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“Sing to the Lord a new song,” urges the Psalmist. Yes! Sing a new song for a new age. A new song for a new earth and heavens. The biblical voice calls us to sing with the heavenly host, to rejoice in the new and unexpected grace of God showered upon the world through the miracle of Incarnation. “Sing to the Lord all the whole earth,” for tonight the Created at last beholds its Creator.
And yet, if this is so, why is it that the world we see is still so different from the world we expect and desire? My mind, at this time, is captured by a much more plaintive cry from the Book of Psalms, “How shall we sing the Lord’s song upon an alien soil?” (137:4)

I suppose I am drawn to that question, because this is, as yet, alien soil for me. And speaking as one born and raised in the Pacific Northwest, who then spent 25 years living and working in the South, this area is pretty darn alien! Now that is a good thing, but it is a challenging thing also. And it makes me think of the changes in my life. I remember Christmases as a child. My Uncle Gene, Dad’s brother, lived in Washington, D.C., and I just could not imagine why anyone would ever want to live any place other than right in our home town. Everything was so wonderful, so perfect, and it would stay that way forever.
Of course, that childhood dream didn’t last long, did it. Yet that could be the reason why we expect so much – maybe too much – from this time of year. It is a time when we fan those childish dreams briefly to life again. But there is nothing to feed that fire, only our efforts to huff and puff life back into it; and we certainly can’t keep that up for long. Besides, even children know that the world is not as perfect as we sometimes like to pretend it is. Toys break. Brothers hit. Sisters tattle. And there is no explanation for such tragedies.
So quickly we find ourselves upon alien soil, and how do we manage to sing the Lord’s song? It seems to me that maybe we don’t.  I first contacted the Search Committee of Holy Apostles in May of this year. About seven months ago. Back when the market was still climbing, the price of gas wasn’t a problem, the housing market seemed solid, and unemployment was under control. No wonder that seven months seems like such a long, long time. It was another world back then, and who today has much energy for singing? We see now how we were only pretending, because the pretence served the needs of our own greed. This fellow Bernard Madoff has been so much in the news with his pyramid scheme. Everybody is asking how such a thing could happen. It’s really no mystery, is it. As one commentator I heard said, not everyone loses their money in a pyramid scheme.
So we’re way past asking, “Why can’t we all just get along?” But can’t we at least pretend to get along for a little while? It may be cynical, but then we live in a cynical world. I read these words in an op-ed piece in last Wednesday’s New York Times, entitled “It’s a Narnia Christmas.” The author, Laura Miller, wrote, “Our contemporary, semi-secular Christmas is…a collection of everything yearned for: warmth, plenty, peace, family, conviviality. Like Narnia, the holiday is a fantasy, but there are times when a fantasy is exactly what you need.”

This is the best that our semi-secular world has to offer – a momentary escape into fantasy. Cynical indeed! And “semi-secular” because, while eschewing faith, nonetheless maintains a firm belief that our dreams for warmth, plenty, peace, and so forth will never find fulfillment. Thus, we truly are in Narnia, that haunted land where it is always winter, but never Christmas.
Ah, but the children here know, as does the child within us, that rumors circulate through Narnia. Rumors of one who comes to set all things right, without waiting until all things are set right.

It is so easy to accept that our world will never be redeemed because we are incapable of redeeming it. That is absolutely irrefutable. But it isn’t the whole story. For there is one who loves this world – this cold, hard, wintry world – enough to redeem it. There is one who loves us – greedy, benighted, and lost though we may be – to save us. That is the meaning of Christmas. It isn’t about a cute little baby born into the loving embrace of the nuclear family. It’s about God entering into God’s creation. It’s about a family far from home, cut off from support and resources. It’s about a baby born under the weight of poverty and the threat of violence. It’s about God loving us, right here and right now, knowing full well all the terrible things we’ve done and are capable of doing, loving us so much that God takes us as God’s own family. Because Christ was born, we can be reborn.
That love doesn’t wait for the Spring to come. That love is the Spring wherein our icy hearts may thaw. A friend of mine says that our main problem with life in this world, and especially with the way our faith relates to our life, is that we are, in his words, “looking for God in all the light places. But God is in the darkness.” God comes to us in the dark places of the world. God awaits us in the dark times of our life. Because God knows that is where and when we need God the most. When darkness surrounds us, God is very near.
A cynical world asks what difference that could possibly make. And the answer is here, the Church, which is Christ’s continuing presence in the world, a community where no one ever has to face the darkness alone, a family where our dreams for warmth, peace, and plenty can indeed come true. That is God’s great Christmas gift to us, and to the world.
And that is how we sing the Lord’s song upon an alien soil. By seeing at last that there is no alien soil or alien souls. There is no place our foot can step that has not been loved and redeemed by God. There is no one our hand can touch who is not loved and redeemed by God. So we must sing with the angels their surprised and surprising song. We could not and cannot save ourselves. God can. And God has acted, and is still at work. Creation at last meets its Creator, and the face of God is known as a human face. That is our song, and our joy is to invite all to join the choir.

