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As a former English teacher and the son of two English teachers, it pained me to write the title of the message for tonight.  Everyone knows it should be, “We didn’t know who you were.”  But this is the way the line is written and sung in the spiritual from whence it comes, at least by some of the performers.  It was in this Advent season that I heard Jessie Norman’s recording of this spiritual and it and particularly this line of the spiritual got me thinking about a message for this Christmas day.


Of our four Gospels, Matthew, Mark, Luke and John, only Matthew and Luke give an account of the birth of Jesus.  Mark doesn’t mention it at all and John frames it in some very theological language.  It is John’s version that I just read this evening.


All four Gospels were written supposedly after the death and resurrection of Jesus.  This means that the authors had time to see the events of Jesus birth through the eyes of the writings of the prophets or in the light of where this new faith was going.


They could place Jesus where prophets said a messiah would come from.  They could give him the proper lineage; they could speak of the coming of the “word” in dramatic theological language as John does, all because they, as people on the AD side of history thought they now knew who Jesus was.


Ant let’s be honest here, we are all on the A.D. as opposed to the B.C. side of history.  This event, the birth of Jesus, defines how we date our year and our calendars.  We are living in Anno Domini, in the “year of our Lord” 2011, soon to be 2012, not in the B.C.,  the Before Christ era or as our Jewish colleagues put it B.C.E., before the common era.


Our pictures, in oil paints, in musical notes or grand words spoken all come after the event.  We supposedly do know who Jesus was.


Now if you have toured the great museums of the world you will have no doubt gazed upon various artists’ interpretations of the scene in Bethlehem; what Mary, Joseph, the shepherds, the wise men, looked like.  They are usually painted in some romanticized and stylized setting that hardly depicts a smelly manger in the Middle East 2000 years ago.


Because all of the artists come after the event, they dress up the story.  The shepherds are cleaned up a lot.  The manger looks downright comfortable.  The lighting is beautiful.  The star in the east can easily be seen without a telescope.  And they often won’t settle for one or a few angles, but have a host of angles, more like the Tabernacle Choir.  All this is done because they think they know who this sweet little Jesus boy was and what kind of setting he deserved.


The music, like the art of the season follows the same pattern.  It is gorgeous, harmonious, and often spectacular.   Handle’s Messiah is sung over and over and often with great orchestras and choruses.  After all the Messiah deserves it.  For we now know who this baby was.


The messages from pulpits around the country and world try to match words to the wonder and mystery, the great salvation event that this birth, this child of God seems to deserve based on what we believe.


But in the case of the spiritual I am using tonight, it should be noted that it is sung almost as an apology.  The actual words are at the end of your bulletin this evening.  It says that we are sorry we made you (the little baby) be born in a manger, we are sorry we treated you mean.   And artists, musicians and preachers and writers ever since the event have been trying to make up for how we treated the sweet little Jesus boy by prettifying it all.


“If I had known then what I known now” is really what we are saying.  And after 2000 years of hearing and retelling the story, why are we, tonight, being asked to push ourselves back into a Before Christ era.  Is that what you are trying to do, Carl?


I think that the question the spiritual made me ask myself, the question that this one line” we didn’t know who you was” makes me ask myself is that though we do know who he was, and this is the hard question, does it make any difference.


Oh, I don’t mean do we choose more gorgeous paint for our representative pictures or a larger orchestra or choir to share it in song, or even more dramatic words or illustrations to retell the story.  I mean in our day-to-day life in our family and business relationships, does it make any difference to know who this sweet little Jesus boy was?


The proposition behind the statement from the spiritual we are looking at tonight “we didn’t know who you was (or were), is that if we had we would have done things differently, found room in the inn, had a better reception committee, certainly not use a whip or a crown of thorns or a cross when we disagreed with the message or the messenger.


And from all the beautiful nativity paintings, the gorgeous holiday music, the spectacular stained glass windows that have tried to retell the story, we mean it.  We are trying to do things differently.  And in all those realms we have succeeded rather well.


