Prayer: Heavenly Father your love for us is immeasurable; grant that we may understand the relationship you have established with your creation through your son and our savior Jesus Christ; and give us the wisdom and the capacity to honor your will for us, this day and forever more, Amen.

According to those who set the lectionary calendar for us, Jesus is 8 days old today! Indeed a miracle growth! (   We are so used to associating miracles with Jesus that his miraculous birth and growth does not seem to amaze us anymore. Christmas today is all about joyful music, lots of candy, family time, and sharing presents. Perhaps for this reason, just as all the presents loose their novelty a few days after we have had them, the Jesus story also seems to have lost its appeal in our world today. 
Dare I say, we now live with this firm faith that religion is all about doing good, being loving, and seeking to be welcoming and open to all of God’s creation.  Never do we stop to ask ourselves why should we be doing good?  What is good? Why should we be welcoming and open to all of God’s creation?  What does it mean to be welcoming? And many such questions that deserve to be asked and contemplated in prayer.
This year our junior youth was preparing to participate in the annual crop walk.  They were of course excited about it.  In fact, our church had the largest group walking.  But as these kids were being given all the facts about world hunger and were being encouraged to take responsible action to end hunger, I asked them, “Why are we talking about Crop Walk in a church setting?”  Their responses were indeed interesting.  Practically all of them agreed that we were talking about it because it is a good thing to do and in church we learn to do good things! I challenged them further, “well, you can do good things through a non-profit forum as well, or even as students of your schools or any other civil society forum, why speak about world hunger in a church setting?”  

For me, asking such a basic question should be at the heart of our Christian Formation.  For the kids, it was a question they had never had an occasion to think through; they always assumed that religion is all about doing good and learning to live a good and responsible life. Unfortunately that is what we teach them today as a faith community and as a society. 

Today we are so convinced of our ability to do good on our own that we have developed an unwavering faith in the assumption that ethics and morality need not be grounded in religion anymore. As long as we can ensure that we are being nice to all and that we hurt no one, and that we are doing our best to be responsible, loving, and kind, then we are good.  After all isn’t that what all religions teach, anyway?

Of course there is another assumption; the assumption that all religions are simply different paths to the one truth; the nirvana; the salvation.
Why should I be highlighting these assumptions today, the first Sunday after Christmas? Friends, I feel that there is wisdom in reading the text before and after the lectionary appointed lesson for today from the letter to the Galatians.  Paul writes:

“My point is this: heirs, as long as they are minors, are no better than slaves, though they are the owners of all the property; but they remain under guardians and trustees until the date set by the father. So with us; while we were minors we were enslaved to the elemental spirits of the world. But when the fullness of time had come, God sent his Son, born of a woman, born under the Law, in order to redeem those who were under the law, so that we might receive adoption as children. And because you are children, God has sent the Spirit of his Son into our hearts, crying, Abba! Father! So you are no longer a slave but a child, and if a child then also an heir, through God. Formerly, when you did not know God, you were enslaved to beings that by nature are not gods. Now, however, that you have come to know God, or rather to be known by God, how can you turn back again to the weak and beggarly elemental spirits? How can you want to be enslaved to them again? You are observing special days, and months, and season, and years, I am afraid that my work for you have been wasted.”    
And that is my concern as well today!  We were sent God’s Son for our redemption but the temptation of living an enslaved life to our false assumptions is immense.  Today we believe in things which the story of Christ our Lord never proposed, promoted, or even endorsed.  

We have lost sight of the fact that when Simeon held the baby Jesus in his arms and praised God for letting him see God’s salvation, he did not envision God’s salvation to be all sweet and kind, and nice and beautiful and good. Quite to the contrary, he said to Jesus’ parents the following words, “This child is destined for the falling and the rising of many in Israel, and to be a sign that will be opposed so that the inner thoughts of many will be revealed – and a sword will pierce your own soul too”

These words are hardly how we envision our society to achieve salvation or to become a great society achieving the greatest good. Today our paradigm for salvation is not of opposition, but of inclusion. It is certainly not of a sword piercing the soul, instead, it is of preaching all are good and all are welcome and that all paths lead to salvation, and if belief in God divides or causes opposition, then who needs God anyway!  
I share this message with you with concern today. Not because I am trying to be pessimistic as the new year with a new administration awaits us; but because I strongly feel that we as Christians in America – and all over the world – need to re-examine our faith and our assumptions if we are ever going to be able to declare like Simeon: “my eyes have seen your salvation”.
I find it thoroughly appropriate that the God who became Emanuel – that is God with us – through Jesus Christ is the God who was opposed by us.  Indeed an interesting dynamics: God comes down to be with us not to be included as one of us. The idea is that God chose to be humanly present in opposition to the sinful human ways. God did not come to live in human sin, instead he came to take away human sin. The purpose of God’s love was not to include human sin as an acceptable state of being, but as something to be rejected and eradicate once and for all.    
Friends, I feel that there is a seismic shift required in our thinking today. First, we have to accept the message of Christmas, the miraculous event of God choosing to come down to earth in a human form to establish the bond of parent and child. Today, we should not shy away from the language of God the father and God the Son!  That relationship is the basis of our faith. It is extremely powerful, and it is extremely unique to our Christian faith.  No other religion approaches God in such an intimate way; no other religion’s god approaches humans with such a strong intimate relationship.  So yes, not all religions provide the intimate relationship needed to be the heirs to God’s salvation.

And Second, no amount of doing good brings us closer to this God.  We can do as much good as we want to, but none of that good ensures God’s grace; that grace which has done and continues to do miracles in our lives.
And third, shying away from opposition and conflict and seeking a majority approval for every action is not the way to achieve salvation.  It may be a democratic thing to do, but it is certainly not what Christ was destined for. 

Yes friends, as the new year begins and as we have to face the challenges of the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan and conflicts in Gaza and the potential for conflict with Iran and Pakistan; shying away from conflict will not be the Christian approach.

As the economy takes a further down ward turn and people loose jobs and money; fat and sweet bailouts will not fix the economy.
At some point we as a faith community will have to turn to the Christmas story of miracles; the miracle of the virgin birth; the miracle of God taking human form; the miracle of God choosing to become a tiny little baby in a manger; the miracle of the people with least resources becoming the bearers of good news; the miracle of a couple only affording pigeons for sacrifice because they could not afford sheep, to be holding in their arms Christ the savior. The miracle of God Emmanuel who takest away the sins of the world. 

There is great power in this story. This power is not human power; it is a testimony to God’s power. It is not something that humans could achieve through being nice to each other or through building a popular consensus. This power caused the fall and rise of many; it caused opposition and it pierced the soul of the very person who gave birth to the Messiah! 
May God open our eyes to the power of this story, so that it may be a light revealing the falsehood of our assumptions. And may we boldly accept God’s destiny for us; and declare with conviction that our eyes have seen your salvation. Let this be Lord, our hope and our strength as we prepare to face the challenges of the coming year; for you Lord are the only redeemer. Amen.       
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