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       02 December 2007
The Christmas you’ve always wanted: slow down and reflect
[Luke 1:26-45,56 NIV]
In the beginning…
Away with the manger –


not “away in the manger”,



but “away with the manger”.
That’s the title of a book written by Chris Fabry.

Fabry tells his Christmas story


through a fictitious character named Jackson Grim,



a reporter for the Hartville Daily News.

Grim notes that, during the long Thanksgiving weekend,

Santa and his elves set up shop in a red trailer 
chained to a parking meter in front of City Hall.
This act, says Grim, outraged the religious right.

To the members of Hartville’s churches, 
Santa was evil:


“Switch a few letters in his name,” they said, “and you get Satan!”

As the line of children waiting to see Santa grew longer,


the anger of Hartville’s Christians grew hotter.

Grim tells us that, late one afternoon, 
fifty of them took to the streets, shouting their slogans:

“Santa didn’t die for your sins!”



“Jesus is the reason for the season!”

The reporter admits that he doesn’t know how it started:


some told him the elves were taunting the Christians;



others claimed the Christians were bad-mouthing the elves.

In the end, there was a brawl.

Mrs Claus was slightly injured and needed medical attention.
Four church members were arrested and spent the night in jail.

The churches of Hartville wanted to “put Christ back into Christmas”;


but Christ was hard to find in Hartville that year.

The birth of Jesus revealed God’s love for the world.

At his coming, angels spoke of “peace on earth”;

Yet – as Jackson Grim wrote in the Hartville Daily News –

the celebration of Jesus’ birth led to hatred and violence.
During that Christmas season in Hartville,

no one seemed to get what they wanted for Christmas.

Do we ever?

Do you and I ever get what we want for Christmas?
During the Christmas season, expectations run high, don’t they?

We expect Jesus to be the reason for our holiday season.

We long for family gatherings where all are present and everyone is happy.

We yearn to connect with friends in meaningful ways.

We dream of exchanging cards and gifts as symbols of our love.

We think of peace – if not on earth, then at least in our lives.
That’s what we want…


but what do we get?

The season comes…again there is no room for Jesus.

Families gather…and there are feuds.
Parties are held…but they are superficial.

Cards are sent and gifts are given…out of obligation.

You get sick…your spouse gets stressed;


the kids only think of what they don’t have.

Grandma is so lonely without Grandpa.

 We are urged to sing “Joy to the world”,

but we want to say “Bah! Humbug!”

You know, it doesn’t have to be that way.

Christmas, the celebration of Jesus’ birth, 

can be a very positive experience



-- a sacred and special time in your life and mine --




no matter who we are…
no matter what our circumstances.

Isn’t that why we observe advent?

Long ago, this brief season was created 
to help folks like you and me prepare for the coming of Christ.
Can’t we then use these few weeks before the holiday

to prepare for a special Christmas this year?
Why, in fact, don’t we make that our goal for this advent season?
Why don’t we all strive to make this Christmas 

the one we’ve always longed for?

Now, if you’re game,

I propose that we use Mary as our model.

This young woman played an extraordinary role in human history.

She was, you know, partly responsible for the first Christmas.
If you’re willing to join me in tracing her steps to the best Christmas ever,
I submit that we will learn what steps we need to take…
steps that can lead to a better Christmas for us this year.

From this maid named Mary, we can learn


how to slow down…


how to focus on what’s important…



how to manage all the distractions…




how to celebrate whatever our circumstances,






and – on December 24 – enjoy a very special Christmas.

1)  Mary the model
“Christmas is coming!”
That’s what an angel told Mary long ago.

He, of course, was polite and greeted her first…


but then went on to explain 
what the very first Christmas season would mean for Mary.

 God has decided to bless you, he said.


You will become pregnant and have a son;



you are to name him Jesus.




He will be very great and will be called the Son of the Most High. 

[Luke 1:30-32 NLT]



Great news…


especially if you’re married and planning to start your family.

