December 24A, 2003

Luke 2:8-20

“To Cope With Christmas”

      The Babylonians knew nothing like it. Imperial Rome would have been amazed. Solomon, in all his glory, couldn’t have matched it. And I’m sure if Mary and Joseph went on a pilgrimage to Evansville today, they would be astounded. The ancients had nothing like the glitter and glitz of a contemporary Christmas. The whole business of Christmas has come a long way since a teen aged young woman named Mary had a baby in a drafty cattle stall two thousand years ago. And if you placed those shepherds in the middle of Eastland Mall this afternoon, I wonder what would have created more sense-blasting befuddlement: that angel army or the flashing lights, loud Christmas Muzak and scurrying crowd? It’s hard to believe all this commercial expenditure on decorations started only in 1870. That year, Altman's Department store on Fifth Avenue in New York started a tradition of placing a simple wreath on its windows - the day before Christmas. Should you go out to finish off your shopping today, you’ll agree our green River Road area is a vastly different place than that tiny village of Oberndorf in Austria where a parish priest and his organist combined talents to describe Christmas eve as a “Silent Night, Holy Night” where all is calm and all is bright.









Today, in the run up to Christmas, all is bright, but little is calm and even less is holy. Santa’s skydive into mall parking lots; the gold and tinsel go up a day or two earlier each year; the ad sections of the paper get a bit thicker; and the lists and lines seem to run toward infinity. Children make ever more extensive “wish lists” for Santa from items placed in their minds by catchy commercials. Credit cards come close to melting down and our lending institutions celebrate that we’ll be paying them off through most of next year. Is it any wonder many of us mark the season more with exhaustion and fatigue than joy.
In short, our culture has moved from Bethlehem toward bedlam. Christmas, for many, is no longer a birth to be celebrated but a season to be endured. Just look at any sales clerk this afternoon and you’ll likely understand that. A few years ago, I remember shopping for a couple items a few days before Christmas. Not finding what I was looking for, I asked a clerk for help. She asked if I could hold on a few minutes while she looked up the answer. Being me, I told her, “Sure, take your time. I’m in no rush. She shot me a side glance as if I was a dangerous criminal and muttered under her breath, “You must be the only one.” 












Here in the beginning of the 21st Century, many adults are less apt to truly enjoy the celebration than cope with it - to “get through it” and simply survive the month with our psyche and savings intact. The question for us on the second Sunday in Advent - the Sunday of Peace is: how are we going to cope with what Christmas has become?


If the tone of my emails tells me anything, I’ve noted some people cope with Christmas by reacting cynically. There are the folks who point out how Christians originally took over the pagan winter solstice feasts of the Romans, Druids and Visigoths and now we’re getting exactly what we deserve. They’ll say Christians lost Christmas to the gods of capitalistic excess and Americans, like sharks in a blood filled pool, are out of control. The cynics among us pour a caustic acid on the season. It’s not that they are yelling “Bah, Humbug” like Dickens’ Scrooge or are out to steal all the children’s toys like the Grinch. Few of us are that mean. Most of our cynics are sour because they are stuck in the past. They are so nostalgic for an idyllic “way it used to be” before the malls and the madness. All they can see today is the crass and commercial. They will talk for hours about “when I was a child” or “in my grandparent’s day” how much better Christmas was than it is today. 











Then, there are those folks who cope with Christmas festively. Admittedly, they’re better company than the cynics, for they move from party to party and throw themselves into the revelry of the season. These are the folks who bake and shop and decorate with absolute passion, but without spiritual roots. For them, it is the most wonderful time of the year, but It’s connected with being the life of the party, not being a party to the life born in Bethlehem. These individuals are described by the NPR commentator who noted two of the most beautifully decorated trees on her block were owned by atheists. In truth, there are many people for whom Christmas is about fun and not faith. They truly enjoy the decorations and gift-giving. But at the core, their song is “Santa Clause is Coming to Town” not “Joy to the World, the Lord has Come.” 






Admittedly, the festive folks are an improvement over the cynics. But there is a third approach. It is to approach Christmas reverently. This doesn’t mean hiding away in quiet meditation or avoiding the company party. It can easily mean being excited, for Christians know that something big and exciting is going to happen.

 



To be reverent at Christmas is to know the God who wanted to reveal Himself as love, took an awesome step. God had shown His power in Creation; He revealed His moral nature in the law; He showed His compassion in the prophetic words siding with the widow and orphan. But when He wanted to reveal the depth of His love, He became one of us. God the Creator became God the baby. God the fashioner of humanity became God at the mercy of humanity. 










We are reverent when we bow with the shepherds at the manger because we are in the presence of a miracle. There is absolutely no explanation for how God could come to earth in a human being; how He could wrap up all the qualities of God-ness in a human personality. That’s the true meaning of miracle - an event without an explanation. In the mystery, we know Jesus is not just some good man who came to talk to us about God; rather he was the good God who came to show us the depth of His love. 



I think one of the mistakes we’ve made is mentally placing it all back there: made it ancient history that can be so easily idealized. It’s about shepherds, Mary, Joseph and Wise Men - but not us. Yet the coming of Jesus is really a “current event.” By it’s very nature, Christmas means God is not shut off, away from us, but is here, radically involved with us. Christmas means God saw humanity struggling to live and die and said “You're not alone. Count me in on this journey.”








There is a vital need for Christians to be at work in our world to bring a calm spiritual centeredness to leaders and the led alike whose passions for war and destruction control their hearts. But if all we hear an angel’s song about peace over all the earth, we’ve missed the meaning of Christ’s coming into our lives - that in Christ’s birth, peace comes to us. The culture in which we live can make this season chaos and confusion. It bombards the senses with sights and smells. It tries to push us off balance for the sake of another sale. Far too many of us have gotten and find ourselves exhausted physically, emotionally and spiritually - saying with a weary sigh “I'll never do this again!”




When we get captured by the culture, we use all our energies to simply “cope” - to deal with and survive - the Advent season. If that happens, we are anything but peaceful - angry cynics at what the culture has done to us - or a festive reveler who survives on the adrenalin rush. It will only be when we approach this holy season with reverence that we will know the more difficult and quieter - yet more profound aspect of peace.....the peace of heart and mind which comes when we bow before in awe before God’s gift of love at the stable door.










Perhaps, just perhaps that's what God does for us. When we are enveloped by the love of God revealed in the manger, we are released from the cynicism of an imperfect world and the momentary anesthetic of a season's revelry. We come to know a peace which overwhelms our anxiety and releases us from our fears - regardless of the circumstances.











What anxiety captures you today? The anger of an unjust world or the fear of an unknown future? In your mind, is the unsavory and crass more dominant than the holy? Is your best response to numb yourself on the senses of the season?




The Gospel calls us to another dimension. It reminds us of God's overwhelming presence that puts our hearts and souls at ease, knowing a God who would leave the majesty of heaven for the manger will not abandon or forsake us. 




So, come - let’s go with the shepherds to Bethlehem and see this miracle which is coming to pass even now. And if you let the miracle capture you, you will know and live "peace on earth, good will to all humanity." AMEN
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