We Need a Little Christmas Now!
Nov. 27 and 28, 2010

You’ve heard it time and time again…you have probably even said it yourself.  “They are just getting that Christmas stuff out too early! Why it’s not even Halloween and the stores are full of Christmas.  It’s just too early, just too early!”  I’ve been hearing that since the 50’s and it’s true, the Christmas stuff does come out quite early.  If you are a retailer the reason for the early display is no mystery at all.  Get it out early and let the buying begin. Drive the desire and supply the stuff of the desire.  That’s just marketing plain and simple. 
But, you know, it’s based on something deeper. There’s something else at play besides target markets, buyer demographics, cost vs. value economic principles.  Psychologists tell us that Christmas is good for our psyches.  Giving and receiving gifts actually adds to our overall health and mental well-being.

“Did you know that giving holiday gifts creates happiness and psychological health?  As we perform that act of generosity it nourishes love in our relationships and builds the human spirit.  Research shows that people who give without expectation and who do not feel diminished by the act of giving are the most psychologically healthy in our society today.”
One pop culture/sociologist has observed seven benefits of giving holiday gifts:

1. Builds Relationships (reinforcing appreciation and acknowledgment) 

2. Deepens Relationships (expressing more of who we are) 

3. Expresses Feelings (such as gratitude, appreciations and thanks) 

4. Creates Memories (as a symbol of our love) 

5. Creates Predictability (the ritual of giving) 

6. De-stressor ( takes focus off ourselves and creates balance) 

7. Creates Miracles (reinforces love in all our lives when we give for the greater good) 

It is true…expectation aimed toward something wonderful can bring happiness.  Remember when you were a child you may have been bursting with excitement at this time of year.  Dreams, like sugar plums dancing, filled your little head as you imagined what Santa would bring. And oh the thrill of actually getting your turn, climbing into that red velvety lap and hear Santa say, “Ho Ho Ho little girl.  What do you want for Christmas?” Yes, giving AND receiving gifts adds to our lives, if we enjoy and celebrate it.  Maybe you are a long way from childhood wonder.  Maybe too many years or too much disappointment has taken the twinkle out of your holiday.  Maybe….

But listen, you can find wonder again. You can find Christmas again.
So let me ask you…what do you want for Christmas? Really. What do you need from the holiday hubbub?  What is that thing, that drive that makes people continue to decorate their houses, light up public parks, attend Christmas concerts and nativity plays?  What is it?  What do we really want for Christmas? What is that “something else”?

If you are a cradle-born Christian, by that I mean, you have been attending church right from your birth, then you have, no doubt, heard the famous Christmas story a bajillion times.  Yes, I know, shepherds, angels, no room in the inn, wisemen, baby in a manger….But how long has it been since you really sat down with this incredible tale and experienced in all its wonder, and yes, I dare say, all its magic?  Has it been a while?  

The Gospel of Luke provides us with the most beloved account of what we now call the Christmas story.  He was not, however, an eyewitness to Jesus nor did he work alongside the 12 disciples.  He was a friend and contemporary of the apostle Paul and he likely wrote the two letters we know as Luke and Acts during Paul’s imprisonment in Rome. So we can date the works between 61 and 62.  Depending upon which calendar you use, that removes him about 3 decades from the crucifixion/resurrection o f Jesus.  The actual writer does not identify himself in Luke, but we do learn more about him in the “We” sections in his second work, the Book of Acts.   In any case, we discover what the author’s motives for writing are from the beginning of Luke’s Gospel.
Luke 1:1-4

 1 Many have undertaken to draw up an account of the things that have been fulfilled among us,

 2 just as they were handed down to us by those who from the first were eyewitnesses and servants of the word. 

3 With this in mind, since I myself have carefully investigated everything from the beginning, I too decided to write an orderly account for you, most excellent Theophilus,

 4 so that you may know the certainty of the things you have been taught. 

Judging by the title given the recipient of the letter, Theophilus appears to be a person of some rank, possibly a Greek, Roman or even a Jew. Nothing else is known of him except the reference to him in Luke’s continued work, the Book of Acts. There he is named again in 1:1, only this time without a title. Perhaps their friendship had deepened over time and formalities had been swept away in the warmth of Christian brotherhood.   Whatever their relationship, Luke’s author wants this man to understand the further facts about his faith, “so that you may know the certainty of the things you have been taught.”  Was he doubting? Was just asking questions for further elucidation?  Was he teaching others and therefore trying to prepare himself for more depth to his lessons?    If he was searching for details he came to the right place, that’s for sure.  Luke lays out every detail…and I do mean every detail for Theophilus AND for us.  
Please open your Bibles or use the pew Bibles in front of you and let’s get an overview of Lukes incredible passion for details.

