When the Song of the Angels is Stilled

Matthew 5:16-18


Howard Thurman may or may not be a familiar name to you.  However, assuming you have heard of Martin Luther King, Jr. or Thomas Merton, then you would find Howard Thurman in and among their company.  Howard Thurman was a spiritual mentor to King, particularly in introducing him to Gandhi and nonviolence, and alongside Merton, Thurman was one of the great mystics of the 20th century.

The grandson of slaves, Thurman grew to be one of the most eloquent and thoughtful preachers of his time.   After serving as the dean of the chapel at Howard University, he surprised many by leaving his tenured post in 1944 to take on the challenge of building the nation’s first intentionally interracial, interdenominational church in San Francisco—the Church for the Fellowship of All Peoples.   This was remarkably prophetic in a period when race relations were still quite strained, and religious differences were often pronounced.  But that was his style—thinking ahead to a time beyond his own.

Howard Thurman’s leadership was widely recognized back in the 1950s by those who sought progress in social relations in our country and throughout the world.  In fact, Thurman came to disappoint many in the African American community, who anticipated that he would be the de facto “Moses” of the Civil Rights movement.  But he chose a different course, as he left active involvement in the movement for the pursuit of deeper spirituality and mysticism.

But this wasn’t a matter of choosing one over the other.  For Thurman, social activism could only be sustained and nurtured by deep spiritual roots—something that King came to appreciate from Thurman.  Instead of merely protesting what was wrong with society and fighting the institutions, Thurman sought to build a vision of the realm of God within those institutions that would have relevance to social concerns.   As such, he was a voice in the wilderness on many occasions, even as he used various means to communicate his vision of the way things should be.  

One of Howard Thurman’s enduring legacies was his poetry—a medium that accompanied his body of prose that demonstrated over and over again the relationship he made between spiritual roots and a call to action to transform the world.  Perhaps his best known piece was titled, “The Work of Christmas”—a Christmas poem that is as prophetic to our times as it was in his day.
When the song of the angels is stilled,
When the star in the sky is gone,

When the kings and princes are home,

When the shepherds are back with their flock,

The work of Christmas begins:

To find the lost,

To heal the broken,

To feed the hungry,

To release the prisoner,

To rebuild the nations,

To bring peace among brothers,

To make music in the heart.

Imagine the implications of this simple poem in the context of the turmoil of the 1960s!  That was Thurman’s style and part of his genius.  

This poem has meant a great deal to me over the years as I have sought to follow in Howard Thurman’s steps—as one who saw the direct linkage between the wisdom of the ages and the present need to transform society.  This has particular meaning to me this year, as we once again move beyond the beauty and ceremony of our Christmas celebrations and seek to understand the true purpose of what we’re about as Christians.

You see, during the month of December I was disappointed once again by where so many hearts seem to lie.  Over and over again, the voices of many prominent religious leaders were heard addressing the importance of upholding Christian traditions in mainstream America than focusing on the condition of our world and planet.  On many occasions, the concern seemed to be the lack of respect Christians were receiving in the public square, at least compared to times past when a crèche was expected on every town green and Christmas carols were sung in every public school.  The rallying cry of many was to site the faults of pluralism and secularism, while overlooking the fact that the Christian tradition itself often is lacking purpose and profundity, when nothing but ceremony seems to matter, and the problems of the world don’t get addressed.  

Who cares if we sing about angels and shepherds in the public square when we’re at war and thousands are needlessly dying?  What difference does it make that we love the Lord Jesus, when the suffering of the poor continues unabated?  What’s the point of retelling the story of the Magi, when the gifts of love, compassion, generosity, and kindness are in such short supply today?  Do we really believe that God is more blessed by our public demonstrations of religiosity than by the true intentions of our hearts?

So we come to January and bid farewell to our manger scenes, Christmas ornaments, and holiday cards and wonder what will really change for us in the coming year, until we unpack these festive adornments once again next season?  What difference does it truly make that Christ has come into our world and the angels sing of his presence?  What happens if the story grows so old and weary that no one really wants to recall it anymore?  Is there nothing else to say?  Is there nothing else to do?
That’s why Thurman’s poem is so valuable to me.  Twenty-five years after his death, I still get to ask: what now?  What happens when the song of the angels is stilled?

