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                                Advent 1
Seasoning the season: season your greetings
Colossians 4:2-18 [NIV]
In the beginning…
The mid-winter of 1943 was unusually bleak.
The world was at war; the outcome still uncertain.

Christmas lists included more than dollies and toy trolleys;


they also contained pleas to bring Daddy home alive.

As Philip Van Doren Stern – a distinguished author and historian –


prepared to send the season’s greetings to family and friends,



he longed to share some good news.

He wrote a short story, 


entitled it “The greatest gift”



and sent it along with his Christmas cards.
He told of a young husband and father named George.

George’s future looked bleak.

His business had gone south;


he also faced time in prison for a crime he did not commit.
He resolved to kill himself.

Fortunately an angel appeared to show George 

what he had in his life…


and what the world would not have if he were dead.

When George caught a glimpse of the blessings he had overlooked,


he decided not to take his life, 

but to celebrate his life.


Does the story sound familiar?

You think you’ve heard it before?

When Hollywood director Frank Kapra heard it,


he transformed it into a screenplay called “It’s a wonderful life” –



a movie still watched by millions every year at Christmas.

As we prepare to send our greetings to family and friends this year,

we may not cause the stir…



we may not make the impact




that Philip Van Doren Stern did in 1943.

But you and I can always add a little spice to this Christmas tradition;

and this morning we’ll look at the recipe –



we’ll explore how we can season our season’s greetings.

Three of the season’s greetings will guide us…

help us – I pray – to bring out the flavor of Christ in our greetings

Season your greetings
1) Bah! Humbug!

Bah!  Humbug!
Yes, Ebenezer Scrooge lives on.
I submit he also lives in…


lives in each one of us.

He resurfaced in my life last weekend –


just as I sat down to send our family’s greetings to friends and relatives this year.

Why, I wondered, do we do this?
It takes time;


it costs money;



and the lists get longer every year.

Perhaps we feel obligated.

Your spouse announces:


“Isn’t it about time we send our greetings?”

That’s when you bow your head;


that’s when you say, “Yes, dear!”;



that’s when you sign the cards, address the envelopes and lick the stamps.

Your spouse, of course, offers to help;


he or she will mail them on the way to work.

We could also blame the big corporations.
After all, they produce the cards;


they promote the cards:



“What will people think?” they ask,
“How will people feel…





if you fail to send them a card this year?’

Nice try…but the charge won’t stick.

Christians, you see, exchanged Christmas greetings


long before the Christmas card was invented in 1843.

So why do we do this?
Why, in fact, have we done this for centuries?

Could it be the story?

An angel greets a virgin,


not with a “howdy” but with a “hail”.

A host of angels greets a host of shepherds,


not with a saying but with a song –



a rousing chorus of “Glory be to God”.

The shepherds, in turn, go to greet Mary, Joseph…
and, of course, the baby Jesus.

We don’t know what they said;


they may have been speechless.

The shepherds are followed by the Magi –


strangers from the East who greet the new-born king with gifts.
Folks, greetings are woven into the fabric of the Christmas story;


they are part and parcel of the pageant 

that God himself performed 2000 years ago.
We are not following a pagan tradition…


we are not capitulating to commercialism



when we exchange greetings at this time of the year.

2) Happy holidays!
What, then, shall we say?

How can we greet our family and friends?

How about this: “Happy holidays!”?

If you find that greeting too offensive,


listen to this one –



approved after review by a leading law firm:
“Please accept – with no obligations, implied or implicit – our best wishes for en environmentally conscious, socially responsible, gender neutral celebration of the winter holiday…and a fiscally successful, personally fulfilling and medically uncomplicated new calendar year, but not without due respect for the calendars of other cultures whose contributions have helped make America great, but not to imply that America is the only America in the western hemisphere or that America is greater than any other country.”
Politically correct Christmas greetings may make us smile;

they also seem to make us seethe.

We may feel that “they” – whoever “they” are –


are trying to take Christ out of Christmas.

It’s time, we think, to launch a counter-offensive.

However, before we join the fight to preserve “Merry Christmas”,


let’s consider this.

