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Advent 01

From humbug to hallelujah: the journey involves…

breaking Christmas chains forged in life

Introduction

Every now and then someone writes a story…

a story that seems to have a spark of divine inspiration.

The story is not the word of God;


but it almost seems to contain a word from God.

a word that prompts us to take a look at ourselves.

In 1843 Charles Dickens wrote such a story.

And his story – simply called A Christmas Carol – still touches us today.

It still moves us to stop and think…

to review how we observe Christmas.

I think you know the story.

I think you know how that miserly old businessman Ebenezer Scrooge observed Christmas.

He called the holiday “humbug”…


and spread Christmas sneer – not Christmas cheer – to everyone he met.

To Scrooge, Christmas is – as he says – 

“a time for finding yourself another year older and not an hour richer”.

There are times, I suspect, when we know what Scrooge means…


when we understand how he feels.

Maybe that time is now.

Even though Christmas is still almost one month away,


how many of us are beginning to feel slightly overwhelmed…

overwhelmed by all that we have to do to get ready for this holiday?.

Why don’t we all say “Bah! Humbug!” right now…and get it out of our system?

Ready?

1 – 2 – 3: “Bah! Humbug!”

For the next six weeks, we’ll take steps 

to take that “humbug” and transform it into a “hallelujah”.

We’ll see what needs to be done to change Christmas sneer into Christmas cheer.

We’ll take a journey with Ebenezer Scrooge


and see what we can learn from him about Christmas.

We begin this morning with the pressures that people often feel at this time of the year…


those chains that seem to bind our chest



that seem to squeeze the joy out of the season that is to be so jolly.

We’ll examine how we make those chains in our lives…


and how we can break those chains.

Breaking Christmas chains forged in life

As I mentioned, we’re going to take a journey with Ebenezer Scrooge…


a journey that began when Scrooge returned home one Christmas Eve.

As he reached the door of his house,


Scrooge saw the gruesome face of Jacob Marley,



his business partner who had been dead for 7 years.

Visibly shaken, Scrooge hurried upstairs.

Suddenly, Jacob Marley’s ghost entered the room 

where Scrooge was eating a bowl of gruel.

[Show – or summarize – DVD scene 6]

When Marley’s ghost appears, Scrooge sees that he is weighed down with a long, heavy chain.  Charles Dickens describes the chain: “It was long and wound about him like a tail; and it was made (for Scrooge observed it closely) of cash boxes, keys, padlocks, ledgers, deeds and heavy purses made of steel.”  

When Scrooge asked about the chain, Marley replied, “I wear the chain I forged in life.  I made it link by link and yard by yard.  I put it on of my own free will, and of my own free will I wore it.”

Then Marley asked Scrooge, “Is it’s pattern strange to you?  Or would you know the weight and length of the strong coil you wear yourself?  It was just as heavy and long as this seven years ago.  You have carried it ever since.  It is a ponderous chain!”

Quite a scene!

Although we do not subscribe to Dickens’ understanding of the afterlife


-- the Bible does not support the view that the spirits of the dead roam the earth –



we can still appreciate his idea about the chains.

1)  What chains have we forged in our lives?

Jacob Marley had to spend eternity wearing the heavy chains of his past.

No freedom, no peace, no joy.

Just chains.

And he can blame no one but himself.

He says, 

“I wear the chain I forged in life.  I made it link by link. … I put it on of my own free will.”

Then Marley asks Scrooge:


“Is the pattern strange to you?”

Marley knew that Scrooge was already wearing the chains of his past.

He knew that the choices Scrooge had made in life

-- choices to focus on himself and what he could get -- 

Marley knew that these choices had already turned Scrooge 

into the man we see in Dickens’ novel:


a lonely, bitter man eating a bowl of gruel on Christmas Eve.

Marley learned too late that Christmas is not about us.

He tells his former business partner, 

“Mankind should have been my business; 

charity, mercy…and benevolence should have been my business.”

