CHRISTMAS 2009


BEGINNING IN BETHLEHEM


Well, it has been 3 months, 9 days and 20 hours since Andrew Joseph our first grandson made his arrival in the world and into our family.  And you have to admit, that must be some kind of record for me as a new grandfather not to have once mentioned him in a sermon.  But truth be told, the wee prince as I call him, has forever changed our lives.  Debbie and Gerry’s world has changed in ways they could never imagine.  And at our house?...when the prince comes to call, everything comes to a stop.  He lays out on one of his elaborate floor mats, toys and objects dangling all around him, and everyone just sits and watches him.  Hoping for a coo, a smile, or some other response from young Andrew.  These have been a wonderful three months.  And now, we’re going to put him away, get on with our lives and perhaps once a year dig his baby pictures out and look at him.  Not hardly!  Andrew has forever changed our lives and we will be inextricably linked until the day we die.

Could you imagine walking away from this wonderful gift?  Not hardly.  Yet the fact of the matter is, that this is exactly how too many Christians deal with the gift of the baby Jesus.  Come to Bethlehem and see the cute kid in the cradle.  Come get caught up in the schmaltz and the decorations.  Fire up the feast, prepare the parties…isn’t that what this night is about to so many?  In the words of one cynical commentator, “we busy ourselves buying things we don’t need, with money we don’t have, often for people we don’t like.”  Cynical indeed.  Perhaps that misanthrope Don Imus is simply being honest when he tells us he loves the “little bitty baby Jesus,” but has trouble with everything in faith that comes after that. Trust me…it is a tragedy of faith that far too many folks want to play with the baby tonight and then tuck him away till next year when its time to pull the pictures out again.  Of an innocuous child who makes no demands, who calls for no commitments, who doesn’t disturb our too often bloated, and selfish, and hurting lives.

And that takes us quickly and pointedly to the very heart of the Christmas Gospel.  This night is about the beginning in Bethlehem, but if that child in the crib does not become the Christ on the cross, your Christ on the cross, you have missed the whole point of God’s Christmas gift.  This gift of God begins in Bethlehem, but then it roams the hills of Galilee bringing hope and new life to a broken and hurting world, one lost person at a time.  This gift of God heads out of Galilee to Jerusalem to confront every power and every force that stands in the way of God…in the way of his justice, in the way of his peace.  For those of you who missed last Sunday’s Gospel on that fourth Sunday in Advent, Mary sang those powerful words that reminded us that this gift of God, this Word made flesh, will put down the mighty from their seats, he will fill the poor with good things and send the rich away empty.  That’s more than church talk; that’s more than eternal poetry; it is a blueprint for the kingdom; it is marching orders for the church, for the people of God.  For the world is forever changed by this babe in Bethlehem.  Thank God the child of the crib is the Christ on the cross…who gives his life for you, for me, for all of God’s children.  And in one awesome moment on Easter Sunday morning God puts his exclamation point on this gift, on this life…in the resurrection of Jesus.  It’s like he took an eraser to the white board of our world and in one moment wiped out our sins…and forever changed all the rules, all the dreams, all the promises by which we live.  And then in big bold letters wrote the word LIFE…and it is that Easter hope that stands by the graveside and fills hospital rooms….it is that Easter hope that gives meaning and purpose to the broken and hurting.

For you see, tonight is about an invitation.  For every one of you who are broken and hurting, it is an invitation to God’s healing and wholeness…to know that somebody cares.  For every one of you who sits here tonight in fear, it is an invitation to Christ’s presence…to know that you don’t ever walk this road alone.  For every one of you who struggles with an often meaningless life, it is an invitation to commitment…to understand that in your baptism God has called you to a wonderful community and a servant ministry that gives you far more meaning and purpose than any endless collection of baubles and gadgets.  And it all begins in Bethlehem.


A few weeks ago I received a beautiful note from a few of our Family members who talked about God’s blessings and gifts in their lives.  And with it, a very, very generous check for our “December Miracle” here in the parish that is seeking the resources, the money, to strengthen and fulfill all of our ministry commitments.  In their words, “one miracle begets another miracle, even if it is the “December Miracle” type.   And as I read those words, I said to myself, “that’s exactly what this Christmas gift in Bethlehem is all about.”  It is about the children of God claiming this awesome gift, this miracle of God, and then spending their lives begetting their own “miracles.”  Responding to this gift of God that all begins in Bethlehem.

Dr. Girvin teases every year about my favorite Christmas hymn.  O Little Town of Bethlehem…  The hopes and fears of all the years are met in thee tonight.