1:5 and following we have the detailed loaded story of how John the Baptist came to be.  Also a miraculous birth into a high priestly family.  Like Abraham and Sarah, the old childless couple, Elizabeth and Zechariah learn through an Angel that they were going to have a special son.  Unlike Abraham, in Gen. 17:17who fell face down and laughed at the Angel’s promise of a son in his old age (he was 99), Zechariah’s doubt bought him months of silence because the Gabriel struck him mute for doubting the promise.  Wow!  Things got strict didn’t they!

Next, in verse 26, the very busy Angel Gabriel is dispatched to Nazareth to announce the miraculous conception of Mary to which the young girl answers, “I am the Lord’s servant…may it be to me as you have said.”  Mary rushes to visit her cousin Elizabeth, herself expecting John the Baptist. When Mary arrives at Zechariah’s and Elizabeth’s the yet-to-be-born John leaps in her womb at the presence of the yet-to-be-born baby Jesus!  By the end of Chapter 1 John is born and grows in strength of spirit!

Chapter 2 is where we begin.  For our study I am using the King James Version. Why? Well, it’s a childhood memory thing.  I memorized this text when I was in second or third grade for our school Christmas program.  We could do that in the 50’s.  In any case, the King Jimmy has a ring to it that makes the story sound a bit more poetic and dramatic, for it is an amazing piece!  

Luke 2

 1And it came to pass in those days, that there went out a decree from Caesar Augustus that all the world should be taxed. 

 2(And this taxing was first made when Cyrenius was governor of Syria.) 

 3And all went to be taxed, every one into his own city. 

 4And Joseph also went up from Galilee, out of the city of Nazareth, into Judaea, unto the city of David, which is called Bethlehem; (because he was of the house and lineage of David:) 

 5To be taxed with Mary his espoused wife, being great with child. 

 6And so it was, that, while they were there, the days were accomplished that she should be delivered. 

 7And she brought forth her firstborn son, and wrapped him in swaddling clothes, and laid him in a manger; because there was no room for them in the inn. 

 8And there were in the same country shepherds abiding in the field, keeping watch over their flock by night. 

 9And, lo, the angel of the Lord came upon them, and the glory of the Lord shone round about them: and they were sore afraid. 

 10And the angel said unto them, Fear not: for, behold, I bring you good tidings of great joy, which shall be to all people. 

 11For unto you is born this day in the city of David a Saviour, which is Christ the Lord. 

 12And this shall be a sign unto you; Ye shall find the babe wrapped in swaddling clothes, lying in a manger. 

 13And suddenly there was with the angel a multitude of the heavenly host praising God, and saying, 

 14Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace, good will toward men. 

 15And it came to pass, as the angels were gone away from them into heaven, the shepherds said one to another, Let us now go even unto Bethlehem, and see this thing which is come to pass, which the Lord hath made known unto us. 

 16And they came with haste, and found Mary, and Joseph, and the babe lying in a manger. 

 17And when they had seen it, they made known abroad the saying which was told them concerning this child. 

 18And all they that heard it wondered at those things which were told them by the shepherds. 

 19But Mary kept all these things, and pondered them in her heart. 

 20And the shepherds returned, glorifying and praising God for all the things that they had heard and seen, as it was told unto them.

I love this story, don’t you?  Angels, shepherds, miracles. It’s all there; are we so far from the story now? Too many centuries have passed and the power of the story has been packaged, marketed, and contained. What did the event mean and what do “we need” from it now?  I suggest that this is a story, not so much about an incredible virgin birth, but about something far more amazing. This is a story about the birth of HOPE.  Could you use some hope about now?  I surely could!

We are huddled in fear and burdened with worry, even as we decorate trees, purchase gifts, eat goodies. We are worried that some mad man may take a notion to fly plans into other American buildings, maybe even Evansville.  We fear the Mayans really were right and the world will dissolve into nothingness in the year 2012.  We are terrified we’ll have no Social Security, not medical benefits, no one to care for us or care about us when we are old or disabled.  We imagine a thousand things that could go wrong with our children, our finances, our government, our world and many of them are real possibilities.  So…do we need hope?  Oh yes, but not in the activities of humans.  Our hope was born well over 2,000 years ago…born to a couple away from home, unable to find a proper room, far from the help of midwives or doctors…born to a world also far from home..a world far from help. 

Listen again to the words of the Angel and the heavenly hosts; 
 10And the angel said unto them, Fear not: for, behold, I bring you good tidings of great joy, which shall be to all people. 

 11For unto you is born this day in the city of David a Saviour, which is Christ the Lord. 

 12And this shall be a sign unto you; Ye shall find the babe wrapped in swaddling clothes, lying in a manger. 

 13And suddenly there was with the angel a multitude of the heavenly host praising God, and saying, 

 14Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace, good will toward men.
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