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                                Pre-advent
Seasoning the season: season your glitter
Hebrews 9:1-10

In the beginning…
For many years, 

George Sweeting was president of Moody Bible Institute in Chicago.

He obviously has many memories.
One he recalls with a smile –


a student’s car whose rear bumper boasted two stickers.

One bumper sticker read: “The King is coming”;


the other said: “Escape to Wisconsin”

Why am I telling you this story?

This morning, were going to talk about images…


and the meaning they convey.

I wonder if the student at Moody Bible Institute


understood the meaning he conveyed with his two bumper stickers:



“The King is coming”…”Escape to Wisconsin”.

Leonard Sweet – not George Sweeting – has written a book

in which he claims that you and I live in a “postmodern” culture.
Postmodern culture, he says, is image-driven. 
Words are lost on postmodern ears.

Images are what people see and understand.

Today we have a universal language,


but it only contains pictures and symbols.

A yellow “M” calls people all over the world to come and eat.
Colors – red or blue – show what cola to drink.

A “swoosh” suggests what shoes to wear.

And an old man, 

sporting a white beard and wearing a red suit with black boots


reminds the people of this planet that Christmas is coming.

Today, we begin to prepare for Christmas.
And this year, we intend to “season the season” –


to bring out the flavor of Christ in all of our Christmas traditions.
We’ll discover how to season our greetings, our gatherings, our giving and getting.

This morning, though, we begin 

by focusing on the images…

the decorations we use to celebrate Christmas.

This morning, we learn how to season our “glitter” 
with the flavor of Christ.

Season your glitter
1) Show the meaning of the season with glitter
God did it
We may bemoan what is happening in our culture.
We may see 
the use of images – and the loss of words -- in communication



as a sign that the whole world is “dumbing down”

But let’s not forget this:


the God who used words to communicate with planet earth



also used a potpourri of images to convey meaning.

The person who once wrote a letter to Hebrews reminds us of this fact.

He tells how God – for thousands of years – 

used images to help his people understand 

who he was…what he does.

Do you remember the words he wrote?

Do you recall the images he used?

A large tent called “the Holy Place”…


a table bearing “the bread of presence” 

and a lamp that was never extinguished –


reminders that God was always with his people.

A smaller tent called “the holy of holies” --


inside was “the ark of the covenant”,



a decorated box filled with memory joggers:

· a jar of manna… 

          a simple reminder of how God kept his people alive

· two tablets of stone…

    a stark reminder of how God’s people can stay alive;


also inside “the holy of holies” was an altar –



an altar of sacrifice…




a stunning illustration of what God would do 





to keep his people alive…forever.

If God used images to get his message across,


why can’t we?

So can we
The Christmas season is awash with images:

brilliant displays of light outside the house…


brightly decorated trees inside the home…




a jolly old man bearing a bag of gifts…





a reindeer with a red nose.

We may wonder if we should take our cue from the culture


and decorate our homes in such holiday fare.

I have always appreciated 

what Jack Hayford once wrote 

about decking the halls of our homes with the trappings of the season.

Jack Hayford was the founding pastor of The Church of the Way,

the largest congregation in the Foursquare Gospel community.
Jack Hayford, then, is a rather conservative Christian.

Yet this is what he wrote 

in a book called Come and behold him: an invitation to Christmas:

“Decoration…at Christmas is neither a surrender to pagan tradition 

or a capitulation to commercialism.  

Listen, if God commissioned angels to roll back the night 

and fill it with blazing light…




if God provided a celestial choir to serenade a few startled shepherds…




if God graced the heavens with a miracle star…




if God went to all this trouble to open our eyes to his entry into our world,



then we need not apologize for festooning our homes with seasonal reminders.”

Do you get the picture…and the point?

God has used imagery throughout history;

and so have his people.

Have you ever traveled to Europe


and toured the grand cathedrals that dot the landscape?

Before they became little more than museums,


these churches were virtual theaters –



their walls ablaze with images that told a story – God’s story.

In fact, the statues, the stone carvings, the stained glass windows


still tell a story…



still can reveal who God is and what God does.

I guess what I’m trying to say is this:


we the church –  we God’s people – are not copying our culture 

when we use images to celebrate what God has done;

our culture has borrowed that idea from God and his church.

This year, then, 

as you gaily trim your home inside and out,

add a little spice to your family’s recipe for Christmas glitter.

Let it be a time for worship.

Take a moment to remember why --

why you are decorating.

Never forget: 

we would have nothing to celebrate



if God didn’t send…

if God didn’t send his son to this planet.

Take another moment to recall what --

what is the story behind each type of decoration.

Almost all of our Christmas decorations are not pagan;

they are visual reminders of what God did 2000 years ago.

Let your trimming be a time for worship;


let it also be a time for witness.

When you and I “dress up”, we usually go out.

When we “dress up” our homes, though,


we need to invite people in.

Let family and friends see all your glitter.
Then let them hear the story.
Use your Christmas decorations to tell family and friends


how Jesus has come…and decorated your life.
Trimming your house for the holidays

can be a special time…



a special time for worship and witness.

