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Advent 02

From humbug to hallelujah: the journey involves…

re-awakening the joy inherent in Christmas

Introduction

What is the feeling that we are to experience


-- the feeling that we are to express --



at this time of the year?

It’s joy, isn’t it?

“Merry Christmas!”

that’s what we say in these United States.

“Happy Christmas!”

that’s what they say in the rest of the English-speaking world.

Even among people who don’t speak English, though,


joy is the emotion amid all the commotion of the holiday season.

On the other side of the planet,

the Chinese are greeting one another with “singdaan faailohk” –



“may the holy birth make you glad!”

Albert Schweitzer, a Lutheran missionary who won the Nobel Peace Prize,


knew the secret of happiness;



he knew how to be happy…not only at Christmas,  but throughout the year.

“Happiness…” he once said, 

“Happiness comes from having…a bad memory.”

In other words, if you can forget your past, you can feel real good.

However, a woman named Augusta Rundel


-- a woman whose words are often quoted on Christmas cards -- 



has said this:




“Christmas will always be a day of remembrance.”

Ah! perhaps those two statements explain the great contradiction…


why even though “tis the season to be jolly”



many of us are not.

At Christmas, we simply can’t forget;

what happened in the past often haunts us…



and we find it difficult to be happy.

This morning, we’re going to deal with those memories…


those “ghosts of Christmas past”.

And whether they’ve been bad or good,


we’ll attempt to arouse – in our lives – the inherent joy of Christmas

After all, as God reminded us in all three lessons today,


the coming of his Son is designed to produce joy in our lives.

This Sunday – as last – we’ll follow old Ebenezer Scrooge,


the central figure in Charles Dickens’ story, called A Christmas Carol.

We’ll follow Scrooge as he deals with his memories…


and we’ll discover three ways to re-awaken the joy inherent in Christmas.

We’ll discover that we need to


cure painful memories,



celebrate happy memories, and




create new memories.

Re-awaken the joy inherent in Christmas by…

1) Curing painful memories

It was the “ghost of Christmas past” 

that took Scrooge on a stroll down memory lane.

And some of the old man’s memories were painful.

Perhaps you remember the scenes…

Little Ebenezer watching his friends rush home for Christmas.

Little Ebenezer left alone and crying at the boarding school.

We don’t know why his family didn’t want him home for the holidays.

We only know how it must have hurt.

In another scene, Ebenezer is a handsome young man watching his fiancé walk away.

Beautiful Belle rejected Scrooge too.

This time, we know why:

young Scrooge decided that his work was more important than his woman.

Obviously, a bad choice…and one that produced a bad memory.

Not all people have happy memories of their childhood or youth.

This past week, I read a story about a young girl at St Jude’s Ranch for Children.

This ranch provides a home for children from abusive families.

At the beginning of December, the little girl made and wrapped special Christmas gifts,


then sent them to her family.

She was very excited when she got a box in return.

On Christmas Day, she opened that box –


in it were all the gifts she had sent, still unopened.

Can you imagine the pain?

Perhaps you can…


for not all of us have happy memories from the past.

For us, too, this season may be tinged with painful memories…

memories of wounds inflicted by our families –



harsh words, physical beatings, total rejection… 

from people who should have loved us.


Or maybe it’s the bad choices that haunt us…


the relationship we abandoned,



the job we gave up or turned down,




the lifestyle that produced a few highs…but a lot more lows.

As the “ghost of Christmas past” tells Scrooge:

“our memories are what they are” – 

we can’t change them.

How then do we cope with these memories?

Oh! we have ways, don’t we?

Some compensate by overworking;


others become under-achievers.

Some try to conceal the pain altogether;


others try to cure the pain with chemical substances.

God, however, has the best way.

“Come…” says the Father,


“Come now, let us reason together…


Though your sins are like scarlet, 
they shall be as white as snow;


Though they are red as crimson, they shall be like wool.” [Isaiah 1:18 NIV]

Almost all religious gurus promise hope for the future.