Linguists – those people who describe, not prescribe, how language is used –


linguists classify “Merry Christmas” as a “formulaic expression”:



a phrase that has a function, but carries no meaning.
They put “Merry Christmas” 

in the same category as “How are you?” and “Have a nice day!” –


a simple signal that a conversation is either beginning or ending.

Think about that the next time 
you hear yourself saying “Merry Christmas”.

Do you really want 
your friend or family member to make merry 
because God’s son visited planet earth 2000 years ago?

And even if that is your intention,


will that be the interpretation of the person who receives your greeting?

Remember, we try to convey meaning with what we say and write,

but the people who receive our message 

construct the final meaning for themselves.

And most people today will simply interpret “Merry Christmas”


as a sign that an encounter of some kind is either beginning or ending.

I guess the meaning that I am trying to convey is this:


if we want to add spice to our season’s greetings…



if we want to bring out the flavor of Christ in this Christmas custom,




we need more than a formula…

we need to say more than ”Merry Christmas”.

3)  以 馬 內 利
So again: what shall we say?
How can we greet our family and friends?

A pastor named Paul can help.
This man set the standard – he is the “hallmark” – for greeting others.

In almost every letter he wrote,


he devoted the final page to greetings.

I often think the guy wrote his greetings


because he couldn’t pronounce the names of the people he wanted to greet.

He left that to people like ____________ ,


who had to read Paul’s greetings aloud this morning.

That pastor named Paul, though, not only gives us a model;

he also gives us a method…



a method for greeting others.

He shared that method with us in today’s lesson.

You’ve heard of the 12-step program;

Paul’s method has only four.

Be wise in the way you act toward outsiders [Colossians 4:5]
The pastor is not telling us how to greet family and friends;

he’s giving us clues for greeting the clueless…



those not yet a part of God’s family…




those who still haven’t grasped what God has done for them.

The pastor urges us to be wise when greeting these people --

to think beforehand what we’re going to say…



then say what we think.

Make the most of every opportunity [Colossians 4:5]
In his translation called The Message, 

Eugene Peterson casts Paul’s words this way:


Don’t miss a trick! [Colossians 4:5]
Christmas: a holiday observed around the world --


what an opportunity to clue the clueless…



what an opportunity to give them the reason for the season.

Don’t miss that trick, says the pastor.
Let your conversation be always full of grace [Colossians 4:6]
Even if you have a relative named Grace,

don’t talk about her…

don’t tell what she has done.—


boring!

In your season’s greetings, talk about God;


tell of what he has done…



tell of what he has done for all people through his Son Jesus.

That’s grace.

Let your conversation be always full of grace [Colossians 4:6]
Let your conversation be…seasoned with salt [Colossians 4:6]
You know what salt can do, don’t you?

It can make you thirsty!

If you eat ham at your Christmas dinner,


you’ll be drinking afterward.

Let your conversation be always full of grace, seasoned with salt [Colossians 4:6]
In your greetings, tell of what God can do;


create a thirst for a personal relationship with this “can do” God.

Those are the principles, folks.
How can we put them into practice this year at Christmas?

How can we intentionally bring out the flavor of Christ in our season’s greetings?

Let me count the ways…

We can do it in our conversations.
Why not choose an unusual Christmas greeting this year?

Select a strange phrase that allows you to tell a story…God’s story.

In Hong Kong, Christians greet others at Christmas 
by saying “yíh máh noih leih”.
“Yíh máh noih leih”…

the Chinese equivalent of Emmanuel,


a Hebrew word which – in English – means “God is with us”.

All a bit confusing, right?
and intentionally so…

for when Chinese Christians greet outsiders with that phrase,


they usually get “What?” as a response.
The clueless don’t have a clue


and the door is opened to share

how God came to be with us at Christmas.

And what about our recorded conversations?

Couldn’t we play Christmas carols as a background 

for the message on our answering machine?

Couldn’t we even craft a special greeting just for the season?


“Jesus is born!  God is with us!  Life can be wonderful!


Please leave your message after the beep.”