However, your recipe will end up tasteless…


your glitter will lose all its glow,



unless you know the meaning of the glitter for this season.

2)  Know the meaning of the glitter for the season
As I mentioned, the images of Christmas


are more Christian than you might imagine.

Let’s begin where most of us begin –

with the Christmas tree.

Why do we “plant” a tree inside our in the middle of winter?

A tree that is ever green


-- that never loses its needles --



has long been seen as a symbol of eternal life.

What promise did God make 

when he sent his son to the world he loved 2000 years ago?

Let’s say it together:


whoever believes in him will not perish, but have eternal life  [John 3:16]
As a result, Christians have embraced the evergreen tree 

as a symbol appropriate for Christmas.
Long ago – some say during the time of Reformation –


Christmas trees were decorated with candles.

Fire codes and fire marshals have forced us to modify that custom.

We no longer place candles on our trees;


we wrap them with strings of light.

Why?

When Jesus came to this planet, 

he came as the “light of the world”, didn’t he?
Do your neighbors know that?

Our neighborhoods become fairylands of light at this time of the year.

And, whether people realize it or not,


all the glow is giving glory to God for giving us a light in our darkness.

What about the ornaments on the tree?

Many clearly reveal the reason for the season:

an angel…a star…a nativity scene,



a kneeling shepherd…a gold ball representing one of the Magi’s gifts…



they all show how Jesus was born.

At our house,


we also tie a six inch spike to the tree with a red ribbon –



a somber reminder of why Jesus was born.

But about those “other” ornaments –


the two love-birds from Grandma?



the pine cone from Uncle Ray?



the snowflake from sister Beth?

Aren’t they visual reminders of the family –


the family God gave to us…



and the so-called “holy family” 

that God gave to Jesus when he was born?

The holly and ivy 

-- used almost as a garnish in our Christmas decorations --



even this has significance.

A song reveals its meaning.

Holly trees – we are told – “bear a crown”…

just as Jesus did.

Holly trees also “bear a berry as red as any blood”…


as red as the blood Jesus shed for your sin and mine.

Holly trees even “bear a prickle as sharp as any thorn”…


as sharp as the thorns that pierced Jesus’ brow.

And don’t forget…

Those spices used in baking Christmas cookies? 

They represent the frankincense and myrrh brought to Jesus by the Magi.

And the luminaria 

– those paper bag lanterns that line a driveway or side-walk –



they are meant to light a path for Mary and Joseph to the stable.

What about those standard fixtures of Christmas everywhere:

the candy cane…the Christmas stocking…


Santa Claus…Rudolph the reindeer?

What on earth do these images have to do 
with the birth of God’s son and our Savior?

Let me ask you this:


what is the pre-dominant color in all these images?

Red, right?

Now listen to what a man named Arnold Fleagle has written:

“The color red has been predominant in Christianity because it symbolizes the redeeming blood of Jesus. … The redness of his blood releases us from our erratic past and redirects us into an eternal future with immeasurable hope.  That is why the Heavenly Father has woven red throughout the fabric of Christmas.”
Yes, even Santa gets dressed up for the occasion;

even he wears a suit that shows the reason for the season.

We could go on and on…

but only one more.
This one is a song…


a song filled with images…



a song entitled “The Twelve Days of Christmas”.

Did you know that this song originally was a teaching aid?
It was written to help young people learn the basics of Christianity.

From 1558 to 1829,


Roman Catholics in England were not able to practice their faith openly.

“The Twelve Days of Christmas” was composed to keep their faith alive.

You know how the song goes…

“On the first day of Christmas, 

my true love gave to me…”

And just what did “my true love” – my God – God give?

On the first day, a “partridge in a pear tree” –


that’s Jesus, who died on a cross.

On the second day, he gave “two turtle-doves” –


the Old and New Testaments.

On the third day, “three French hens” –


faith, hope and love…three gifts of the Spirit.

On the fourth day. “four calling birds” –


the four gospels which sing the story of God’s love.

Enough, I know.

But do you see how even this song 


has the flavor of Christ in it?

As I said,


almost all the images of Christmas



are more Christian than we might imagine.

At the end…
The bumper sticker announced “The King is coming”.
But you don’t have to “escape to Wisconsin” to avoid him.

You can, instead, welcome this King into your home.

With all of your Christmas decorations, 

you can roll out the red carpet for him.
And if you know the meaning 

of all the glitter that you use to gild your home,


trimming your house – both inside and out –



can be a spiritual experience.

A poet named Greg Asimakoupoulos has even written a song for the occasion.

You know the tune;


it’s “Deck the Halls…”

These are the words:


“Deck the walls with more than tinsel.

Glory be to God and praise his name.


Decorate your home with meaning;


not all decorations are the same.


Look beyond the wreaths and ribbon.


See the One born as God’s own Son.


Let the symbols of the season,


trigger in your heart authentic praise.”

Let’s sing that together…
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