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     Christmas 2

From humbug to hallelujah: the journey involves…

honoring Christmas in your heart all year long

Introduction

In 1247 St Mary of Bethlehem Hospital was founded in London.

Several centuries later, the hospital was converted to an insane asylum.

Very quickly, the house of healing became a house of horrors;


those suffering from insanity were routinely abused;

screams of patients filled the air.

The name of the place was gradually shortened 

from St Mary of Bethlehem to St Mary of Bedlam.

Today, bedlam is more than a place in southeast London;

it is also a noun which means “any situation of noisy uproar and confusion”.

From Bethlehem to bedlam –


that’s what happens after Christmas.

After a time of peace in our hearts and good will to others…

after a short season of heightened affection and increased giving,



we become our surly selves once again.

How quickly the “spirit of Christmas” vanishes!

Perhaps the most striking example of this fact 

was provided by a US veteran of World War I.

On a cold, moonlit Christmas eve,


this man – who was huddled in one of the trenches – 

heard a British soldier singing “The Lord is my shepherd”.

Very quickly, a German soldier provided the harmony 

as he sang “Der Herr ist mein Hirte”.

For a few moments, said the veteran, 

everyone in the trenches listened to the beautiful music.

The singing then stopped…and all was calm for the night.

Early the next morning, 

soldiers emerged from the trenches for a game of soccer.

“Can you imagine…” asked the old veteran,


“England played Germany in No Man’s Land on Christmas Day?”

Then he added,

“But on the next day, the carnage and killing began again.  

Everything was back to normal.”

From Bethlehem to bedlam.

Could we – this year – not make that journey?

Could we – this year – not go from Bethlehem to bedlam?

Could we not go back to normal after Christmas?

Could we perhaps even create a new normal for the new year?

That’s what we shall explore this morning:


the possibility of keeping Christmas in our hearts all year long.

Honoring Christmas in your heart all year long

1) Why not make a resolution?
Let’s see what happened to Ebenezer Scrooge on the day after Christmas.

We know that he became a changed man on Christmas day.

But did his “conversion” last?

Let’s look and listen…

[Show – or summarize – DVD scene 24]

On the day after Christmas, Scrooge appears to be “normal” again; he appears to be as surly as ever.  But it is a façade…and when he can contain himself no longer, he surprises his clerk Bob Cratchit by doubling his salary and vowing to take care of his family.  Obviously, Scrooge is a completely different person.

Charles Dickens concludes A Christmas Carol with these words: “And it was always said of Scrooge, that he knew how to keep Christmas well.”  
Scrooge – obviously – did not go from Bethlehem to bedlam.

He did not return to normal.

The ghosts of Christmas – those spirits that changed Scrooge on Christmas – 

actually transformed his life.

Charles Dickens concludes A Christmas Carol with these words:

“And it was always said of Scrooge, that he knew how to keep Christmas well.” 
Could we say that of ourselves this year?


that we will be different in 2005?

that – this year – we will “keep Christmas well”?

Why not make a new year’s resolution?

Why not resolve to do what Chuck Swindoll has suggested?

In a book called Seasons of Life, Swindoll says:


“Let’s make Christmas one long, extended gift of ourselves to others.”

And then he adds,


“That is Christianity, isn’t it?”

In the book of Proverbs, we find this promise:


“He who pursues…love finds life, prosperity and honor.” [Proverbs 21:21 NIV]
Would you like to “get a life” and become prosperous in the new year?

Then, says the writer of Proverbs, resolve to “pursue love”;

make Christmas one long, extended gift of yourself to others.

Shall we put that in the form of a motion?

Resolved:


that – this year – I will keep Christmas all year long.

Do I hear a second?

Let’s call the question.

All in favor, signify by saying “Aye”.

All opposed, say “Nay”.

It’s easy to make a resolution, isn’t it?

It’s much more difficult to keep it…


especially for an entire year.

2) How to keep the resolution?

So, how could we keep our resolution?

How could we “keep Christmas all year long”?

Perhaps we need some “gift ideas”…

In the days before Christmas,


we want to know what to give to others

Perhaps – in these days after Christmas –


we need to know how to give ourselves…



how to “make Christmas one long, extended gift of ourselves to others”.

Why not do what Cheri Albright did?

She decided to celebrate,


not the 12 days of Christmas,



but the 12 months of Christmas.

Each month, she gave a gift to some unsuspecting recipient.

In January, it was the letter-carrier.

In April, her next door neighbor.

In September, the principal at her kids’ school.

Never over $10 and always wrapped in Christmas paper…


Cheri gave the gift anonymously.

As a result, no one could ever give her a gift in return.

Her objective was to surprise others with a gift…


just as God had surprised people with his gift of Jesus long ago.

Jack Dewey is a salesman.

All year long, he collects business cards –


both from the manufacturers he represents 

and the customers to whom he sells.

Throughout the year, he prays for each person 

who has given him a business card.

Then, at Christmas, he sends each of these people a Christmas greeting.

In a hand-written note, he reminds these folks of 

how he met them…and how he has prayed for them.