And his answer has always been: the work of Christmas begins.  The work of Christmas begins.

What is that work?  What is it that really makes a difference to a world that is tired of hearing this old, old story?  As he said it, in echoing the words of Jesus: it is to find the lost, to heal the broken, to feed the hungry, to release the prisoner, to rebuild the nations, to bring peace among brothers, and to make music in the heart.
So I will pose some questions to us all as we try to figure out where we go from here.  
Who are the lost?  Who are those you would identify as such in these times?  Who in your circle of family or friends is estranged from God, or you, or with others in your collective embrace?  Whose name comes to mind when you think of a person who is isolated, or confused, or mired in grief, or chasing after demons, or struggling with hope?  What can you do about it?  What will you do about it?  What overtures can you or someone else make to find them and reach out to them to make contact and to help, when appropriate?  

Who are the lost in our society?  Who can’t seem to make their way in life—the ones who are lost or are losing hope?  Is there something you can do individually or collectively with others?  Is there something that you can advocate for that will help make a difference this year?  Pray for them and act as you are able, for God will help you find a way.
Then, who are the broken and the broken-hearted?  Is there someone you know who needs healing?  Is there a person you think about who needs support, compassion, and love shown to them?  When you hear the word “broken,” who is it that comes to mind—those who are physically challenged or disabled, especially those coming home from war?  What support can you provide for someone who is battling a disease, or AIDS, or addictions of one type or another?  What about those who are mentally impaired?  Who is it that you know is struggling with depression, anxiety, or stress?  Who is it that you know who are lonely and heart-broken?  What can you do for them?  What form of healing can you offer in Jesus’ name?
The work of Christmas offers food for the hungry, shelter for the homeless, clothing for the naked, financial assistance to the low in income, jobs for the unemployed, consideration for the underprivileged, assistance for the immigrant, opportunities for the undereducated, and many other things.  Look around you.  What can you become involved in or support that will make a difference to one person or to a whole segment of society?

The work of Christmas continues with release for the prisoner.  What does that mean to you?  Does it make you think of someone who is an ex-offender who is struggling to put his or her life together?  Does it suggest helping in the prison chaplaincy programs, where you might assist in bringing some spirituality and dignity to those who are otherwise dehumanized?  Or maybe it means to you working with a child or youth who is a prisoner of his or her circumstances that could lead them to a troubled life?  Who are the imprisoned in our world—physically, mentally, emotionally, spiritually, relationally, politically, and economically—who yearn for deliverance and hope?

And if you cannot imagine yourself doing the work of Christmas in these ways, then set your sights on reconciling the world and bringing peace among people.  How can you be involved in the work of reconciliation and justice in 2007?  There is opportunity for the asking.  Seek and you will indeed find.

And finally, true to Howard Thurman’s own soul, the work of Christmas includes making music in the heart.  What can you do this year to lift your own soul and spirit so that music will begin to flow from your heart?  What voices will you listen to who will brighten your day and bring comfort to your night?  What angels will you hear when you dream and what songs will you sing when you arise?  That is how we find healing in our own broken lives so that we can sense that God is real and that God is here.

That’s what it is all about, isn’t it?  The story of Christmas is never complete until the work of Christmas begins.  Howard Thurman knew that.  Martin Luther King knew that.  Thomas Merton knew that.  Jesus knew that.  And he knew the truth about us, who follow him.

You are the light of the world.  …let your light shine before others, so that they may see your good works and give glory to your Father in heaven.

That’s what it’s all about.  That is what really matters.

If we set out to do this in 2007, if we do this work from one Christmas to another, if we shine the light of Christ in the shadows of the darkness of our world, then things will seem a bit brighter for everyone next year.  Then the ceremony of Christmas will be welcomed by all, for the work of Christmas has brightened the world.  And this story we tell will bring as much joy to each heart as it once did so long ago.
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