Southernhay United Reformed Church

26th December 2010, 10.30am

I am still pondering the BBC's Nativity, broadcast in four episodes before Christmas.  I was both delighted and confused by it.  It portrayed well the mix of joy and anguish that, I guess,  accompanies many a pregnancy and birth.  The programme was filmed in Morocco and therein, as one who loves architecture, lay one source of my confusion.  The programme was a feast of Islamic architecture!  The magi set out from a magnificent Islamic palace and Jesus himself was born in an Islamic stable!  Now you know me well enough to be confident that I am not taking a shot at Islam here, it was just the sheer anachronism that jarred.  It would be, after all, many centuries before the world saw any building designed like that.

But the writer had done his homework in other ways.  The story from the Gospel of James of Mary's father and mother Joachim and Anna featured, but what was not portrayed was that gospel's description of the process by which the priests in the Temple chose a husband for Mary when she was 12 years of age (the TV programme changed that to 16 presumably to make it more acceptable to 21st century viewers - nobody really thinks she was as old as that…).  The man chosen was Joseph and the rest, as they say, is history; well not exactly history.  Not exactly history…

Picture the scene.  Mary and Joseph are huddled together in a manger surrounded by farm animals.  Joseph is drifting in and out of various dreams.  Angels fly in and out of the manger singing songs and bringing earth-shattering messages.  Three eastern kings gather around Mary and Joseph with gifts.  Out of the window a large star can be seen in the day sky. 

Two sheep sit beneath the window having a conversation.  One says to the other, “I don’t know why you’re being so stubborn.  Let me go through this one more time.  The virgin is having a baby. They’re naming him Jesus because of a dream.  Angels told them that their baby would become the saviour of all humanity.  Kings travelled hundreds of miles to find the place of birth like a needle in a haystack because they were led by a giant star moving through the day sky.  Now - which part of this are you having trouble believing?”

The Christmas story is fantastic in the literal sense of the word: it is mostly fantasy.  Which parts of it do you have trouble believing?  You’re in good company.  This story is as unlikely as talking sheep.  The laws of nature tell us that sheep don’t talk, virgins don’t have babies, stars don’t travel across the day sky and then hang like a blip over one home; and angels don’t sing choruses.  Even if a reliable source suggested that something happened that broke the laws of nature, you would demand evidence and there is little evidence for the details of the Christmas story outside the Bible and even it has contradictory details.  All in all, the Christmas story is highly unlikely.

But don’t let details get in the way of a good story!  If you’re like me, you’re torn between the desire to be true to your common sense that is sceptical and your heart that just wants to let the story be a good yarn.  And the good news is that you can have both!  You can question the literal account of the story and you can enjoy the timeless message of the story.  You can put a little reason into the season, and still take a yuletide joyride of inspired meaning.  There is a mythical aspect to the Christmas story, but the message is real and powerful.

Did I say mythical?  Doesn't the word ‘myth’ refer to something that is not true?  Do you remember when your parents used to tell you not to swim for 30 minutes after eating?  It’s been shown to be untrue.  It’s a myth.  Along with a flat earth, a 6,000 year old earth, and the earth at the centre of the universe - all examples of things people used to believe and we now call myths.  It’s a sign of maturity to discern myth from truth. 

Believing in myths that your mind has decided are untrue is a form of delusion.  If there is no evidence for something, or if something is dehumanising, then it is right to question it.  We no longer believe that the earth is flat because of the evidence.  It is hardly revolutionary to assert that the myth of the virgin birth is not a prerequisite for Christian belief.  Some would even go so far as to say it is a myth that dehumanises the bodies, sexuality and childbirth experience of women.

But there is another way to look at myth.  Myth can refer to timeless metaphors and stories.  For example, we speak of creation myths and Greek mythology.  The point of this sort of myth is to make sense of the world, to dig into the deepest human longings and fears and stretch the boundaries of our limited perspective.  These myths could be completely fictional like the creation myths or else some blend of fact and fiction like the Christmas story. 

Claude Levi-Strauss, the father of modern anthropology, found that myths are an innate part of the structure of the brain.  99.99% of what we know comes from what we believe, and what we believe comes from the stories we tell.  He compared myth to grammar.  The basic structure is the same around the world even if some of the details, like language and style, differ.

There are two opposite dangers in relation to myth.  Some people will fight to the death to protect the facts of their stories.  There is an understandable fear that to suggest the details of a story are fictional is to also to suggest that the message the story conveys is fictional.  But myth is not absolute.  The point of myth is not to give the answers but to invite reflection.  The point is not certainty but a quest for new perspectives. 