It was too late for Marley to break the chains that weighed him down.

But it wasn’t too late for Scrooge…


and it’s not too late for us either.

So, what are the chains that bind us this Christmas season?

What are the chains that prevent us from experiencing the joy of this season?

You know, we all are bearing the chains – the consequences – 

of choices we made in the past.

Do you remember what that pastor named Paul once said?

“Don’t be misled. … What a person plants, he will harvest.  The person who plants selfishness, ignoring the needs of others – ignoring God! – harvests a crop of worthless weeds.  All he’ll have to show for his life is weeds!” [Galatians 6:7-8 Msg]

What chains have you forged in your life?

Some of our chains have nothing to do with Christmas,


but feel especially heavy at this time of the year.

Some of us may find ourselves chained to a substance – to alcohol or drugs.

Some of us may find ourselves chained to a person – perhaps an abusive person – 

in a relationship that is going nowhere.

Some of us may find ourselves chained to a feeling…


the feeling that comes from gambling or pornography.

What chains have you forged in your life?

Some of our chains have everything to do with Christmas.

Some of us may find ourselves 

burdened by already over-crowded schedules…



schedules into which we feel constrained to cram additional holiday activities.

Some of us may find ourselves 

pressured to get together with the family at Christmas,



even though the family finds it hard to get along during the year. 

Some of us may find ourselves 

weighed down by the financial demands of the season,



demands that see us – in these United States –

spending an average of $900 per person for Christmas.

By the way, if that statistic is accurate, 

we may be a society sicker than we had ever thought.

And if that statistic is accurate, I also need to ask:


what Christmas chains are we forging in the lives of our children?

Is our own lack of control…our own fear of saying no


forging – in the lives of our kids – 

chains of greed, chains of over-stimulation, chains of unrealistic expectations?

What chains have you forged in your life…in the life of your children?

In a poem entitled A Christmas hostage, Greg Asimakoupoulos writes:


Old habits hold me hostage in the closet of my heart.


And Jesus, you know what it is that’s tearing me apart.


Some I know are helpless when it comes to lust or booze,


Others deal with gluttony or having a short fuse.


Ruts are my kidnapper.  They’ve locked and barred the door.


And here I sit and cower, quite aware of what’s in store.


I’m dying to be rescued and Lord, you have the key.


Please free me from the hold old Christmas routines have on me.

2) How can we break those old chains?

Did you hear the poet admit that he is held hostage by old Christmas routines?

Did you also hear him admit that he is powerless…

that he can’t do a thing to break those chains that bind?

Jacob Marley made the same admission.

When Scrooge asks Marley’s ghost to offer him some hope,


the ghost replies, “I have none to give.  It comes from other regions.”

Scrooge himself discovered that he couldn’t break the chains that bound him.

If you know the story, you know that Scrooge became a changed man.

You also know, though, that he was changed by “divine intervention”;


he was changed by the three Christmas spirits who visited him.  

Who – or what then -- will break the chains that bind us?

Who – or what – will free us to experience the joy of Christmas?

Do you remember that pastor named Paul?


the pastor who reminded us of that vicious cycle of our lives?



the pastor who told us that “what a person plants, he or she will harvest”?

Well, that pastor also tells us how to break that vicious cycle;


he tells us how to break the chains that we have forged in our lives.

This is what he says, based – it appears -- on his own experience:

“I’ve tried everything and nothing helps.  I’m at the end of my rope.  Is there no one who can do anything for me? … The answer, thank God, is that Jesus Christ can and does.  He acted to set things right in this life. … With the arrival of Jesus, the Messiah, the fateful dilemma is resolved.  Those who enter into Christ’s being-here-for-us no longer have to live under a continuous, low-lying black cloud.  A new power is in operation.” [Romans 7:24-25; 8:1 Msg]
Are you reaping today what you sowed yesterday?

