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Advent 03

From humbug to hallelujah: the journey involves…

valuing relationships especially at Christmas

Introduction

$900 – that’s the average amount 

each person in these United States spends for Christmas.

That, however, is peanuts compared to what we could spend.

Have you ever read the Robb Report?

Each year, this so-called “monthly magazine for the affluent” 

publishes the “Ultimate Gift Guide”.

The latest edition listed 21 “ultimate gifts”…totaling $450,000,000.

In my profession, I need to look for the bargains.

And I found one – not on this year’s list, but in a previous edition: 


a luxurious weekend for six at a Ritz-Carlton Hotel, 

the Laguna Niguel in southern California.

After you arrive at the hotel in a limousine on Friday,

you’re given keys to a Mercedes-Benz SL500 roadster…

one for every two people in your party.

A caviar reception and gourmet dinner follow.

On Saturday, you get a massage treatment at one of the world’s finest spas.

Then you have options: you can play golf or tennis, go touring in your roadster 

or simply enjoy the beauty of the ocean and gardens from the balcony of your room.

Saturday ends with a dinner cruise along the coast.

On Sunday – that grand day of rest –


you get even more opportunities to pamper your body and soul.

This “ultimate gift” – as I mentioned – is designed for six people.

Since there are only three in my family, you may want to join us.

The total cost: $500,000.

I told you it was a bargain – less than $100,000 per person.

You may get the impression that I’m being sarcastic…


that I think we spend too much at Christmas.

If you do, you’re wrong.

I actually think we don’t spend enough.

I believe that we need to give more…


that we simply don’t give enough of the right things to those who need it most.

This morning, the “ghost of Christmas present” introduces – to both Scrooge and us – 


not the “ultimate gift”…but a “priceless gift” –



a gift that money simply can’t buy.

The “ghost of Christmas present” also reminds us that this gift is absolutely essential


-- in other words, you can’t do without it – 

if you want to make the journey from “humbug to hallelujah”.

The gift that money can’t buy

1) What makes us rich?

What is this gift -- this priceless gift that makes people rich…especially at Christmas?

As I said, the “ghost of Christmas present” shows us.

He shows us “the gift money can’t buy”


when he takes Scrooge to the home of Bob Cratchit

Cratchit – almost sounds like “scratch it”, doesn’t it?


and that’s what the Cratchit family had to do:



scratch out a living because Scrooge paid Bob so little.

As we watch Scrooge watch the Cratchit family celebrate Christmas,


we get a lesson in economics;



we discover who is rich and who is poor.

[Show – or summarize – DVD scene 13]

When the “ghost of Christmas present” takes Scrooge to the home of Bob Cratchit, the old Scrooge realizes that he knows little about the man whom he employs as a clerk.  

He doesn’t know that Bob has so many children…that one of them has to work in a sweatshop to help support the family…that another – Tiny Tim – is crippled and will not live long.

Scrooge also doesn’t know – until he sees it for himself – how little the Cratchits really have.  Their home is quite bare.  The Christmas meal is quite simple.

However, as Scrooge watches the Cratchit family celebrate Christmas, he sees a happy family.  He sees a family that enjoys what little they do have.  He sees a family that simply relishes each other.  He sees, above all, how deeply the members of the family love each other – a love expressed so well when crippled Tiny Tim prays, “God bless us…everyone!”

That scene is one of the most memorable in Charles Dickens’ story, A Christmas Carol.

It’s also one of the most meaningful;


it teaches us a lesson in economics.

Did you learn your lesson?

On this planet called earth, who is rich…and who is poor?

Scrooge had the money…but he seemed poor, didn’t he?

The Cratchits only had each other…but they were wealthy, weren’t they?

People – or relationships with people – that’s what makes us rich!

This is God’s plan for planet earth.

I like what Dr Dudley Dennison wrote in his book, Window, Ladders and Bridges.


“I believe in God’s master plan for the interaction of lives.


He moves people in and out of each other’s lives,



and each leaves his mark on the other.


You find you are made up of bits and pieces of everyone who ever touched your life –



you are more because of it,




and you would be less if they had not touched you.”

