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TWELVE DAYS OF CHRISTMAS

January 3, 2010
For many people, “The Twelve Days of Christmas” is nothing more than a little novelty song, like “Grandma Got Run Over by a Reindeer” or “I Saw Mommy Kissing Santa Claus.”  Yet even though this song seems to make little sense now, there was a time in England when “The Twelve Days of Christmas” was once one of the most important teaching tools of the Catholic Church.
Beginning in the 16th century, British Catholics were forbidden by law to practice their faith.  Imagine that!  The only legal Christian denomination in the entire British Empire was the Church of England.  Any Catholic who spoke or wrote of their faith would be arrested for breaking the law.  And if their violation was considered severe enough, they could be hanged.  And if you’re wondering - kids, as well as adults, were subject to the same laws.

In the face of such persecution and death, you’d be proud to know that millions refused to abandon their faith.  Like the early Christians in Rome, the Catholics in England went underground.  They held secret worship services, studied their doctrine behind closed doors, and hid all signs of their faith at home.  They were almost a secret society.
Now one of the problems they faced was teaching their children about the faith.  Since writing down or reading anything related to their beliefs could cost them their lives, the messages of faith and doctrine had to be reproduced in secret code.  One of the most successful codes ever invented by the Catholic underground was a Christmas carol that on the surface appeared to make no sense at all.  Ironically, this rather strange song became so popular that it found its way into the pubs, concert halls, and even the royal palace.  Few people suspected that the meaning behind the song’s lyrics included some of the most important elements of doctrine in the outlawed Catholic church.

Most people thought the song was about a love-sick young man and the gifts he gave to his lover.  But nothing could have been farther from the truth.  The days in the song were a simple mark of the time between Christ’s birth and the Epiphany, the time when the wise men came to honor and recognize the new born king.  As kids sang this song, they weren’t supposed to think just of the actual gifts, but of the gifts as basic teachings of the church.

The "true love" mentioned in the song is not some human lover, but refers to God Himself.  The "me" who receives the presents refers to every baptized person who is part of the Christian faith.  Each of the "days" represents some aspect of the Christian religion that was important for children to learn.  Does anyone know what the days represent?
Symbolism of the Twelve Days of Christmas 

1 Partridge in a Pear Tree (Jesus)
2 Turtle Doves refers to the Old and New Testaments
3 French Hens refers to Faith, Hope and Love
4 Calling Birds refers to the Four Gospels and/or the Four Evangelists
5 Golden Rings refers to the first Five Books of the Old Testament, the 
         "Pentateuch", which gives the history of our fall from grace.
6 Geese A-laying refers to the six days of creation
7 Swans A-swimming refers to the seven the seven sacraments
8 Maids A-milking refers to the eight beatitudes
9 Ladies Dancing refers to the nine Fruits of the Holy Spirit
10 Lords A-leaping refers to the ten commandments
11 Pipers Piping refers to the eleven faithful disciples
12 Drummers Drumming refers to the twelve points of doctrine in the 
         Apostle's Creed

So, here’s the point:  the twelve days of Christmas remind us that Christmas is a season, a process of coming to terms with who Jesus is.  Just like the wise men who came to recognize Jesus as king, so we, too, study the teachings of our faith and immerse ourselves in the truth of our Christian tradition so that it may lead us to recognize the presence of God among us.
The twelve days of Christmas end on January 6th, this Wednesday.  That day is called Epiphany, the time of coming to understand who Jesus is.  It’s one of those days of the Christian calendar that can get lost for many people.  We celebrate Christmas and New Year’s and then begin looking forward to Lent and Easter.  But if we move too quickly, we’ll miss what I think is critical to grasp.  If we stay caught up with the cute, little baby Jesus, surrounded by lowing cattle, angels in the rafters and adoring shepherds who like the look of a newborn baby, we will miss the critical importance of who this “person” really is for us.
While you won’t find these questions written in the story of the wise men, there really were two simple questions that shaped the rest of their lives.  I know it changed them, because (if you read the narrative) you will find that the story ends with them “leaving by another way.”  That’s code for saying that they experienced their own conversion and that their lives were never the same from that day forward.  The two questions that the wise men had to ask themselves were:
-    Who is he?

· Who is he for us?

These are the same two questions that you and I are asking this morning.
I have come to learn that answering these two questions is a lifelong process that is best engaged by immersing myself in a relationship with him.  In the Christian faith, we are confronted not by an idea, not by a philosophical system or a set of principles, but rather by an historical person.  We have not gathered here this morning to learn more about Christianity, Congregationalism, or community.  We are here to grow in relationship.
Being a Christian is more than gathering helpful information.  It’s more than having the correct answer and repeating it back on some test.  You could even say that it’s not about information at all, but all about a person, one who loved you more than life itself and has the power to change you.  Being a Christian is about discipleship and growing in a relationship with the God who comes to us, offering us salvation, when we couldn’t save ourselves.
As we look forward to the coming year, I hope our eyes will look to the wise men from the east, who remind us to take a second look, to offer all that we are, and leave differently than when we came.  The real opportunity of the Twelve Days of Christmas lays not so much in its secret teachings as in the reminder that there is someone who reaches out to us and is still reaching.  You may be encouraged to know that there were many in 16th century England who were so touched by his hand that they were willing to sacrifice all.
If you are wondering today what difference Christmas makes, please know this.  Life is tough.  And there are no easy answers.  But it makes all the difference in the world to know that someone is with you all the way.  We are and he is, too.  He always has been.