Have the chains you forged in the past become a heavy burden?

Before you reach your breaking point,


reach for the “power point”.

The “power point”…


not a computer program,



but the Creator’s program –




a plan that required the Creator to send his Son…





the Son who would come and – as the prophet said –






“free the captives and release the prisoners”. [Isaiah 61:1 NIV]

For all who are struggling to break chains forged in the past,


Jesus Christ is the “power point”.

He is what Pastor Paul calls the “new power in operation” today.

How does he do it, you ask?

How does Jesus break those chains that bind us?

He did it by investing his life in ours…


by becoming one of us



and not only giving us his life – a new life  –




but also showing us what that life is all about.

Remember: when Jesus was born, people who saw him said “in him was life”. [John 1:4 NIV]
So please note the life of this one who is called “the life”.

When he came to our world – a world where people pursue power and prestige –


he came as a vulnerable baby.

When he came to our world – a world where people take pride in possessions –


he came with nothing.

When he came to our world – a world where people think of themselves –


he came thinking of others.

When he came to our world – a world where people are concerned about getting –


he came giving…giving himself.

Do you get the point?

The chains that we have forged in life are broken 


--  the “humbugs” turn to “hallelujahs” --



when we discover that Christmas is not about us…




it’s not about our things…





it’s not about our circumstances;

it’s all about Jesus!


it’s all about what he can do for us!



it’s all about the new life he can give us.

“My chains fell off,” wrote Charles Wesley…


“My chains fell off, my heart was free;


I rose, went forth and followed thee.”

That great Methodist hymn writer got the point;


he knew where the power was.

That’s why he “went forth”…and went after Jesus.

If you want your chains to fall off…


if you want to be free,



go forth…and go after Jesus.

Follow him for the life he gives;


then follow him in the life he lives.

3) Why don’t we make some new chains?

Shortly before Jesus was born on planet earth,


an old man named Zechariah predicted 

what Jesus could do for the likes of you and me.

He said that Jesus would


“rescue us from the hands of our enemies” and


“enable us to serve God without fear” [Luke 1:71 NIV]


In other words, Jesus came, not for one but two purposes:

he came to help us break chains we forged in the past;


he also came to help us make new chains for the future.

I began this morning by asking you to think of what chains you want to break.

Now I ask you to think of what chains you want to make this Christmas season.

What links of love would you like to forge?

What bonds of friendship do want to renew?

What chain of events do you want to set in motion to make this the merriest Christmas ever?

We like to tell ourselves that “things will never change”.

We say, “You can’t change human nature.”

No, you can’t;


neither can I.

But God can!

And God does…through his son Jesus Christ.

Jesus has the power to transform our penchant for getting into a passion for giving.

Jesus can empower us to make an apology that will melt the frost of alienation.

Jesus can give us the strength to stop…

stop so that we can escape the pressures 

and enjoy the pleasures of this Christmas season. 

Scrooge was changed by the spirits of Christmas.

You and I?

We can be changed by the Spirit of Christ.

Conclusion

As you entered the training center where I worked for more than 10 years, 


you couldn’t miss the sign which read:



“You can’t spell S  CCESS without U”

As I prepared this message, I recalled that sign…and thought:


“Lord, none of us here can pull off a successful Christmas season without you.”

And now, as I end this message, I can see that sign again…


and see it as a sign that we should pray.

So why don’t we?

[Prayer]

Jesus, this year, we want to turn our “humbugs” into “hallelujahs”.

We long to break the old chains that limit our joy at Christmas.

We need your strength to do that…


to break those habits of selfishness, family feuding, financial stress.

We also need your strength to make new chains…


to forge links of loves and bonds of friendship with people in need.

We know that we cannot be successful with you.

As you once came as “the life”,


come into our lives today and give us to power to live the life – 

the new life that you give.

We claim your promise that whoever asks will receive and whoever seeks will find.

Amen.
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