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       16 December 2007
The Christmas you’ve always wanted: manage the complications
[Matthew 1:18-25 NIV]
In the beginning…
The jigsaw puzzle supposedly was invented by the British in the late 1700’s.

I say “supposedly” 

because the jigsaw



-- the kind of saw needed to cut those intricate patterns -- 




was not invented until the 1800’s.
Whatever the origin,

the jigsaw puzzle quickly became popular around the world.
Many families purchase puzzles with 500 pieces or more

and put them together as a Christmas custom.
My father had such a tradition.

During the last 25 years of his life,


he was always putting puzzles together.

However, at Christmas, he would display an unfinished puzzle


in a prominent place at his home,



then ask friends and family who visited during the holidays




to insert a few pieces…





and help him complete his “masterpiece”.

I wonder how my father – and his holiday guests – 

would fare with this masterpiece.

It’s called “The numbering at Bethlehem” 

and portrays the census 

that a Roman governor ordered be taken 
at Bethlehem 2000 years ago.

The artist is the popular Flemish painter Peter Bruegel the Elder.

My daughter Amy


-- remember: she works at an art museum --



would tell me that this painting is typical of Bruegel:




it has many figures on the canvas.

Trying to find Mary and Joseph in this muddle


is like looking for Waldo today.

So, where’s Waldo?

Rather, where’s Mary and Joseph in this painting?

(Pause) 

There they are – in the center near the bottom.

You and I are preparing for Christmas…

the Christmas we’ve always longed for.

Preparing for that kind of Christmas, though,


can be a puzzle.

Let’s see…

The tree has to be decorated;


the cookies have to be baked;



the gifts have to be bought




(and, my goodness, there are only 7 shopping days left).

All those parties, too –


those at school…those at the office.

And let’s not forget the trips we need to take…


the trips to visit family and friends during the holidays.

How can we fit it all in?

How can we put it all together?

Let’s do what we did only moments ago.

Let’s look for Mary in the puzzle.

Let’s see how she manages the complications in her life.

Manage the complications

1)  Look to God for help
There is no doubt that Mary was puzzled.

You would be too if you were surprised by an angel --


an angel who informed you



that God would “visit” you…




and that you – a virgin – would birth God’s Son. 

Mary, of course, tried to make sense of it all…


tried to fit all the pieces together.

We know she spent three months with her cousin,


trying to process what was happening.

We also know she wrote a song –


a song which revealed 



she was trying to focus on what God was doing.

But let’s not forget the facts, folks.

Mary was a young teenager,


not married…but pregnant.

Her story was unbelievable.

What would her family think?

What would her fiancé do?

(That we know; he was planning to dump her.)

And where oh where could she turn for help?

Not the church;


the church would simply enforce the law –



lose your virginity before marriage and you lose your life.

The government was not an option, either;


the government preferred to draft the law –



a new tax law that would mean a 100 mile journey

just when Mary’s baby was due.


This was to be the best Christmas ever.

But so many complications!

How would it all work out?

A man named Matt tells us how.

This is how the birth of Jesus Christ came about.  [Matthew 1:18 NIV]
Let’s change one word in Matthew’s opening statement.
We are, after all, talking about puzzles.

This is how the birth of Jesus Christ came together.


His mother Mary was pledged to be married to Joseph,



but before they came together, 




she was found to be with child through the Holy Spirit.


Because Joseph her husband was a righteous man



and did not want to expose her to public disgrace,




he had in mind to divorce her quietly.


But after he had considered this,



an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream and said,




“Joseph, son of David, do not be afraid to take Mary home as your wife,





because what is conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit.  

She will give birth to a son, and you are to give him the name Jesus,

because he will save his people from their sins.”

All this took place to fulfill what the Lord had said through the prophet:



“The virgin will be with child and will give birth to a son,




and they will call him Immanuel, 





which means ‘God is with us’.”  [Matthew 1:18-23 NIV]
Do you get the picture?

I mean: do you get the puzzle?

Who was putting it all together?

It was God himself, wasn’t it?

He was working behind the scenes


to put all the pieces together.
Please remember this.
You and I can be as puzzled as Mary at this time of the year.

I’m not talking about finding time

to trim the tree, cook the cookies and get the gifts. 

We somehow manage to fit that all in, don’t we?

There are other issues, though,

that make our puzzle much more complicated

Perhaps we. like Mary, find ourselves single as Christmas approaches.

Maybe we have never married;

maybe we have lost the one who once married us.

How do you fit loneliness into “the Christmas you’ve always longed for”?

Could it be that we, like Mary, have a medical condition at this time of the year?

No, we may not be pregnant;

we may not have a new life growing in us.

But what if we have cancer,


a sickness that sucks the life out of us?

Or an addiction that takes life away from us?

How do you work a dreaded disease into “the Christmas you’ve always longed for”?

We, like Mary, may wonder how we will make ends meet.
As our senior citizens go south this winter,


our economy seems headed in the same direction.

Will my job be secure in the new year?
What will be my means of support in the months ahead?

How do you fit money worries into “the Christmas you’ve always longed”?

How will we, like Mary, ever put all the pieces together for the best Christmas ever?
Uh, maybe we won’t.

Maybe your life or mine has become just too complicated for either of us to manage.

It’s good to recall, then,


what God did at the very first Christmas.

I have always appreciated a Christmas poem written by Christopher Fry.

It reminds us of what God can do at this time of the year.

