s love, illumine the world, what a promise to us, what a promise we are, what a joy for all the world. 
One Flame

Allen Pote and Tom S. Long have created a setting for this familiar Christmas carol.

One flame, dancing in the shadows, one flame, no greater than a spark,

One flame, from heart to heart is passing, one flame to overcome the dark.

Refrain:  So lift your light and raise it higher, defeat the night with holy fire.

This flame of love and sacrifice will fill the world, this light of Christ.

One life appearing in a manger, one life to bring us heaven’s call.

One life laid down in perfect loving, one life to show the way to all. (to refrain)

One flame, one light, one love, one life.  One joy, one song, alleluia.

Joy to the world!  The Lord is come; let earth receive her King;

Let every heart prepare him room, and heaven and nature sing.

He rules the world with truth and grace, and makes the nations prove

The glories of his righteousness, and wonders of his love.

Joy to the world, the light has come!

VI.  CLOSING  The Christmas story in word and song beloved, is this, something so small that no one took notice came  into the world to journey with us, Emmanuel, born to redeem us, to reconcile us, to bring us into the fullness of God’s light and great love.  The message of the Christmas story is this, God loves us, each of us, fiercely and deeply, so much so he sent his son.   The invitation is extended, beloved of God, the invitation to relationship with God and us, the relationship to community, to life, to love, by Christ’s birth, in Christ’s name.  
As we enter the final hours of Advent, come closer, whether you know or love God or not.   Come closer, learn about this one of whom we sing.  Ask your questions, bring your doubts, but come closer.  Defeat the night with holy fire, for the one who brings this flame awaits you, is looking for you, with anticipation and joy.  Come beloved and sing of that joy, the Joy Christ brought to the world.  The joy Christ bring to each of us; yes, a joy to the world.  
� This Sermon is based on the format of a Service of Lessons and Carols.  The words of the anthems form the heart of the service and they are tied together with selected Biblical texts and my thoughts.  May all who read or hear the story in song and word be blessed.
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