Following Jesus in a Multi-…World, Christmas Eve, 2011

On Christmas Eve I’m aware that our gathering contains a different group of people than those who gather here on regular Sunday mornings.  There are friends and family visitors, people who drop in because this is a special night.  I’m not complaining, in fact, I’m happy to see the reunions and in the opportunities to make real human connections again.  Something brings people back here, or to some sanctuary, year after year, on December 24.  You respond to an invitation.  Maybe you feel it’s an offer you can’t refuse.  You don’t have a choice.  Maybe it’s built into our DNA or maybe it’s a virus.
The Christian dominated world has infected every culture it has touched.  Sohini Rana went to Christmas Mass at a Toronto church last year.  The BBC in Canada recorded her saying "It was a solemn and beautiful ceremony with an inspiring sermon."  She said, "I belong to the Sikh faith and have just celebrated the birth of Guru Nanak, the founder of Sikhism, on November 25.  It was a spiritually uplifting experience, and now I'm ready to participate whole heartedly in Christmas.  It makes us richer when we learn from others’ faiths.  So celebrating Christmas in my host country poses no threat to me, because we used to celebrate Christmas at school in India.  The only difference is that in India, our own festival took precedence; in Canada Christmas is more significant because the majority celebrates it." 
In the culturally Christian world of the 21st century, Christians hold less and less of a majority.  We live in a radically multi-faith world: a complex stew of different philosophies, spiritualities, religions and cults.  Is there a ‘right way’?  Is it even right to talk of there being a ‘right way’?  Perhaps there is truth in all of them...or none of them.  There seems to be no “dominant” religious adherence anymore.
Some Christians feel the sting of no longer being the dominant religion party and say there is a conspiracy against Christmas.  I don’t think there is a conspiracy seeking to take the holiday away from Christians.  At the same time, I think something is being lost, and that is the substitution of good feelings for Good News.  
Christians who are confused and ill-equipped to handle the issues of a multi-faith world find themselves unsure how to clearly articulate the good news about Jesus and live that message out in their lives.  It’s so much easier at Christmastime just to go with cultural flow and enjoy the celebrations.  Let’s let those good feelings wash over.  
But as wonderful as the Christmas season is, good feelings are a poor substitute for Good News—radical good news, the good news about Jesus.  In the Gospel of Luke, the good news about Jesus is good news for the poor, the oppressed, the hungry and marginalized.  At the same time, Jesus is bad news for dominating cultures of all kinds, beginning with the Roman Empire, right up to and including our own world Empires of materialism, militarism, consumerism, racism, nationalism, and yes, Christianism.  
Could it be that the decline of institutional churches as a good thing for followers of Jesus, and evidence that the radical good news of Jesus cannot be contained within the structures built by humans?  What if Jesus followers invoked the name of Christ only in the context of shocking forgiveness, radical hospitality, and logic-defying love, and not just in the weeks surrounding the winter solstice?  The story of God’s incarnation in Jesus Christ survived the Roman Empire, not because it was common but because it was strange, not because it was forced on people but because it captivated people.
The dominant culture has lost its way around Christmas when we substitute abundance for giving, excess for the sufficiency of faith and family, our perfect plans for the messy and beautiful realities of our lives.  We lose sight of the counter-cultural ways that Jesus entered and moved in this world when we demand that the surrounding culture recognize Christmas instead of expecting Christians to live as Jesus did.  We fall into the trap of forgetting the significance of Jesus’ humble, threatened birth if we try to defend the most superficial expressions of the holidays as a substitute for living the life that following Jesus would mean.  We miss the whole message if we try to insist on “our way” as the “right way” instead of proclaiming the Good News about Jesus.
The radical good news about Jesus is that God has entered into the messy multi-ness with humans, and has invited humans to follow.  After all, if we really followed Jesus as he walked on this earth, if we walked alongside the destitute and the homeless, if we were to see God in the broken and the lost, the Christmas celebration would last all year.  The world would be turned upside down—or right side up.  AMEN
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