But Mary was neither in a marriage nor into making babies.
No wonder she asked the angel:


How can I have a baby?  I’m a virgin. [Luke 1:34]
The angel had an answer for Mary…


an answer that Ripley would relish.
“Believe it or not, Mary…”


The Holy Spirit will come upon you, 

and the power of the Most High will overshadow you.  

So the baby born to you will be holy, 

and he will be called the Son of God. [Luke 1:35 NLT]
(Yawn) Ho-hum…

We are so familiar with this story 

that we fail to sense any of the suspense.
What if it happened today –

if not to your daughter, then mine?

What if Carmen


-- who today is about as old as Mary was --



what if Carmen – as she sat in her room –

saw and spoke with a creature from another world…


a creature who told her:

“Surprise! you’re going to have a baby”

and “Surprise, surprise! the father is a ghost.”

I know that Carmen would challenge every statement the creature made.

She also would challenge us –


want to know what we put in her milk.

And as soon as I heard what Carmen had to say,

I would launch an all-out search –



first for the drugs,




then for a good shrink.

But what did Mary do?

The days ahead could be chaotic.

Those days leading to the very first Christmas


had the potential to be either good or bad.

Remember: she lived at a time 

when you could lose your life 

if you lost your virginity before marriage.

So what did this teenage girl 

– whose life was about to be changed forever --



what did she do?

We are told that 

Mary hurried to the hill country of Judea [Luke 1:39 NLT]
Then she slowed down.
In other words, she took off…

and then took time to go on a retreat.

She even sought out a spiritual director –


her older cousin Elizabeth…



a woman who confirmed, not the worst but the best…




confirmed that God was doing something in Mary’s life.

And, in the last verse of today’s lesson,

we are reminded that 

Mary stayed with Elizabeth about three months [Luke 1:56 NLT]
Did you hear that?
Three months on a retreat!

In those days leading to the first Christmas…


in the days before the best Christmas ever,



Mary took three months




to process what was happening in her life.

2) Modeling Mary
Unfortunately, you and I do not have three months


to process what will happen in our lives before Christmas.

We only have three weeks.

Shouldn’t that be enough, though?
After all, what you and I face


is nothing compared to what that virgin named Mary faced.

We don’t have to work with God in producing a Savior.
We only have to worship God for providing that Savior.

We only have to make sure that this Christmas doesn’t come and go

without us enjoying what God -- and Mary – did for us at the first Christmas.

Yet, if we don’t do what Mary did before Christmas,

we’ll probably get what we always got at Christmas.

In other words, if we don’t slow down and evaluate what’s happening…


well, we may never experience the Christmas we’ve always wanted.

So, what would Mary’s pre-Christmas retreat 
look like in your life or mine today?
Let’s see…

First of all, we need to consider when –

when can we take some time to reflect…

think about what would make this Christmas especially meaningful?

What if we were to “catch a sunrise” this week?

That’s right!  Wake up early and -- as we watch the sun rise --

remember that Jesus is the light of the world.

Ask him to show us how best to celebrate his birth this year.

Couldn’t we also view what we call “wasted time” as a special gift from God?

For example, when you choose the “wrong” line at the supermarket,

use those extra minutes to assess your Christmas plans.

When you get stuck in traffic,

turn the radio off…

and sing every Christmas carol you can remember.

And don’t forget to make a trip to see your Elizabeth –

a trusted friend who can spend some time talking and walking…
talking and walking you through the chaos associated with Christmas.

Next, what –


what do you and I need to evaluate 



as we take time to prepare for the Christmas we’ve always wanted?

Perhaps we can do what Ebenezer Scrooge did…
and look at “Christmas past”.
What made for happy memories?
What produced tears?

What brought us closer to God?

What helped us sense his love for us?

What can we do this year to maximize the good…and minimize the bad?

We also can adopt a common business practice

and look around for “best practices”.