Listen…

“The darkest time in the year,


The poorest place in the town,


Cold, and a taste of fear,


Man and woman alone –


What can we hope for here?


More light that we can learn,


More wealth than we can treasure,


More love than we can earn,


More peace than we can measure –


Because one child is born.”

2000 years ago, God worked behind the scenes

and put the pieces of the puzzle together for a maid named Mary.

Today, he can do the same for you and for me.

He, after all, is still God –


the God who in all things works for the good of those who love him. [Romans 8:28 NIV]
In these final shopping days before Christmas, then,

find a sanctuary…a place where you can be alone.

It may be the front seat of our car,

the bathroom in your house,



an empty room where you work.

Find a sanctuary...and remember.

Remember what God can do at Christmas.

Remember God’s Christmas present.

He gave his Son –


Someone who – in a brief lifetime -- could do 



what we couldn’t…even in a million years.

God gave his Son --


that special Someone who paid for our mistakes…



earned for us the right to live with God forever.

No wonder Mary’s cousin – when she heard this news – shouted:


Nothing is impossible for God. [Luke 1:37 NIV]
Remember that God told us to call his Son Jesus


because he will save his people from their sins. [Matthew 1:21 NIV]
This Christmas, remember God’s present;


and remember God’s presence.

He gave his Son to be with us –


Someone who can be our companion…



a special Someone who can walk us through each day,




no matter how complicated it may seem.

Again, no wonder Mary’s cousin – when she heard this news – shouted:

Nothing is impossible for God. [Luke 1:37 NIV]
Remember that God told us to call his Son Immanuel

which means, God with us. [Matthew 1:23 NIV]
2)  Look to help others
As you try to fit all the pieces of your puzzle together before Christmas,

look to God for help….

and also look to help others.

Why do I mention that?

Because Matt mentioned it.

When Matthew reported the best Christmas ever,


he not only showed us

how God pieced the puzzle together for Mary.

He also told us

how God used a man called Joseph 



to help Mary solve her puzzle.

This is what Matt tells us:


When Joseph woke up,



he did what the angel of the Lord had commanded him




and took Mary home as his wife. [Matthew 1:24 NIV]
Did you hear that?

2000 years ago, God used one of his people


to help Mary put her life together.

Today – I’d like to suggest – God may want you


to help someone manage the complications of their lives.

As you prepare for “the Christmas you’ve always longed for”,


look around for a “Mary” –



someone who is puzzled…




someone who needs your help in putting their puzzle together.

It may be relative who – like Mary of old –


has a medical condition they never asked for.

It could be a friend who – like Mary –


is single…and lonely.

It might be a member of this church or community…


an individual or family who – like Mary – seems to fallen on hard times…



worries how they will “make it” in the months ahead.

Don’t just make this person the subject of your conversation;


make them the object of your concern.

I understand that you may not want to take them into your home

-- as Joseph did with Mary --

 

but there are other ways to help.
Perhaps you can help lift their spirits.

Send a real Christmas card


-- not a bland holiday greeting --

 

and add a personal note,



reminding them of what God can do at Christmas.

Or take them star-gazing.

And as you look at the stars,


don’t forget to mention how God once used a star 

to show what he was doing at Christmas.

In these final shopping days before Christmas,

look for people who are puzzled.

Look to lift their spirits


and – above all – look to lend a hand.

Visit that sick relative on Christmas day.
Invite that lonely friend to a Christmas service at church 
and a Christmas dinner afterwards.

Wrap a baby gift and take it to the nearest life center;
provide a meal for all at a homeless shelter.

God once used Joseph as his instrument

to help a young woman put her life together at Christmas.

Today, he may want you to be his tool

as he pieces together the puzzle of another’s life.
Why not do this then?

Why not make the prayer of St Francis your passion this Christmas?

Lord, make me an instrument of your peace.
Where there is hatred, let me sow love;
where there is injury, pardon;
where there is doubt, faith;
where there is despair, hope;
where there is darkness, light;
and where there is sadness, joy.
At the end…
Two weeks ago, I summarized my sermon in a sentence.

Last week, I used a song.

This morning, I will tell a story –


the sermon summarized in a story.

A Saturday afternoon in October, 1982.

Camp Randall Stadium in Madison, Wisconsin is filled to capacity.

60,000 Badger fans had come 

to watch the University of Wisconsin’s football team 

take on the Michigan State Spartans.

It quickly became obvious that Michigan State had the better team.

As the Spartans ran up and down the field at will,


the score became very lop-sided.

What seemed strange, though,


was the applause and screams of delight that often erupted --


as Michigan State racked up another first down…scored another touchdown.
How could it be?

How could die-hard Badger fans cheer Michigan State?

70 miles away in Milwaukee, 

the Brewers were trouncing the St Louise Cardinals 

in Game 3 of the World Series.

Many of the Badger fans had brought portable radios.

Whenever they heard that the Brewers got a hit or scored a run,


they told those sitting around them…



and cheers erupted –




even as the Spartans were trouncing the Badgers.

This Christmas, as you look at the puzzle of your life,


you may not find much to cheer about.

So tune in to what happened in another time and at another place.

Listen to what God did in Bethlehem 2000 years ago.

Then take heart…


and tell others to take heart too.

Yes, you, your family and friends – like Mary -- may be puzzled, 

but it still is as it once was:

nothing is impossible for God. [Luke 1:37 NIV]
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