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                                Advent 2
Seasoning the season: season your giving
2 Corinthians 9:6-15 [NLT]
In the beginning…
It was just days before Christmas.
The first of the 14,000 people began 

streaming through the building’s huge double doors.

A beam of light shone from above,

highlighting an elaborate nativity scene.

Marble angels gazed down on a large pipe organ.

As people settled into their seats,


the organist struck a chord



and led the crowd in singing “O come all ye faithful”.

Seems like a Christmas service at one of today’s mega-churches, right?

Actually, this spectacular Christmas celebration took place,


not in a church,



but in a department store.

It was an annual attraction 
that drew shoppers to Wanamaker’s,



Philadelphia’s leading department store during the first half of the 20th century.

That’s not what happens at shopping malls today, is it?

Trips to Macy’s or Kohl’s, Target or Wal-Mart


are anything but a spiritual experience.

Several years ago, at Hills Department Store in Charleston, West Virginia,

5000 shoppers staged a near riot.

Display tables were overturned as people pushed and shoved each other.
After the police came and restored order,


the store manager told a TV reporter, “It was ugly!”

In Wilkes-Barre, Pennsylvania, a woman’s leg was broken


when a crowd of 1000 turned violent waiting for a Zayres store to open.

When the police arrived, the situation had returned to normal.

A store manager, armed with a baseball bat,


had driven the crowd away.

Is it possible for the most popular of all Christmas traditions 

to be a spiritual experience?
Can we bring out the flavor of Christ 
as we go to get and then give Christmas gifts?
That’s the challenge we face this morning


as we explore how we can season our giving.

1)  Let’s blame the “wise guys”
How did it all begin,


this now almost frantic exchange of gifts?

My mother had an idea,


and – until this past week – I believed her…



I thought she was right.

But researched revealed that Mom was wrong.

Whether I surfed the web or scanned the books,


one source after another traced the practice of gift giving back to the Magi –



those mysterious strangers from the East




who traveled almost two years 





to give little Jesus three lavish gifts:






gold, frankincense and myrrh.

So let’s blame the “wise guys”.

I once read that if the wise men had been wise women,


things would have been different.

First, they would have stopped and asked for directions.

As a result, they would not have taken so long to find Jesus.
And finally, they would have brought gifts 

that were more practical for an infant.
However, as far as we know,

the Magi were not wise women;



they were wise men.

And the gifts they gave 2000 years ago

launched a cycle of giving and getting


that has become more vicious with the passage of time.

Two wise women today, Jo Robinson and Jean Staeheli, 

are challenging us to stop and think about that custom 

created by the wise men long ago.

They have written a book entitled Unplug the Christmas Machine.

In their book, they have analyzed our Christmas culture

and identified ten of the often unspoken rules 

that determine our gift giving today.

Some are humorous; 

others are hurtful –



the truth, as we like to say, always hurts.

As I read some of these rules,

ask yourself: 

“Are these my rules? Is this what governs my gift-giving?”

The first rule…

“Give a gift to everyone you expect to get one from.”

Another…
“If someone gives you a gift unexpectedly, reciprocate immediately.  (Some people have pre-wrapped generic gifts set aside for just such an occasion.)”

A third…
“If you give a gift to a person in one category (for example, a co-worker or neighbor), give a gift to everyone in that category.  These gifts should be similar in value.”

Two more…


“Women should give gifts to their close friends.”

“Men should not give gifts to their male friends – unless those gifts are alcoholic beverages.”

And finally…

“The amount of money you spend on a gift determines what you think of the recipient.”
Jo Robinson and Jean Staeheli suggest 

that our gift-giving today has become an addiction.
To be honest, I had never thought of that.

But let’s be honest…

could we kick the habit this year?



could we not give gifts this Christmas?

Are we able to manage our gift-giving?


Or does it seem to control us?

I suspect that many of us give,


not because we want to,



but because we feel that we have to.

In other words, we feel trapped.

Back to the original question…


can our gift-giving become more than gift-swapping?



can we bring out the flavor of Christ 

as we go to get and then give our Christmas gifts?

2)  What’s love got to do with it?
As I said, my Mom had an idea.
When my parents presented each of my three siblings and myself 

with our one gift every Christmas,


my mother would always remind us 

that they gave to us because God gave to them.