“How good and pleasant it is…” said the poet long ago,

“How good and pleasant it is when (people) live together in unity! It is like precious oil,” 


[Psalm 133:1 NIV]

How rich it is, we might say today…


how rich it is when men and women, young and old have relationships with each other.

This is the message that God sent to this world at creation.

“It is not good…” he said,


“It is not good for the man (or the woman) to be alone.” [Genesis 2:18 NIV]
This is the message that God repeated at Christmas.

The “good news of great joy for all people” is this:


that God sent his son Jesus to this world to restore relationships:



to restore our relationship with God…




to restore our relationships with each other.

Christmas is not only the story 

of how God can relate to people such as you and me because of Jesus.

It’s also the story of how we can relate to each other because of Jesus.

It’s the story of Joseph and Mary relating to each other because of Jesus.

It’s the story of simple shepherds relating to each other because of Jesus.

It’s the story of wealthy wise-men relating to each other because of Jesus.

People – or relationships with people – that’s what makes us rich…especially at Christmas!

George Mason learned this lesson the hard way.

Perhaps you remember reading about George in the newspaper.

George Mason was the wealthy bank president who


– after all his staff had left the office to go home on Christmas eve --



accidentally locked himself in the bank vault.

He stayed there – all alone – for 36 hours.

He was rescued when one of his employees opened the vault on the day after Christmas.

George Mason missed Christmas – that was sad.

Sadder still was the fact that no one missed George at Christmas.

After that traumatic experience, George wrote this note and put it on his desk:


“To love people, to be indispensable to someone:


that is the purpose of life and the secret of happiness.”

Have you learned the basic lesson of economics in God’s world?

You and I are living in a culture that admires the individual…


an economy that provides us with devices to isolate ourselves easily.

Do we understand that,


even in this culture and economy,



it’s relationships with people that make us rich?

I want to share a poem, 

written by Greg Asimakoupoulos 

and entitled “A not so wonderful world of one”

I’ve included this poem in the outline for this message.


“Lord, the temptation to isolate and create a world of one is great.


Nonetheless, when I’ve done that, I’ve learned



that those I neglect don’t wait around; they disconnect from me.


And when they do, I grieve what I’ve caused so Scrooge-like selfishly.


I’ve come to see that the presence of family and friends



means a whole lot more than a bunch of presents




beneath a decorated Douglas fir.


Help me come to the place, where (by your grace)



I prefer a houseful of opinions, laughter and bothersome noise




to the loneliness that comes when I give in to the urge





to indulge the unholy trinity of me, myself and I,






content with the toys of my trade.”

Folks, if you do not live in a “world of one”…

if your holiday season this year revolves around people…



if you’re eating together, 

praying together, singing together, 

laughing together, crying together, 



please ignore my previous offer of the “ultimate gift”.

You already have a “priceless gift”…a gift money can’t buy.

2)  How can we get rich?

How, though, do we get this gift…and get rich?

It’s time for another lesson in economics.

We become rich, not by getting…but by giving.

We become rich, by investing – not in ourselves…but in other people.

Isn’t this what God did at Christmas?

He got a relationship with us by giving --


giving himself to us…giving himself for us.

2000 years ago, God did 

what that pastor named Paul told us to do in today’s second lesson:



he thought more of us than himself…




he put our interests before his own. [Philippians 2:1-5]
God, however, wasn’t the only one who demonstrated how to get rich at Christmas.

So did Joseph, 

the man mentioned in today’s gospel lesson. [Matthew 1:18-25]
We often focus on Mary – and forget Joseph – at Christmas.

But look what Joseph did so that he could have a relationship with Mary.

He gave…

He gave up his reputation to marry this pregnant teenager.

He gave up his pride to care for her – not his – baby.

He gave up his comfortable lifestyle to travel with Mary,


first to Bethlehem to obey a government law,



then to Egypt to avoid a government decree.

Are you getting the point?


…learning the lesson?

We are rich when we have relationships with other people.

We get those relationships, though, by giving.

That’s the principle.

Now let’s “get down and dirty”…and make it practical.

How about a few suggestions for you to get rich this Christmas?

Suggestion #1:

Find a photograph taken of your family years ago.

Look at each face in the photo.

Thank God for what he has done in the life of each person;


if necessary, cry…shed tears of gladness.

