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        24 December 2007
The Christmas you’ve always wanted
[Luke 2:1-20 NLT]
In the beginning…
If you know it, I say “show it”.
As I recite those familiar words written 200 years ago…
words that research reveals have shaped our concept of Christmas in America,


please join me.

Are you ready?

“Twas the night before Christmas when all through the house

Not a creature was stirring, not even a mouse;

The stockings were hung by the chimney with care

In hopes that St Nicholas soon would be there;
The children were nestled all snug in their beds

While visions of sugar plums danced in their heads…”

Wait a minute!

Children, it seems, are not the only creatures


with “visions of sugar plums dancing in their heads”.

We all have visions –

visions of the perfect Christmas.

We dream of family gatherings


where all are present…and everyone is happy.

We dream of creating beauty

with the food we fashion and the tree we trim.

We dream of giving – and getting – that “perfect gift”.

Ah, the ideal…

the Christmas you’ve always longed for.

For the past month, that has been our quest.

And tonight, there is this question:


will you pull it off this year?

Let me hazard a guess

at what will happen at your house later tonight or tommorow.

The family will gather…but there will be a feud.

The food will be served…but the wine will be spilled.

The gifts will be exchanged…but someone will not be excited.

Christmas –

not much different than the 364 other days of the year.

We try so hard to get it right,


but never quite succeed, do we?
Oh, we dearly love our family…

but that doesn’t keep us from quibbling and quarreling.

We know that our spouse, our children, our parents –

all have their special needs…



but that doesn’t prevent us from putting “me first”.

The Christmas you long for

-- like the life you long for --



is it just a dream?
Or is it doable?

Not much of a chance, I say,

if you use that 200 year old poem as your guide.

St Nick just can’t make it click.
You have a much better chance

if you use a 2000 year old woman as your model.

Remember: that maid named Mary 
was preparing for the first Christmas ever.
I suspect that she, too, wanted it to be ideal.

But we all know what happened, don’t we?

Try to imagine the panic – the panic before the birth;

what would you do if your water broke 



and there was no room in any hotel or hospital?

Try to imagine the place – the place of the birth;

it was a barn…


and it must have looked and smelled like…




well, you know what.

Try to imagine the people – the people after the birth;


Mary had to share one of the most intimate moments of her life with strangers –



strange shepherds who ranked just above plankton on the food chain.

Not the ideal Christmas by any means…


but a real Christmas.

Yet you get the impression that Mary enjoyed it.
The historian who recorded the event


-- a man named Luke – tells us:

Mary quietly treasured these things in her heart and thought about them often. [Luke 1:19 NLT]
If you want a recipe for the Christmas you’ve always longed for, 


then that might be it.

Do what Mary did 2000 years ago:


treasure these things in your heart…and think about them often.

Let’s see how this might work.

The Christmas you’ve always longed for: a recipe

1)  Treasure the gift
First of all, treasure the gift.

Ask any child what is the most important part of Christmas


and, if they haven’t  been coached by their parents,



they will tell you.

It’s the gifts!

You know, that maid named Mary would agree.

Even though Mary’s first nativity may well have been her worst nightmare,


we are told that she treasured the gift.

She treasured the gift God had given her.

She treasured God’s Son.

Do you treasure this gift?

You see, God not only gave this gift to Mary;


he also gives his Son to you and to me.

But do you – like Mary – treasure God’s gift?

Before you answer,


let’s unwrap the gift…and see what it’s worth.
As the familiar carol suggests:


“Come to Bethlehem and see  

Him whose birth the angels sing”.

Come and see Jesus.

Come and see him 
embrace the most common person,



wipe a tear from the most wrinkled face,




forgive the most grievous sin.

Come and see 
the lives Jesus changes.

Come and see 
the shamed now forgiven,



the embittered now joyful,




the addicted now free.

Come and see 
the marriages rebuilt,



the orphans adopted,




the imprisoned inspired.

Come and see Jesus,


the gift God has given to you and me.

We certainly don’t deserve this gift,


but we definitely need it.

And that’s why God gave it –


this gift of a Son -- his Son -- to you and to me.

God took one look at you (and me)


but that one look was enough…

enough to convince him to send Jesus.

God saw you 
in the middle of a world that isn’t fair…



in the muddle of a life that you didn’t request.

He saw you 
with a body which gets weary



and a heart which grows weak.

He saw you 
staring into the pit of your own failures



and into the mouth of your grave.

God saw you in your own hell


and sent Jesus from his own heaven.

So come to Bethlehem and see.
You, of course, won’t find Jesus in the manger today.

You won’t find him on a cross or in the grave either.

He grew up and got through that…


got through so you could get through…



so you could live when you don’t get all things right…




could live even when all things seem to go wrong.

Jesus is the gift that God gives to you.

Can you see what this gift can do for you?

Do you today then – like Mary of old – treasure that gift?

