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Advent 04

From humbug to hallelujah: the journey involves…

writing a good ending to your Christmas carol

Introduction

From Santa’s mailbag comes this letter:


“Dear Santa


You did not bring me anything good last year.


You did not bring me anything good the year before that.


This year is your last chance.


(Signed) Alfred”

Alfred obviously knows what he wants.

He wants this Christmas to be different…

he wants it to be better.

Don’t we all?

This is the major issue that Charles Dickens addresses in A Christmas Carol.

Can this Christmas be different?

Can people like old Ebenezer Scrooge change?

Can we change?

This morning, we view one of the most frightening scenes in the story.

The “ghost of Christmas future” takes Scrooge to a cemetery.

There Scrooge sees the consequences of the life he is living.

As a result, the old man asks some very profound questions.

[Show – or summarize – DVD scene 21]

When the “ghost of Christmas future” shows Scrooge his own tombstone, the old man becomes very disturbed.  

He cries out, “Spirit!  Hear me!  I will not be the man I have been.  Why show me this if I am past hope?”  … Assure me that I yet may change these shadows you have shown me, by an altered life.”

Ebenezer Scrooge wants to know if he can write a different ending to his story.

He sees what his future holds…and asks:

“Are these the shadows of the things that will be, or are they the shadows of the things that may be?

“Men’s courses…” he goes on to say,

“Men’s courses will foreshadow certain ends…  But if the courses be departed from, the ends will change.  Spirit, say it is thus.”

Can Scrooge…can you…can I write a different ending to the story of our lives?

The answer is “yes”;

we can escape a “humbug” life.

And this morning we discover how –

how we can write a good ending to our story…

how we can conclude our Christmas carol with a “hallelujah!”

We learn that the writing process is not as “simple as ABC”…


but it involves three steps: A, B and C.

How to write a good ending to your story (your “Christmas carol”)?

A)  Accept the truth about yourself
The process begins with A:


accept the truth about yourself.

The ghosts of Christmas – both past and present – had shown Scrooge what he was like.

They had shown him that he never got a life, only made a living...


that he never invested in people, only in things.

And what the old miser saw made him feel miserable.

“Know the truth,” said Jesus, “and the truth will make you free.” [John 8:32 NIV]
But – I like to add – it may make you miserable first.

What “truths” in our story might make us feel miserable?

What if your past includes an abortion…some abuse…an addiction?

You might think that 

– because all those sins begin with A – 

I will go through the entire alphabet.

So let’s jump to D, shall we?

What if your past – like mine – includes a divorce?

How does that make you feel?

I know that I still cringe whenever I recall that reality in my life.

Many of us, though, never have to deal with those sins…

those sins that some in the church label as more serious than others.

Many of us are quite competent…


at least competent enough to get by.

Only the person who lives with us knows that we’re not perfect.

There once was a very competent Christian named Paul.

He apparently never got married.

Do you know what that means?

He could fool everybody…


everybody, that is, except God

The day came, though, when God helped Paul review his past and present.

When the exercise was over, Paul knew the truth…

and knew the feeling.

He felt just plain lousy.

“What a wretched man I am!” he said. [Romans 7:24 NIV]
Brothers and sisters, if we ever hope to change,


you and I have to base our hopes – not on fantasy – but on reality.

And if you want to face reality…


if you want to know the truth about yourself,



don’t compare yourself to a world that is still searching for truth;




compare yourself – as Paul did –

to the God who has already revealed the truth.

So what does God see – and say – about you and me?

Have you ever told a lie…a white lie?


If you have, God sees it…and says you’re a liar.

Have you ever borrowed something from your neighbor…and forgot to return it?


If you have, God sees it…and says you’re a thief.

Have you ever raged on a Minnesota road?


If you have, God sees it…and says you’re a murderer.

Have you ever gossiped?


If you have, God sees it…and says, “That’s it! You’re out!  You’re out of my kingdom!”

Have you ever heard this expression?

“If wishes and buts were only candy and nuts, we’d all have a wonderful Christmas.”

Unfortunately, our “wishes and buts”


-- our past attempts to improve…our present excuses for failure --



are not “candy and nuts”…




and they don’t make a “wonderful Christmas”.

In fact, our past and present can ruin this Christmas --


it also can ruin “all the days of our life”…



unless we change.

And the first step in that process of change


-- the first step in that process of writing a good ending to our story --



begins with A…

 accepting the truth about ourselves.

Knowing – and accepting – the truth about ourselves may make us miserable;


but it will also make us free…



free to take the next step.

B) Believe the truth about God
The second step in the process begins with B:


believe the truth about God.

After Ebenezer Scrooge accepted the truth about himself,


he went on to acknowledge what the three ghosts of Christmas did in his life.

He believed that it was those three ghosts who changed him.

He says,


“The Spirits of all three strive within me.  I will not shut out the lessons they teach.”

It was on the eve of Christmas that the three ghosts intervened in the life of Scrooge.

And it was on the eve of another Christmas – the very first Christmas –


that God intervened in our lives.

We often teach – as truth – that God does not change.

But did you know that – one day -- God did change?

It happened on that very first Christmas: God became a human.

On the very first Christmas, the God who creates all life in the world 

came to live in this world…came to die in this world.

On the very first Christmas, God intervened – no, interjected himself – in our lives.

Did you know that the God who made you actually became you?


that he took your place?



that he himself did all that he had demanded you do?




that he himself suffered all that he had demanded you suffer?

That’s the truth, my friends…that’s the truth.

But why?

Why did he do it?

Why did God change?

To change you…to change me.