He also explains that this is how he has chosen to share with others


the love God shared with him at Christmas.

This is what Jack Dewey does.

How could you make Christmas one long, extended gift of yourself to others?

Two children – Jason and Ashley – gave their parents an idea.

Several years ago, the parents noticed 

how their children were less exuberant after Christmas.

They presumed it was the typical letdown following the holidays.

However, one night in January, 

they saw Jason and Ashley “playing Christmas” in the family room.

The two kids had made an Advent wreath out of clay, using crayons for the candles.

Mom and Dad were surprised 

by how much the children enjoyed 

lighting and blowing out the make-believe candles.

So the creative parents started a new tradition.

Every Sunday evening throughout the year,


the family lights candles before supper 

to celebrate the birth of Jesus.

What could you do to remind yourselves …and others


that Jesus – the light of the world – 

was born to dispel darkness all year long?

Mary Joseph is a woman with a name that makes you think of Christmas.

It’s not surprising, then, 

that Christmas has always been Mary’s favorite time of the year.

For years, Mary has collected nativity sets;


and she displays them all at Christmas.

When the holidays are over, 

she carefully packs those nativity sets and puts them in the attic –


all except one…



a simple one that she received from her pastor.

Even though this set only consists of the holy family, 


the three figurines sit atop Mary’s piano throughout the year.

Whenever people ask about this display,


Mary explains that she keeps the Christmas trio in plain view



to remind herself and others 




that Jesus was born to make a difference in her life every day.

That’s what Mary Joseph does.

What could you do this year 

to show the difference Jesus has made in your life each day?

Do you get the idea?

Or do you still need more ideas?

If you do, I suggest you surf the web;


there are numerous sites that promote keeping Christmas all year long.

3) Why make the effort?

Some of you may wonder: why bother?

That’s a good question.

Why should we make the effort 

to “make Christmas one long, extended gift of ourselves to others”?

Do you remember what God said in the three lessons for today?

In those lessons, God reveals why…


why you and I need to resolve to keep Christmas all year long?.

In Psalm 90, God reminds us how short our life can be.

He also urges us to use the brief time that we have to learn how to live.


“Teach us to number our days…that we may gain a heart of wisdom.” [Psalm 90:12 NIV]
Then, in that letter written by a pastor named Paul, 

God actually reveals how wise men and women live.

And what God says sounds like Christmas.

In fact, you can almost hear the Christmas angels singing:

“peace on earth, good will toward men”.

Listen…


“Let the peace of Christ rule in your hearts…


Clothe yourselves with compassion, kindness…


Bear with each other…forgive one another…put on love…


Whatever you do…do it all in the name of the Lord Jesus.” [Colossians 3:12-17 NIV]
Live like that…live as God says

and I say you’ll live the Christmas life…

you’ll live Christmas each day of the year…




much as the shepherds did.

We are told – in the gospel lesson for today –


that, after Christmas, the shepherds were different people.

They “returned (home), 

glorifying and praising God for all the things they had heard and seen.” [Luke 2:20 NIV]
The shepherds didn’t do that before they went to Bethlehem.

So what made the difference?

What made them different?

It’s not “what”; it’s “who”.

They met Jesus…and he made all the difference in their lives.

Have you met Jesus?

Not the baby Jesus whom the shepherds met,


but the “big” Jesus…



the Jesus who was big enough to pay for your mistakes and mine on the cross




the Jesus who was big enough to come back from the dead 

and give us a new life.

Did you already meet this Jesus in your life?

Did you also greet this Jesus…welcome him into your life?

If you have, then you know the difference he can make.

A Lutheran pastor named Jim Clouser has written this poem:


True Christmas is simple – it’s Jesus, God’s son.


He came down to earth to become the Dear One


Who saves all from darkness, from self and from sin,


Then quietly asks: “Why not let me come in?


Allow me the chance to create a new you,


To help with the burden that’s burying you.”


Then Christmas will be so much more than just mirth –


It will be the day you find a new birth.

Look to Jesus as the forgiver of all your faults;

follow him as the leader of your life…

and you have all that you need:




you have both the reason and the resources





to keep Christmas all year long

Conclusion

Our journey with Ebenezer Scrooge “from humbug to hallelujah” 

comes to an end today.

But the celebration must go on…


much like the storyline in Handel’s Messiah.

Today, no Christmas season seems complete without the singing of the Messiah.

But did you know that this oratorio was first performed at Easter?

Why?

Because the Messiah doesn’t end with the birth of Jesus;


it goes on to tell the story of his death and resurrection.

What God has done for us begins in a crib…

but goes on to include a cross and a crypt – a cross and an empty crypt.

So don’t let your journey from humbug to hallelujah stop at Christmas.

Celebrate what God has done for you throughout the year.

Make Christmas – and Easter – one long, extended gift of yourself to others.

As I said at the beginning, 


Charles Dickens concludes A Christmas Carol with these words:


“And it was always said of Scrooge, that he knew how to keep Christmas well.” 
Then he adds this note:


“May that truly be said of us, all of us!”
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