The danger at the other extreme comes from a completely rational approach that sees all myth as pointless superstition.  Both extremes miss the power of myth. 

There's a story about the artist Picasso who was asked in an interview why he didn’t paint pictures of people “the way they really are.”  Picasso asked the questioner what he meant by “the way they really are,” and the man pulled out of his wallet a snapshot of his wife as an example.  Picasso peered at it: “Isn’t she rather small and flat?”

We see the world through our own eyes.  Experience is subjective.  Art, music, emotion, mystery - the point is that our perspective on these things and more includes both a rational response and also a visceral or gut response.  Can you imagine looking at a painting in a gallery and asking, “Did that really happen?” or listening to a song and asking, “Was that true or false?”  Art, music and emotions elicit something that is true for you or moves you in some way.  The experience is true and real.  Just don’t cling to the experience, because it is sure to change.

The myth around the birth of Jesus has evolved.  You can see that in the different biblical texts. There is no one consistent story of the life of Jesus.  Each author mixes fact and fiction to make the point they want to make.  Notice how each author progressively expands the birth myth.

We start with the apostle Paul. (Because of the position of his letters in the Bible, we often overlook the fact that he is the earliest Christian writer.  His letters predate all of the gospels.  So we start with him.)  He makes no mention of the birth of Jesus at all.  And, although Paul did not write the letter to the Hebrews from which we heard this morning, his followers who did emphasise that Jesus was human in every way.  And where does that leave the virgin birth?  By the way, Paul is not particularly interested in any of the events of the life of Jesus until the very end of that life. 

Mark's gospel comes next and he also makes no mention of the birth story.  Not only that, but Mark makes no reference to Joseph and only brief and rather unflattering mention of Mary.  Mark emphasizes the adult baptism of Jesus as the beginning of his public ministry.  Matthew and Luke both knew of Mark’s gospel and for some reason they each add in a birth story, each with quite different details.  John, the last of the gospels to be written, says nothing about a birth story.  He writes at length about the myth of Jesus, the indwelling spirit, stretching all the way back to the beginning of time.

And it is John who introduces the idea that Jesus is born mythically in every person across all times and cultures.  Jesus is a model of what it means to be at peace within yourself and to live in tune with your highest calling.  The emphasis should be on the potential for every one of us to attain the same peace and harmony in our lives.  This is where the myth of Jesus resonates with the myth of awakening that every one of us senses deep within.  The myth now evolves beyond one man who lived two thousand years ago, to include all people.  The myth is universal - as any good myth should be.

The ultimate question to ask yourself is whether you are attached to the details of the Jesus story or are you allowing the myth to evolve through you?  I came across a story recently which I would like to share with you.  It begins, as all good stories should, with the words: ‘Once upon a time’. 

Once upon a time, there lived a community of creatures along the bottom of a great crystal river. The current of the river swept over them all. Each creature clung tightly to the twigs and rocks at the river bottom, for clinging was their way of life, and resisting the current what each had learned from birth.

But one creature said at last, ‘I am tired of clinging. Though I cannot see it with my eyes, I trust that the current knows where it is going. I shall let go, and let it take me where it will. Clinging, I shall die of boredom.’

The other creatures laughed and said, ‘You fool! Let go, and that current you worship will throw you tumbled and smashed across the rocks, and will kill you more quickly than boredom!’

But he refused to listen to them, took a deep breath and let go. He was immediately tumbled and smashed by the current across the rocks. Yet in time, as the creature refused to cling again, the current lifted him free from the bottom, and he moved with the current.

Downstream the creatures who didn’t know him were amazed. They cried, ‘This is a miracle! A creature like ourselves, yet he flies! This is the Messiah, come to save us all!’

And the one carried in the current said, ‘I am no more Messiah than you. The river wants you to be free, and all you need to do is let go. Our true work is this voyage, this adventure.’

But they cried even more, ‘Saviour!’ all the while clinging to the rocks, and when they looked again he was gone, and they were left alone making legends of a Saviour.

Let this Christmas be a time of liberation for you.  Let go a little.  You don’t need to cling to Jesus as your saviour.  Instead, look where he is calling you - to your own innate ability to let go and swim with the current.  The myth surrounding his life resonates with parts of you that you might have forgotten but they are very much alive and awaiting your attention. 

Inner peace is born in you when you let go and allow your mythic memory to guide you to the life you are destined to live.  That's the Yuletide joyride. 

Thanks be to God.
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