Treasuring the gift from God…


it seems to be a key ingredient 


for enjoying “the Christmas you’ve always longed for”.

It worked for Mary;

I believe it can work for us as well.

2)  Track the gift
Mary, though, not only treasured the gift;

she also tracked it.

We are told that she thought about it often.

Mary not only thought of Christ at Christmas;

I suspect that he always was on her mind and in her heart.

After all, at every stage of Mary’s life.


Jesus seemed to be there.

One day, when she went to the temple,


there was Jesus,



outwitting the scholars.

Another day, when she went to a wedding,


there was Jesus,



making men more merry as he made more wine.

On a dark day, when she went to the “Place of the Skull”,

there was Jesus,



perishing…yet still providing for her needs.

On a brighter day, when she went to a graveyard,


there was Jesus again,



not dead – as she thought – but alive.

As I said, Mary just couldn’t get Jesus out of her mind.

How about you, my friend?

How often do you think of Jesus?

How well do you track him – and what he is doing – in your life?

In all the good old days of this past year,

did you think of Jesus?

When babies were born,


did you remember to take them to Jesus in baptism?

When couples were married,


did you think to invite Jesus to the wedding?

When birthdays and anniversaries were celebrated…


when graduations were observed and promotions were awarded,



did you stop to thank Jesus?

And on all the bad hair days of 2007


-- when an ambulance took your child or cancer took your friend…




when the economy broke your bank or a two-timer broke your heart  --




were you able to find Christ in your crisis?
We all think of Christ at Christmas.
Isn’t that why we came here this evening?

But how often do we think of him 


on the 364 shopping days before Christmas?

Some of us may even try to avoid him for much of year…

do our best not to think of the gift that God gives until Christmas.

All I can say is “good luck”.

You see, God not only sent Jesus to us at Christmas;


he also sends Jesus after us.

One man even refers to Jesus as the “hound of heaven”.
And why not?

Even though we often don’t recognize the One who comes to help us, 


even though we refuse to follow the One who promises to lead us to a safe place,



even though we ignore Jesus for much of the year




and sometimes even curse him,





he won’t go away.

He lingers in your life and mine.

Why?

Because he understands…


understands that we don’t understand.

He knows that we are infected by a cancer called sin.

He knows that we are torn by many voices that promise a cure.
He can see that we are dying…


and he realizes that he is our only hope.

Do you remember what they called Jesus when he was born?

Immanuel, right?

Do you know what that Hebrew name means?

God is with us.

Not God was with us,


not God will be with us,



but God is with us…



at Christmas…and on all the days before and after.

God’s Christmas gift, then, is the perfect gift –


the gift that keeps on giving.

Jesus is always with us.

He is always for us.

No question about that.

The only question is this:

How often do you think of this One who never leaves you nor forsakes you?

Do you today – like Mary of old – track God’s gift…


track what Jesus is doing in your life throughout the year?
Keeping track of that gift from God…


it seems to be a key ingredient 



for enjoying the best Christmas ever,




and a better life all year.

Again, it worked for Mary;

and I believe it can work for us as well.

At the end…
The Christmas you’ve always longed for…

you can make it 


if you follow Mary’s recipe –




if you treasure the gift God gave you at Christmas





and keep track of that Christmas gift all year long.
It might also help if you remember “the box”.

“The box” – a story told to me five years ago 


by a woman in Hong Kong. 
“The box” – a story I will tell you tonight 


as a summary of all that I’ve said.

“The box”…

A young mother became upset 


when her five-year-old daughter used an entire roll of expensive gold paper



to wrap an old shoebox.

As the little girl put the box under the Christmas tree,


the mother scolded her.

On Christmas morning, the girl brought this box to her mother and said,


“Mommy, this is for you.  Merry Christmas!”

The mother immediately regretted that she had punished her daughter.
She gave her a hug and then opened the box.

The mother’s anger flared again, though,


when she discovered that the box was empty.

She told her daughter,


“Don’t you know, young lady, 



that when you give someone a present,




there’s supposed to be something inside the box?”

The little girl had tears in her eyes as she said,


“Oh Mommy, it’s not empty.



I blew kisses into it until it was full.”

The mother was crushed.

She fell to her knees,


put her arms around her little girl



and said, “I’m sorry…I’m sorry.”

Shortly after New Year,


the little girl died in an accident.

It is said that the mother kept the box 


beside her bed for the rest of her life.

Every day – and especially when she felt discouraged or faced problems –


the mother would open the box.



take out an imaginary kiss,




and remember the love of the child who put it there.

“The box…”

God did not place his gift in a gold-colored box at Christmas;

he put it in a straw-covered manger –



a manger that – like the box – is empty tonight.

But you and I can look into that manger at any time…


and every time remember the love that put the Child there –



the love of a God who so loved the world




that he gave his only Son.

Merry Christmas!
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