I would like to think that my mother’s idea was original,

but it wasn’t.

A pastor named Paul introduced that idea centuries ago.

In fact, he used a lot of ink 
to develop that concept in the letters he wrote.

In the letter that served as today’s lesson, 
the pastor tells us 

not to give reluctantly or in response to pressure, 
but to give cheerfully  [2 Corinthians 9:7]
How on earth can we do that in our culture at Christmas?

Does Paul have the antidote for our addiction to gift-swapping?
Can he help us bring out the flavor of Christ in our gift-giving?

Let’s see…

The pastor introduces what could be called the “circle of giving” –

a circle that begins and ends with God.

Remember this, he tells us [2 Corinthians 9:6]

that giving begins with God.

Can you recall what Paul wrote in today’s lesson?
Even though he speaks of our giving, he highlights God’s giving.

Three times he tells how God provides. [2 Corinthians 9:8,10]
One he mentions how God enriches. [2 Corinthians 9:11]
He also speaks of the overflowing grace God has given you. [2 Corinthians 9:14]
And he concludes by thanking God for his greatest gift of all –

for his Son Jesus, the gift too wonderful for words. [2 Corinthians 9:15]
Why does the pastor highlight God’s giving when he writes about ours?
I submit that he wants to assure us that we are loved.
“What’s love got to do with it?” asks the pop singer.

“Everything” says the pastor in reply.

God so loved…that he gave [John 3:16]
It has been said that you can give without loving,


but you can’t love without giving.

Even Oscar Hammerstein knew that.

A song he wrote for Mary Martin to sing goes like this:


“A bell is not a bell unto you ring it.


A song is not a song until you sing it.


Love in your heart wasn’t put there to stay.


For love is not love until you give it away.”

God so loved…that he gave [John 3:16]
Now, does God love us – does he give to us –


because we are so good and so good-looking…so lovable?
If he did, we could call him Santa Claus, couldn’t we?

But God isn’t Santa.

He loves us – he gives to us –

even though we are not so good…and not so good-looking either.

While we were still sinners, says the pastor named Paul


God showed his love for us by giving Christ to die for us [Romans 5:8]
That should take some of the pressure off, shouldn’t it?

We don’t have to play the swapping game…
at Christmas or ever.

We don’t have to give to get;


we don’t have to give to please.

God loves us…accepts us just as we are.

But the pastor goes on.
He tells how the circle of giving is completed…


how the circle that began with God turns and gets back to God.

The pastor suggests that all who get will give…


that all of us who are embraced by God in love



will – in turn – embrace giving as a core value.

A man named John put it this way:


We love…as a result of his loving us first [1 John 4:19] 
In the letter that served as today’s lesson,

Pastor Paul spoke to people who were loved…and became loving,



people who got…and then gave.

He tells them this:


Two good things will result from this ministry of giving –



(first) the needs of the Christians in Jerusalem will be met… [2 Corinthians 9:12]
Now there’s a twist for you.

We who got, in turn, give to meet the needs of others.

Let me say that again…


We who got, in turn, give to meet the needs of others.

That concept just might make us twist – or turn – in our seats at Christmas.

After all, how much of our giving at Christmas meets needs?

We seem to be forever hearing – and responding to –

what people want for Christmas.

However, the good pastor goes on to say


that the circle of giving continues to turn when we give to help others.

He tells the people to whom he first wrote his letter…

he also tells us today:



As a result of your ministry, 

they – the people whom you’ve helped – 


will give glory to God [2 Corinthians 9:13]
Do you see what happens in the circle of giving?

When we turn to meet the needs of others,


the folks whom we’ve helped turn to God;



they give glory to him.

They recognize who he is…what he’s done;


they’re drawn closer to him.

Another turn in the circle…



and more twisting in our seats.

Again, when we give gifts at Christmas,


do we even consider 

what Pastor Paul called the “result of this ministry”?

Do we even think of 

how our gift might draw an individual closer to God?

Let me ask that question one more time…

When we go to get the gifts we give at Christmas,



do we even consider how our gifts might bring a person closer to God?

Do you see the circle that Paul is drawing for us –


a circle of giving that begins with God…and ends with God?