God does too…


he tells us that he is preparing a place where there will be no more crying or pain.

But God also dares to go where others fear to tread.

God dares to deal with our past.

Isn’t that why he sent Jesus?

Jesus rose from the grave to give us hope for the future.

But before that, Jesus suffered and died to heal our past.

What was it that the prophet said?


“By his wounds, we are healed.” [Isaiah 53:5 NIV]
No wonder Jesus invites all people with painful memories to “come”.

“Come,” he says to people such as you and me…


“Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest.” 

[Matthew 11:28 NIV]

So, my brothers and sisters, why not come?

Why not come…and let Jesus heal your painful past?

Why not let Jesus create a new memory of your old memories?

That’s what the little girl at St Jude’s Ranch did.

When she learned that Jesus loved her,


she let Jesus heal her hurt.

Then she learned to laugh again.

Jesus freed her to grow into a healthy and happy woman.

He can still do the same for you…for me.

2) Celebrating happy memories

Fortunately, not all memories are painful…

even for a Scrooge.

The “ghost of Christmas past” also reminded the old man of happy times; 


he reminded him of his sister Fanny.

Perhaps you can recall that scene as well…

As little Ebenezer again watches his friends rush home for holidays,


his sister Fanny rushes into the boarding school with good news.

“Father is so much kinder than he used to be,” she says.

“I was not afraid to ask him…if you might come home;



and he said,  ‘Yes, you should’.”


We’re to be together all Christmas long and have the merriest time in all the world.”

That memory – if you remember the scene – 

brought a big smile to the sad face of Ebenezer Scrooge.

If the “ghost of Christmas past” were to visit you,


what happy scenes would you remember?

Cutting a Christmas tree in the woods?

Making Christmas cookies with Grandma?

Singing Christmas carols through the neighborhood?

Saying grace with your family around the Christmas table?

Worshiping at a candlelight service on Christmas Eve?

What Christmas memories bring a smile to your face today?

God invites us to focus on those good times.

Through a pastor named Paul


-- and in a letter where he urges us to rejoice again and again --



God says this:

“Whatever is noble, whatever is right…whatever is lovely, whatever is admirable – if anything is excellent or praiseworthy – think about such things. … And the God of peace will be with you.” [Philippians 4:8-9 NIV]
Do you have a “December to remember”?

Can you recall holidays that were happy days?

Then, says God, “think about those things”.

More than that – celebrate those things…


celebrate whatever joy you can associate with the coming of Christ!

3) Create new memories

There is a third way to awaken the joy inherent in Christmas.

If your painful memories of Christmas are too many…


and your pleasant memories too few,



you can always create new memories.

That’s what Mr Fezziweg did!

Who is Mr Fezziweg?

If you’ve read the book or seen the movie, you may remember that 

Mr Fezziweg was one of the more amusing characters in Dickens’ Christmas tale.
Mr Fezziweg was Scrooge’s first boss.

He was a businessman…


a busy businessman with not much time to spare…



a mediocre merchant with not much money to spare.

But Mr Fezziweg knew how to make people laugh;


he knew how to create happy memories.

On Christmas eve, he simply closed his shop and said,


“Let the dancing begin!”

When old Ebenezer Scrooge

– with the help of a ghost…the “ghost of Christmas past” --



sees what Mr Fezziweg does, the old man begins to change.

In fact, as we watch this amazing scene unfold,


we can see Scrooge’s “humbugs” beginning to change into “hallelujahs”.

[Show – or summarize – DVD scene 10]

When old Scrooge sees himself as a young man, dancing and enjoying every moment of Mr Fezziweg’s Christmas party, he almost forgets that he is watching a scene from his past. He acts as if he were having the experience for the first time.

The “ghost of Christmas past” finally interrupts Scrooge’s reverie.  “A small matter,” says the ghost, “to make these silly folk so happy.”