We can bring out the flavor of Christ in our conversations;

can’t we also do it in our cards?
In 1843, Sir Henry Cole commissioned John Horsley to create a card –

a card that would relieve him of a burden…


what he called the burden of writing personal letters 

to all his friends and relatives at Christmas.

That creation – the Christmas card – 
made Christmas greetings more impersonal.

Many of us, I suspect, add personal messages to those impersonal cards.
Couldn’t we bring out the flavor of Christ in our messages?

Couldn’t we explain a Bible verse that became meaningful to us during the past year?

Couldn’t we highlight an incident that showed how God worked in our life?

I remember receiving a card from a friend in the UK…

a Christmas greeting that included his entire personal testimony.
It’s easy to add spice to our season’s greetings.

We simply introduce the aroma of Christ in what we say, 

in what we write… 

and also in what we sing.
That’s right! let’s revive that lost custom: caroling at Christmas.

Many carols reveal the reason for the season 
better than you or I ever could.
So go ahead.

Gather some friends from church…

and serenade the new immigrant in your neighborhood.
Give the family copies of the song you’re singing;


that will help them understand what God has done.

And don’t forget those captives in our convalescent homes.

Many would taste the seasoning of this season 

if you chose to deck their halls,

not with “boughs of holly”

but with a few bars of ”Holy” –

as in “Silent night., holy night”.
We can bring out the flavor of Christ in our conversations, 

in our cards, 

in our carols, 

and – most of all – in our conduct.

That pastor named Paul…

that pastor who wrote letters telling us how to live,



also told us that we are “living letters”.

Your very lives, says the pastor…


Your very lives are a letter that anyone can read by just looking at you. 

[2 Corinthians 3:2 MSG]
Do you know what that means, folks?

At Christmas, we are the greeting.
The way we respond to long lines and short tempers at the store…

the way we react to poor service by the staff…


all of that is a more legible Christmas greeting 




than any card we may sign, stamp and mail.

Think of yourself as an animated Christmas card.
Then think:

what kind of message am I sending?

Do people view me as first class…or junk mail?

Do they read me as a love letter…or as a subpoena?

You’ve heard the ditty…


“You’re writing a gospel


A chapter a day,


By deeds you do,


By words you say.


Men read what you write,


Whether faithless or true;


Say, what is the gospel


according to you?”
At the end…
This year, do something different…

do something strange with your Christmas greetings.
Add some spice;


inject the flavor of Christ in what you say and write;
introduce his aroma in what you sing and do
Unusual greetings do make a difference;

they can have an impact.

Did you see “The Cider House Rules”,


that movie set in a New England orphanage?

Every night, the doctor – played by Michael Caine –


tucked the boys into bed with this greeting:



“Good night, princes of Maine and kings of New England.”

That strange greeting – slowly but surely –


changed the way those orphans thought of themselves.

Think, too, of the greeting you will hear when you finally see God face-to-face.

When your work is over and the day is done,


God will welcome you home with these words: “Well done”.

“Well done”?


now that’s an odd greeting.

God says “Well done” to you and me


after he’s done it all?



after he made his Son take the wrap for our wrongs…



after he caused his Son to rise from the dead 

so ne’er-do-wells like you and me could live with him forever?

How odd of God.

He says “Well done” to you and me 
after he’s done it all?



after he sent his Spirit to draw us close to him…




after he filled us with his Spirit so we would never stray from him?

“Well done”?

What on earth did we do?

You could be forgiven for thinking God was asking how you like your steak?

But think again.

Think how you might feel when those strange words fall on your ears?

After a lifetime of some success and many failures,


you collapse at God’s feet.

He picks you up,


puts one hand on your shoulder,



uses the other to lift your chin.
He looks you straight in the eyes,


and says “Well done”.

That strange greeting is going to change your life…forever.

Mmmm….

Maybe – just maybe – our season’s greetings this year can have an impact.

Mmmm…

If we can tell what God has done…

Mmmm… 
Perhaps our Christmas greetings might have the same impact

that Philip Van Doren Stern’s did in 1943.
Mmmm…

“Yíh máh noih leih”!
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