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A Homily preach by        Christmas II C
The Reverend Jo Popham      January 3, 2009

Sirach 24:1-12
Ephesians 1:3-14

John 1:10-18

I think you are all familiar with the song: The Twelve Days of Christmas. Legend has

it that it was written in England as one of the songs used to help young believers learn the

tenets of their faith? For nearly 300 years Catholics in England, by law were prohibited

from any practice of their faith – private or public.  It was a crime to be a Catholic. Can

we in this country – in our time – even imagine not being able to worship freely? To

celebrate the greatest gift of all – the gift of the Christ child – is taken for granted.  The

gifts in The Twelve Days of Christmas have hidden meanings tied to the teachings of the

faith – a mini-catechism, if you will, for the children to use as a memory aid. This

seemingly secular song begins “On the first day of Christmas, my true love gave to me…

and, of course, “true love” refers to God. The first day of Christmas God gave to me:

The partridge in a pear tree that represents Jesus who died on a tree. Also a partridge
gathers its young and keeps them safe under her wing. As an aside, I want to thank
Lloyd for presiding Christmas Day. It was a wonderful gift to me. I could sit under
my Christmas tree that is decorated with only one bird and many pears. I could hum
this lovely song. I could enjoy cooking our Christmas meal, knowing that my
chicks were being taken care of.

2 Turtle Doves on this the second day of Christmas are symbolic of the two birds
sacrificed by Joseph at the time of Jesus' birth and also represent The Old and New
Testaments.

3 French Hens = Faith, Hope and Charity, the Theological Virtues, a symbol of the
Trinity, and the gifts the Magi brought the infant Jesus.

4 Calling Birds = the Four Gospels and the Four Evangelists: Matthew, Mark, Luke,
and John.

5 Golden Rings = The first Five Books of the Old Testament, the Pentateuch.

6 Geese A-laying = the six days of creation.

7 Swans A-swimming = the seven gifts of the Holy Spirit (Piety, Wisdom, Counsel,
Fear of the Lord, Understanding, Knowledge and Fortitude) or – the seven
sacraments.
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8 Maids A-milking = the eight beatitudes.

9 Ladies Dancing = the nine Fruits of the Holy Spirit (Love, Joy, Peace, Long-suffering,
Gentleness, Goodness, Faith, Meekness, and Temperance).

10 Lords A-leaping = The Ten Commandments.

11 Pipers Piping = the eleven faithful apostles.

12 Drummers Drumming = the twelve points of doctrine in the Apostle’s Creed and the
Nicene Creed.

We are blessed by the way that the secular calendar and the church calendar have

given us five services to celebrate Christmas. And we gave each other a gift this year; we

waited; we observed Advent; we took the time to prepare for the coming of Christ again

into our lives this Christmas. Often we make too much of Christmas, but just as often we

make too little of the event we celebrate. If God really became human – and we believe

that God indeed did take on our humanity – then it is the most important thing that has

ever happened, and we ought to be able to devote these 12 days of Christmas and our five

days of worship to the birth of the Christ child.

We focus so much on the birth of the baby Jesus. Yes, we do acknowledge that this

baby grew up to become the greatest man who ever lived. But we should never forget the

promise to Eve of a descendant who would solve the problem of evil, the promise to

Abraham of one who would bless all of creation, the promise of a prophet greater than

Moses who would arise from his people, and the promise to David of a son who would be

his master. We should remember, even amidst the celebration of Christmas the purpose

of it all.

We have been blessed with the greatest gift – our heritage – my friends. From Sirach

we know that Wisdom herself was commanded by God to dwell in Israel, among God’s

people, among us, so that we could receive our inheritance. The Book of Sirach is also

known as Sira and Ecclesiasticus, meaning church book, an indication that it was used by

the early Christian community. It is in the Apocrypha of the New Revised Standard

Version of the Bible, and is thus not part of the Canon of the Bible, and so we do not end

the reading with “The word of the Lord.” Jesus ben Sira, a native of Jerusalem, wrote it.
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Ben Sira ran a school in biblical studies for young Jewish men. The book was written in

180 BC and is faithful to the author's Jewish heritage and tradition but makes use of ideas

from other cultures where they are compatible with his heritage.

From Paul’s letter to the people of Ephesus, we heard that God chose us for adoption

as God’s own children through Jesus Christ. We were redeemed through his blood; we

were forgiven all of our trespasses, and we were gifted with the pledge of our inheritance

as God’s own people. Paul tells his readers – and us – that God planned for Christ to

come to us so that Christ’s followers –that is all of us  could be holy and set apart for God

so that we might live in love because we are members of God’s family, so that we can

appreciate and reflect God’s gifts to the world.

In John’s Gospel hear of the gift of light – sent to enlighten everyone so that we might

know that we really do have the power to become children of God – power to be adopted

as sons and daughters of God, reborn into God’s family. We have received gift after gift –

grace upon grace. ” The Mosaic Law was given by God, but Christ brought the full

revelation of God’s ways. Judaism said that God could not be seen, but through Christ –

who is one with the Father  we have been given access to God the Father. What a gift!

Since God gave us his son, maybe we ought to give gifts. But we do not have to make

our gift giving “the reason for the season.” Actually there is no evidence scripturally or

secularly that 1st century Christians even commemorated the birth of Jesus Christ. In

keeping with early Jewish law and tradition, it is likely that birthdays were not

commemorated at all. Early Christians considered the celebration of anyone's birth to be

a pagan custom. The only thing that Jesus commanded us to commemorate was his death,

and that we do every Sunday when we celebrate Communion.

Several hundred years after the death of Jesus Christ historical records indicate that

Christmas was celebrated. Likely Christians wanted the date to coincide with the pagan

festival marking the birthday of the unconquered sun – s-u-n, rather than s-o-n. There is

almost too much irony there. But the Christian celebration embraced the customs of gift

giving and feasting. Saturnalia, the most popular Roman festivals, was originally
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celebrated on one day, December 17th, but it became a week long celebration ending on

December 23rd. Saturnalia was marked by foolish behavior and the reversal of social

roles, in which slaves and masters switched places, but only nominally, since the slaves

prepared their masters feasts and their own. Again the irony of the master being the

servant of all cannot be ignored. It is natural that Christians reclaimed the secular holiday

as the day God gave us the greatest gift ever, the day to celebrate the birthday of Jesus the

Christ.

Yes, God it is true that God gave us His Son, and so maybe we ought also to give gifts

– but what, and to whom? It is also true that God gave us Himself, and the only sensible

response to that is to give ourselves to God. There is nothing else that God wants from us.

We can offer ourselves, our egos, our hearts.

The last verse of the hymn In the Bleak Midwinter says it best:

What can I give him, poor as I am?
If I were a shepherd, I would bring a lamb,
If I were a Wise Man, I would do my part,
Yet what I can I give him; give my heart.