That pastor named Paul…


that seemingly competent Christian who one day understood 

why he needed to change




also understood why God himself one day decided to change.

He tells us:

“You know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though he was rich, yet for your sakes became poor, so that you through his poverty might become rich.” 

[2 Corinthians 8:9 NIV]

Folks, what changes take place when God changes…and takes our place!

Our lives become a different story – a “rags to riches” kind of story.

God, of course, still sees our sins – whether we call them serious and slight –


but now says:

“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]
I think you know all of this.

I suspect you’ve heard it before.

But what I don’t know is this: do you believe it?

Do you believe that God has the power to change you?

You may feel quite helpless today;

your past may make your future appear rather hopeless.

But, quite frankly, I’m not interested in how you feel or what your life looks like.

I only want to know one thing: 

do you trust God…and believe he has the power to change you?

Remember: it was at Christmas 

-- it was at the time when God decided to intervene in our lives –

it was then that this word went out to all the world:


“Nothing is impossible with God.” [Luke 1:37 NIV]
You see, if you believe the truth about God --


if you believe what God has done and can do for you –



then you have God’s power – God’s Spirit -- within you.

And friends, if you have God’s Spirit within you, you don’t have to wait.

You don’t have to wait until your last days 

to say what Pastor Paul said near the end of his life.

Already today you can make this claim:


“I can do everything through him who gives me strength.” [Philippians 4:13 NIV]
In 1863 Henry Wadsworth Longfellow approached Christmas with a heavy heart.

His wife had died; his son had been seriously wounded in the Civil War.

As he listened to the bells of a church nearby, Longfellow began to write:


“I heard the bells on Christmas Day, 


their old familiar carols play…


of peace on earth, goodwill to men.”

The poet went on to express his true feelings at the time:


“And in despair I bowed my head.


There is no peace on earth, I said.”


Longfellow, however, believed in God’s power to change.

He concluded his song with these words:


“Then pealed the bells more loud and deep.


God is not dead nor does he sleep.


The wrong shall fail.  The right prevail.”

Accept the truth about yourself.

Believe the truth about God.

Then take the final step in the process of writing a good ending to your story.

That step begins with C: change your focus.

C)  Change your focus.

After Ebenezer Scrooge realized the kind of person he had been…


after he recognized the role that the three ghosts of Christmas had played in his life,



he changed the way he looked at Christmas.

He tells the “ghost of Christmas future”:


“I will honor Christmas in my heart and…keep it all the year.”

This morning – in the gospel lesson – 

we heard that familiar story of wise-men from the East…

a story that ends with these words:




“they returned to their country by another route.” [Matthew 2:12 NIV]
That is not a simple ending to this story.

Those few words not only tell us 

that the wise-men went home by a different route;



they also reveal that the wise-men went home as different people.

These men were changed by their encounter with the God who came at Christmas…

so changed that they changed the direction of their lives.

In one of his many letters,

that pastor named Paul urges 

all of us who have been changed by God to do what the wise-men did.

“I urge you…” he says,

“in view of God’s mercy… do not conform any longer to the (thinking) patterns of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind.” [Romans 12:1-2 NIV]

“If God has changed you,” says the pastor, “change the way you think.”

In the training center where I once worked, 


we had several pictures with random shapes and patterns.

I suspect you’ve seen one of these.

The pictures don’t seem to make sense;

they only seem to make you dizzy.

However, when you change your focus


-- when you look beyond the surface --



you see spectacular images.

That’s what you and I can do because of what God has done for us.

We can change the way we look at our often dizzy lives.

We can look at our past differently.

No longer does it have to make us look bad;


instead, it can make God look good;



it can show how God can save –  as John Newton has written –




even wretches like you and me.

We can look at our present differently.

We may not be able to change the circumstances of our lives today,


but we can see those circumstances differently.

We can see them as building blocks 

that God is using to write a new – and more exciting -- chapter in our lives.

We can look at our future differently.

We don’t have to see ourselves coming to some hopeless end.

Instead, we can see ourselves going on in endless hope.

If we accept the truth about ourselves…


if we believe the truth about God,



then -- this Christmas -- you and I can do 

what James and Annie McDonnell did on Christmas Day in 1986.

In 1971, James McDonnell disappeared.

After 5 years, Annie had her husband declared dead…

and tried to get on with life.

Imagine her shock, though, 

when – on Christmas morning in 1986 – James knocked on the front door.

He had suffered amnesia --


could recall nothing of his past…not even his name.

He took a name he saw on a building,


and worked as cook in a Philadelphia diner for 15 years.

Then – in December of 1986 – James hit his head…and remembered who he was.

The McDonnells obviously had an extraordinary Christmas celebration that year.

They couldn’t dwell on the past;


they could only focus on building a new life together.

As I said, isn’t that what you and I can do this Christmas?

And isn’t that why God came at Christmas?

Conclusion

I would like to conclude this message with a poem –


a poem that summarizes what I’ve been trying to say.

It’s called “The blessing of wet cement”…


and included in the outline.

The blessing of wet cement
My past may be chiseled in stone.

But I’m grateful, Lord, my future’s not set in concrete.

Because the cement is still wet,

I can lay to rest the markers of yesterday’s grave mistakes

and focus on what I still may do.

Before I’m through with this season of my life,

I’m determined to be more reasonable with my Christmas companions.

I vow to make up for the strife that I have caused

and, beginning now, to pause each day and love a Tiny Tim.

Thank you, Lord, for wet cement

and for the freedom that comes from starting again

before all has started to set.

-- Greg Asimakoupoulos
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