God gives to us;


we, in turn, give to meet the needs of others;



and they, in turn, turn to God.

That, folks, is the pastor’s antidote 
for this culture’s addiction to gift-swapping.

That’s his recipe for seasoning our own gift-giving.

That’s his method for bringing out the flavor of Christ 

in our most popular Christmas tradition.
3)  A Christmas list to die for
After reading the pastor’s recipe,

I drafted what I call “A Christmas list to die for”.

I would like to share that list with you this morning.

I warn you, though, it’s not what you might think –


it’s not a list of what we might get;



it’s a list of what we might give.

And it’s a list to die for.
In other words, you may have to make a sacrifice 

to give one of the items on the list

You may have to go to great lengths to give one of these gifts

go more than the extra mile, yes…

go perhaps as far as the One who loved us…and gave himself for us.

A Christmas list to die for –


I challenge you to give at least one of these gifts this year.

Any one can help you take your turn in the circle of giving.

This Christmas, why not give the gift of compassion?
A little girl was very late coming home from school.

Her mother questioned the girl, “Why are you so late?”

“I had to help another girl; she was in trouble,” replied the child.

“And how did you help her?” asked the mother.

The little girl said, “Oh, I sat down…and helped her cry.”

Someone you know is in trouble.

One of your friends has lost a loved one.

A relative has lost her health.

A neighbor has lost his job.

These people may be dreaming of a white Christmas,

But they’re dreading a blue Christmas.

 Give them some of your time…some of your tears.

Help them cry.

It will meet their needs…


and might turn them to the God of all comfort.

What about the gift of forgiveness?

A former friend will not send you a Christmas card again this year.
A relative will not join you for your Christmas dinner.

It’s been so long…


you can’t even remember who is to blame.

Why not reach out and offer them the gift of forgiveness?

Do they deserve such a gift?

Of course not!

But neither do you.

Yet God reached out to you;


he took the first step in restoring your relationship with him;



and he did it with the gift of forgiveness.

Here’s one more: the gift of hospitality.

Singles, foreign students, the elderly –


any one of these may not have the option 
of spending Christmas with loved ones.

They long for company at this time of the year,

and will be lonely without it.

Try to put yourself in their shoes or sandals.

So why not invite an individual who will be alone at Christmas 


to join your family gathering this year?

No, it will not be easy;


it may even get a bit awkward at times.

But never forget what God went through to be with us at the first Christmas.

Finally, consider giving the gift of prayer.

You know them, 


but you don’t know what to give them?

This, then, may be the perfect gift…


especially if they don’t have a personal relationship

with God through his Son Jesus.

Give them the gift of prayer.

Pray for them whenever they are in need.

Pray that God will draw them closer to himself.
That’s my list –

a Christmas list to die for.

Here’s another, posted this week on the internet by an anonymous author:


“This Christmas…

mend a quarrel,


seek out a forgotten friend,


write a love letter,


share some treasure,


give a soft answer,


encourage a youth,


keep a promise,


find the time,


forgive an enemy,

listen,

apologize if you’re wrong,…


be kind and gentle,


laugh a little,


cry a little,…

gladden the heart of a child,…


speak your love, speak it again, speak it still once again.”

Ah! So much we can do to meet people’s needs and turn them to God.

So much we can do to complete the circle of giving –


the circle that begins – and ends – with God.

At the end…
I usually like to end these messages with a bang.

Sometimes, of course, they end with a whimper.

Today’s message probably falls somewhere in between.

We often speak – at this time of the year – of the “true Christmas spirit”.

But what do we mean by that?

Buried deep in a profound book entitled Knowing God,

we find this explanation.

The book was written by Jim Packer,


an Anglican and one of the better theologians of the last century.

He writes:

“We talk glibly of the Christmas spirit, 

rarely meaning more than sentimental gaiety.  

The Christmas spirit ought to mean 

reproducing in our lives the temperament of Him 

who for our sakes became poor…

(reproducing in our lives) the spirit of those 

who, like their Master, live their whole lives 

by the principle of making themselves poor 

– spending and being spent – 

to enrich others, 

giving time, thought, care and concern 

to do good to others…

in whatever way 

there seems need.”
To all of that, I can only add my “Amen”.
	On 10 December 2006, 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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