I’m sure we all know one –


an individual…a family who make Christmas special year after year.

What do they do that we don’t?
Watch out for this as well – the “terrible too’s”:

too much eating…too much drinking



too much purchasing…too much partying.

Any one of these “too’s” can spoil the Christmas we long for.
Now, how --


how might the time we spend evaluating Christmas past 

change the way we celebrate Christmas present?

Good question!

Could a “pre-Christmas retreat” change the way 

we exchange Christmas greetings?

A family I know sends their Christmas cards after Christmas --

in January, not December.
Each contains a hand-written note 

letting others know they read their cards and letters with care.
“Less time for cards means more time for concerts in December”, 

says the father of this family.
Could a “pre-Christmas retreat” also change the way


we exchange Christmas gifts?

Another family I know claim to be “wise men” at this time of the year.
Each member – like the wise-men of old – gives three gifts…and three gifts only:

one for Jesus,



a second for a needy person in the community,




and the third to another member of the family.
My parents were even more frugal:

at Christmas, each child received one gift…and a hand-written letter.

In those annual letters, my father would tell me
how much I was loved…how greatly I was appreciated.
Today, I can’t recall a single toy I received as a child;


but I do remember those letters –

what a beautiful gift they have proven to be!
Finally, why --

why do you and I both need to take time 

– first to review and then to revise --

what we do in the run-up to Christmas?
So we today – like Mary of old – can process 

what God wants to do in our lives.
Every year at this time, God has a message for folks like us.
But the sights of the season can prevent us from reading it;


the sounds of the season can prevent us from hearing it.

You and I, then, need to clear the clutter of Christmas


so we can get the message God has for us.

What is this message?

The words come from the mouth of angel…


the same angel that spoke to a maid named Mary.

God has decided to bless you!  [Luke 1:29 NLT]
Another year has come…is now almost gone –

and we still didn’t get it right.

But God has decided to bless us.

“How can this be?” we ask.

You…have a Son, says the angel. [Luke 1:31 NLT]
Believe it or not, you and I have God’s Son.

Like so many babies, he looks so cute lying in the manger.

But don’t be fooled.

Things will get ugly.

He has a hard life ahead of him.

He has come to do what you and I find so difficult;


he has come to please God
He also has come to do what we find so dreadful;


he has come to pay the penalty for sin.

If you look closely, you will see the manger is fashioned from an olive tree –


the same wood that is used to make a cross.

One more word from the angel…
The angel’s first word to Mary is God’s last word to us:


The Lord is with you [Luke 1:28 NLT]
When God sent his Son to planet earth,

he made a commitment to the people of this planet.

No matter what the new year may bring, 


none of us has to go it alone.

“From this day forward, 
for better, for worse, 
for richer, for poorer, 
in sickness and in health” –

the Lord is with you…



the Lord is with me.
At this time of the year, what our Father in heaven longs to tell us

is strangely similar to what my father

-- a batte-scarred veteran of World War II --

told me in his Christmas letters long ago:





“you are loved…you mean the world to me;

I would die for you”.

We need to hear such a message again and again.
We can never get “too much” of it.

It is the key ingredient for making “the Christmas you’ve always wanted”.
In fact, the more you season the season with this ingredient,


the better the season will be.

At the end…

Would like to see my sermon summarized in a sentence?

Here it is:


Since the days ahead can be good or bad,



like Mary, slow down and reflect:




review and if necessary revise what you do at Christmas





so that you can process what God wants to do for you.

Would you like to hear my preaching put into a prayer?

Again, here it is –


from the Anglican Book of Common Prayer:



“O God of peace,



You have taught us that in returning and rest 





(that is, in returning to Jesus and finding rest for our souls),






we shall be saved;







and in quietness we shall find strength.




By the might of Your Spirit lift us, we pray, into Your presence,





where we may be still and know that You are God;






through Jesus Christ, our Lord.  Amen. 
	On 02 Dec 2007, 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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