“Small?!” exclaims Scrooge.

The ghost and Scrooge then watch two people praise Mr Fezziweg for hosting the dance party on Christmas eve.  The ghost comments again: “Why! he has spent but a few pounds of your mortal money.  Is that so much that he deserves this praise?”  

Scrooge becomes visibly upset.  “It isn’t that, Spirit,” he says. “Fezziweg has the power to make us happy or unhappy.  The happiness he gives us is as great as if it cost a fortune.”

Everyone who went to Mr Fezziweg’s party obviously had a good time…


and everyone went away remembering the good time they had – even Scrooge.

How did Mr Fezziweg do it?

how did he create those happy memories?

By providing people with an opportunity to dance at Christmas.

Not a bad idea, eh?

Not a bad way to create a happy memory at this time of the year.

Find a partner…and as Mr Fezziweg said, “Let the dancing begin!”

That’s what a virgin named Mary once did.

As this pregnant teenager struggled to understand what was happening in her life…


as she tried to comprehend the role she was to play in the first Christmas pageant,



she went to see her cousin Elizabeth,




a pregnant senior citizen who also had a role in the Christmas pageant.

These two women – partners in the very first Christmas dance –


encouraged each other…supported each other.

The time they spent together was a happy time.

We’re told that – as they talked – the baby in Elizabeth’s womb “leaped for joy”. [Luke 1:44 NIV]
We’re also told what Mary said: “My spirit rejoices…”. [Luke 1:47 NIV]
We’re not told, though, if that happy time created a happy memory.

But I would be surprised if it didn’t…


for even you and I – every year at Christmas – recall the meeting of those two women.

Let the dancing begin for us, too.

Who will be your partner this year?

With whom can you meet…and intentionally create a new memory for Christmas?

Could it be your spouse – your significant other – 

who still would be thrilled by a date that they could remember…

a date that included a long dinner with lots of intimate conversation?

Could it be your child 

who still needs time alone with Mom or Dad 

doing some frivolous activity which you know they love and you hate?

Could it be your aging parents 

who still need to know that they matter…

at least to you?

Could it be a grieving friend…


a friend who desperately needs 

someone to walk and talk them through the loss they have experienced?

Amid all the clutter of Christmas,


with whom could you carve out a special time and place



and create a new, happy memory that will last forever?

Don’t wait too long.

Let the dancing begin…now!

Conclusion

We all have many memories.

Some are painful…and need to be cured.

Others are happy…and need to be celebrated.

We even have the ability to create new memories.

But, in spite of all these memories, we are forgetful.

We forget that God designed the birth of his son on planet earth to be a joyous occasion.

What did the angels say when Jesus was born?

“I bring you good news of great joy…


good news of great joy…for all people.” [Luke 2:10 NIV]
Is there anyone who cannot be happy at Christmas?

Jesus’ birth was good news of great joy for poor, illiterate shepherds.

It was good news of great joy rich for wise-men.

It was even good news of great joy for Mary and Joseph,


a young couple whose marriage began with more trauma than drama.

It can still be good news of great joy for you and me too.

The coming of Christ at Christmas reveals the heart of God…


and the place each one of us has in God’s heart.

The coming of Christ at Christmas demonstrates that 


that God loves us…even if others don’t



that God is with us…even if others leave us alone




that God heals us…even if others hurt us.

When it all happened – when God became one of us –


the angels said, “I bring you good news of great joy.”

Much later, Mr Fezziweg said, “Let the dancing begin.”

And today, I say, “Let’s pray”.

O God, we ask you to rekindle – in our hearts – the joy of Christmas.

Forgive us for clinging to old wounds rather than reaching out to you.

We sense that you are inviting us to dance this Christmas.

We accept your invitation, Lord.

Now lead the way and help us step out this week


to create new and happy memories with our partners.

We ask this in the name of your son, the Lord of the dance.  Amen.
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PAGE  
1

