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How do you know when it’s Christmas?  How can you tell when Christmas starts?  Is it by the clock?  If that’s the case, then Christmas began a little more than 10 hours ago.  Is it when the first kid jumps out of bed and announces “It’s Christmas!” while running to see what is under the tree.  Depending on your house, that could have started about 5 or six hours ago.  Or does Christmas start when the stores start to put out their holiday displays?  If that’s the case, then Christmas began sometime after Halloween and really geared up after Thanksgiving and Black Friday.  Is Black Friday its own separate holiday now?  Anyway, in this country we have a nice boundary for the Christmas season by having Thanksgiving in late November.  But in some countries the stores begin to put out Christmas displays in September, after the summer vacations are over.  I don’t know about you, but 4 months worth of Christmas displays is a little much, even for me.
So when does Christmas start for you?  In our house, it begins Thanksgiving night.  After the dishes have been done from the feast, we eventually sit back down at the table for dessert and we partake of a tradition that we learned from George and Jennifer Spengler.  One of the members of the family takes it in turn to buy presents for everyone, including themselves—usually something simple.  This year Annie got music CDs for all of us.  At the table we get to open the first Christmas present of the year while we have pumpkin or apple pie.  And Erin puts on the first Christmas CD of the year.  There’s no Christmas music allowed in our house until after dessert on Thanksgiving night.  For me, that’s when Christmas starts, with the music.
Music is an important part of Christmas for many people.  It is also important in the church—so important that I begin to hear about it usually soon after the deacons put up the trees before the first Sunday in Advent.  “When are we going to sing Christmas carols in church?  What are these Advent hymns?  They’re not very fun to sing.”  My response is to try to nicely say, “It’s not Christmas yet.”  But I have to admit that I feel a bit hypocritical when I have been playing Christmas carols at home since Thanksgiving night.  But it’s not Christmas in the church yet.  And so we wait until Christmas Eve to really sing Christmas carols in church.  This week as I was planning the Christmas Eve service, I asked Erin, “We’re singing seven hymns on Christmas Eve, do you think that’s too many?”  And she asked me to run through the service with her and after I did, she said, “I don’t think there’s too many people who leave a Christmas Eve service saying to themselves, ‘I wish we hadn’t sung that many carols.’ For many people that’s why they come to the Christmas Eve service.  It’s all about the music.”

It’s all about the music.  That’s because it seems that sometimes it is only in music that the heights of our joy, the depths of our sorrows, and the intensity of our prayers can only be expressed in music.  As it has been said, God gave us music that we might pray without words.  The Advent and Christmas season are filled with music.  And this is not just true of the carols we sing.  The passage that Susan read for us from the prophet Isaiah proclaims that the “sentinels lift up their voices, together they sing for joy; for in plain sight they see the return of the Lord to Zion.  Break forth together into singing, you ruins of Jerusalem.”  The sentinels are to shout out with joy, not alarm, singing as they shout.  We can assume that they have been straining their eyes to catch sight of a messenger, someone who is bringing them good news.  What they see is in plain sight, the return of the Lord himself to Zion.  There is a feeling of elation.  The prophet then breaks into a fanciful idea calling of the ruins of the city to also break into song.  Obviously we know that streets and buildings and walls cannot sing, but if they did, what would they sing.  The prophet wants his ruins to sing with joy because he knows that they will now be rebuilt and restored.  If our buildings and streets could sing, what kind of music would we hear?  What music would come from the piles of rubble in Afghanistan or Iraq or the empty homes of Detroit or Cleveland?  Would there be songs of lament?  Or is there a message that could come to those people in those places that could prompt their cities to celebrate?
In our reading from John, there is nothing noticeable about music.  In fact in minds this may be a strange reading for Christmas day.  Matthew begins his gospel with an angel appearing to Joseph and the birth of Jesus in Bethlehem and a visit from the wise.  Luke begins his gospel with an angel appearing to Mary, the singing of the Magnificat, the trip from Nazareth to Bethlehem, the birth in a stable and the song of the angels to the shepherds.  Lots of music attending the birth of Jesus.  But John does not begin his gospel with the stories of Jesus’ birth.  Surely he knew those stories.  John writes 15 or 20 years after Matthew and Luke, so he must have been familiar with them.  But he begins differently.  This beginning is actually more of a poem.  To John Jesus is not someone who was born in Bethlehem but someone who has always been there, the eternal Word.  Jesus is the Son of God, but he has always been the son of God.  He was there in the beginning, and the world came into being through him.  And then in some unimaginable way the word became flesh and lived among us.  He became human, that’s what we call the incarnation.  John is speaking to us about things beyond the manger and Bethlehem.  John proclaims that this Jesus is the one who brought the cosmos into being, the one who will bring creation to completing, and the one who lives today, whom we encounter in the reading and preaching of the Word, we meet him in the sacraments, and he is present to the world through the church.  Maybe that can only be expressed in poems of John, or in the music of the angels.
What child is this who lay to rest, on Mary’s lap is sleeping?
Veiled in flesh the God head see; hail the incarnate deity, pleased in flesh with us to dwell, Jesus our Emmanuel.
Good Christian friends rejoice, with heart and soul and voice, Christ is born today, Christ is born today!
