Christmas Choir Service

              Title:  Another Kind of Christmas
Welcome to the Unitarian Universalist Church where we celebrate our annual holiday choral festival.  We are considering the traditional story as recorded in the gospels of Matthew and Luke as only we UU’s are likely to tell it.  Jesus was one of the great liberal teachers and the west’s most influential voice for two thousand years.  Despite this prominence, the major holiday marking his life centers on traditions  of birth that obscure who he became and the message he wanted us to hear.  So today we attempt to use history and biblical scholarship, restoring Jesus, the man, to the full measure of his reality.
It was common knowledge that Jesus was from Nazareth, but the writers of the two very different accounts of his birth wanted to portray him as fulfillment of ancient prophecy, and they found one.

The writer, Micah, centuries previously had calmed the anxiety of a king of Judah by saying a savior would arise out of Bethlehem to restore the independence and prosperity of Judah.  It had nothing to do with Jesus, but it would do.  The gospel accounts were written fifty years after Jesus’ death, and nobody alive knew anything about the real birth, so the application was tempting..  Our choir restores a bit of fidelity to the real birth site with its anthem “ How Far is it to Nazareth?” 
What about this star tradition?  Most of the famous people of the ancient world were thought to have a divine aspect and were assigned some heavenly body as a source of their authority.  Military leaders were sons of Mars, political authorities, of Jupiter, highly placed women, of Venus.  Astrology dictated the popular belief that heavenly forces control our lives.  As a bearer of divinity, Jesus had to have his own star, and what good is a star unless someone sees it?  The gospel writer, Matthew, created three “magi” (astrologers) from an eastern origin to seek out the source of the star.  They have become the model for all pilgrims who follow their star to fulfill their vision.  We recall that Jesus spent much of his adult life as a homeless wanderer spreading his vision of a better society.  And today we have vast numbers of migrants at our borders seeking the star of freedom and safety this country offers.  In homage to the life Jesus chose, our anthem is dedicated to all who travel “By the Light of a Star”.
Only one curious  item from the actual origin of Jesus persisted for several centuries and was evidently so well known that the gospel writers had to have some reference to it.  The reluctance of Joseph to conclude the marriage arrangements with Mary hints at the possibility that Jesus was conceived out of wedlock.  Enemies of the early church attributed the situation to a Roman soldier.  Joseph’s

love and generosity solved the crisis, which the writers claimed as angelic intervention.  The birth probably followed the pattern of a typical one in that era.  The mother-to-be returned to her mother’s house for the event, or the women of her family came to her and stayed a few days until the new mother was fit and the baby was being nourished.  Jesus’ birth was furnished with angel song fit for the entrance of a king, and witnesses of the high (wise men) and lowly (shepherds).   It’s been a beautiful story for readers to this day.
But it has obscured the humble origin of his life and overwhelmed the message of empowerment to which he devoted his life.   Our choir explains with their anthem, Noel Now!

The gospel writers give us different versions of Jesus.  To Mark, he was the unrecognized Messiah who spoke in riddles and died as a criminal.  To John, he was a divine being who boasts of his power and passes through life seemingly unscathed.   In them all he is a healer dispensing care, often overwhelmed by the press of human sufferers.  Occasionally we catch a glimpse of the tireless traveler walking from town to town, uncertain of a meal or bed, describing the compassionate society we long for.  Our choir invites us to tag along with their anthem, The Prophet.   
Jesus loved parties.  His was a convivial society of friends celebrating life with food and song.  The Christmas Carol is a legacy expressing his spirit of joy.  No picture of the one whose birth we honor would be complete without a carol.  Our choir closes with An English Carol Medley.