But, I would like to push the question a bit deeper than paint or musical notes or dramatic words.  How are we treating those we don’t know or even those we know who might be, no, who are a child of God?  A messiah in disguise if you will.


When Mother Teresa was asked how she could live with so little and work in such horrible conditions in such difficult places, she responded that she treated each of those she helped as if they were a child of God, perhaps The Child of God.  That was what sustained her and the Sisters in her religious order.  Because we didn’t and perhaps don’t know who you was, or were or are, we are to treat everyone as if they were or are a child of God.


Now I would be the first to confess that that is easy if you hold a sweet new born in your arms or if you are visiting who is lying quietly in a hospital.  But, and this is where Ann Hayman’s sermon illustration of the 12 year old pregnant girl last Sunday, hit me last Sunday.  What if you are called into a far less gentle setting where there is discomfort, anger or even hatred or abuse and you have to remind yourself that you are confronting a child of God, if not the Messiah?


This is when our faith is put to the test.  Does function follow faith?  Is it informed by faith?  Or do we let our anger, our revenge our ignorance our judgmentalism govern our reactions?


Though I am not naive and though I know there are often two sides to every story and often more, I am greatly troubled in this day and age how we in such a rich country treat our poor, our children, our people on the edge medically, economically or socially.  I know there are folks who abuse systems that are set up to help, but I am more troubled by the abuse of those who already have more than they can use or spend in several life times.


Yet is in this season when often we hear stories of the best in people, where a person does reach out in often an unexpected way to treat a stranger as a child of god.  Oh, and I mean more than the gift of a new toy for December 25th.  The children of God in need are with us year round and that is not only the problem but the opportunity.


Now lest you think that your speaker tonight is placing himself on some higher pedestal because of ministerial family connections, or ordination, or church experience or education, that is not so.  The sermon is preached not just by me but to me.


Let me tell you a story.  Every Christmas Eve at Fifth Avenue Church In New York where I worked for 15 years, we had a “midnight” Christmas eve service.  Actually it did not begin at midnight but ended at midnight.


The responsibility of yours truly was not the sermon, it was not the music, it was the 46 candle lighters.  I had to meet them in our chapel at 10:30 p.m. to hand out the candles and using a large diagram on a black board at the front of the chapel I gave instructions how each person was to slip out of their pew just before the final hymn, which was “Silent Night” and get to the narthex and line up with their unlit candle in a double line.  After the sanctuary was plunged into total darkness a child would come down the center aisle with one lighted candle and walk to the ministers at the front of the sanctuary and each minister would light their candle from the child’s candle and then all the 46 candle bearers were to come down and form a large semi circle at the front and the ministers would light each of their candles and then each person would go to an assigned spot in the sanctuary with his or her candle giving a warm light to the whole room as the choir and congregation sang “Silent Night”.  


There was usually one or more volunteers who had a little too much holiday spirit at the dinner before the service, that well, let’s just say they didn’t exactly find the correct spot where they were supposed t stand in the sanctuary.  Yes, I had to keep reminding myself that they were all children of God. 


But this is not the point of the story.  After the ministers entered the sanctuary at the beginning of the service that night I, as a person responsible for lots of the details of the service, saw from my chair in the front, one of the bag ladies from our street come in with her worldly belongings with her and proceed to walk up the narthex stairs to the balcony and then all the way down the side of the balcony and down the rows of pews to find a spot near the front where she could have a good view and perhaps more importantly for her that night because it was bitterly cold outside, so she could get warm.   


Much of my ministry in New York related to our street people who used the church as one of the only open doors available to them where they could come in and get warm and not be hassled.  Yet I worried.  What was this person going to do to disrupt the service?  And you of course know what happened.  Nothing.  I did not know who she was.  I still don’t.  But I know I made quick judgments and not all of them good ones.  I am afraid I still do.  


This is why I lift up the line of this spiritual to us tonight.  We might not know who the little child is, who the stranger in our midst is, who the person in the slow moving car that doesn’t turn on a turn signal is.  We might now know who each person suffering tonight in our midst or in our world is, but if and this is a huge if, we were to treat them as the potential coming messiah, the child of God, Christmas could really change everything.