Offer to God any pain you feel when looking at the picture;


again, if necessary, cry…shed tears of sadness.

Ask God to help you repair any relationship that has been broken;


ask him to reveal how you can reach out…what you can give.

Finally, do what Tiny Tim did:


ask God to bless everyone in the picture.

Suggestion #2:

Take out the list of people to whom you send Christmas greetings.

Look at each name.

Are there people who need more than a card this year?

Is there someone who has helped you…and needs a special “thank you”?

Is there someone who is struggling…and needs a hug or helping hand?

Is there someone who has lost their way…and needs some direction?

If there is, give these people what they need.

Suggestion#3:

Look around your neighborhood.

Is there a Cratchit family living nearby?

Ask the Lord to help this family in their need.

Then ask the family what they need.

Finally, whatever it is – food, clothing, transportation –


give the family what they need. 

Suggestion #4:

When your family gathers for Christmas,


give each person a piece of paper



and ask each to write his or her name at the top.

Then pass those papers around;


let everyone write 

what they appreciate about the person whose name appears at the top.

In other words, provide everyone with an opportunity to give…


give others face…as the Chinese say;



provide everyone with an opportunity to pay…




pay others a compliment.

Please remember that these are only four suggestions for getting rich at Christmas.

Please note, though, that these are not “get rich quick” schemes.

Building relationships with others always requires love…


and love – as someone has said – is spelled T-I-M-E…time.

Conclusion

Did you ever hear the story of Paul?

It was a story that I received as an email message several years ago.

Paul was a man who received a new car from his brother as a Christmas present.

On Christmas eve, as Paul came out of his office,


he saw a young street urchin walking around his shiny new car and touching it.

When Paul walked over to his car, the young boy asked,


“Is this car yours, Mister?”

“Yes,” said Paul,

 “my brother gave it to me for Christmas”.

The little boy responded, 

“You mean your brother gave this car to you…and it didn’t cost you nothin’?”

Paul nodded.

The little boy said, “Boy, I wish…”

Paul thought he knew what the little boy would say.

Do you?

Paul thought the little boy would say,


“Boy, I wish I had a brother like that!”

But that’s not what the boy said.

The boy went on, “I wish I could be a brother like that!”

That response so surprised Paul that he offered to drive the boy home.

When they reached his house, the little boy asked Paul to wait in his car.

The lad then ran up the stairs and into his house.

A bit later, Paul saw him coming back,


carefully carrying his brother – crippled with polio – down the steps.

He set his brother down on the bottom step,


then sat next to him…and pointed to the car.

“There she is, Buddy,” he said, “just like I told you upstairs. 


Ain’t she beautiful?  

His brother gave it to him for Christmas…and it didn’t cost him nothin’.

You know what, Buddy? 

Someday I’m going to give you one just like it!

Then you can see all the Christmas decorations I’ve been telling you about.”

When I was growing up, my parents told me there only are two kinds of people in the world:


the getters and the givers.

Years later, a family friend expanded that rather basic world-view.

He said, “There are only two kinds of people in the world:


Those who love things and use people, and


Those who love people and simply use things.”

Since returning to the States, 

I’ve discovered that some affluent individuals think there is a third category…


that you can love both people and things.

I submit, though, that this third option is impossible:


as the message to children revealed,



there will come times in our lives when we have to make a choice…




when we will show what is more important: people or things.

Which are you, my friend?

A getter…or a giver?

An individual who loves things and uses people…


or an individual who loves people and simply uses things?

The answer will reveal whether you are rich…or poor.

I think it’s time to pray.


Father, too often we forget what’s really important.


Forgive us.


Help us to value the people you have put in our lives before it is too late – 

both for them and for us.


We thank you for the way you showed your love for us 

by giving Jesus Christ, your son.


May we show this kind of love to all whom we meet.


And Lord, help those who have special needs this Christmas;



and, wherever possible, let us be part of the help you provide.


In Jesus’ name we pray.


Amen.

	On 12 December 2004, this message was shared with members and friends of Risen Christ Lutheran Church at 9050 60th Street N in Stillwater MN. If you have comments or questions, please call the church (651 770-3618).
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