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It was Advent and a pastor was trying to explain to the children in church that, according the Bible, Jesus comes into the world twice. The first time Jesus came as baby in the manger. The second time he will come as a king. Just to make sure they were listening she asked the children, “So how did Jesus come the first time?”

One child who was staring out the window answered, “Down the chimney.”
Hmmmm. Bit of a problem, that.

We say it every year. Christmas has become too commercialized. It’s more about Santa than it is about Jesus! And then the next year we go right out and do everything the same way again. We don’t say, “Look what God gave us for Christmas!” Instead we ask, “What do you want for Christmas?” When asked what I wanted for Christmas I said a clone. But while I was feeling overwhelmed that I had so much to do, I looked around and realized that I have so much. I have food and a nice house to live in. Many people do not. I have a job. Many people do not. I have heat and the electricity bill has been paid. I’m not facing foreclosure. I don’t have a serious illness, and my children are all healthy. I am blessed. My daughter Anna, who just arrived from Hawaii expressed the same idea to me. She’s just spent entirely too much quality time with the dentist. She told me, “I was feeling sorry for myself because I had two root canals and then my back went out, but then I went to visit a friend in the hospital who is about to have his foot amputated because of an infection. I stopped feeling sorry for myself.”

Christmas is a time for gratitude.


There is a reason why God sent a part of God’s self into the world, a reason for which to be enormously grateful. We have managed to separate the story of Mary, Joseph and Jesus from God’s plan of saving the world so much that it has become little more than a nice story. There’s nothing particularly threatening or helpful about a newborn baby. But God’s purposes in sending Jesus were profound. When God looked at the mess the world was in with all of its pain and suffering, God knew that there was no instant fix, because the only way to instantly fix everything would be to take away human free will. It is human free will that causes most of the trouble. Even many of our health problems are caused by environmental toxins that we create. But instead of swooping in, in a massive world takeover, God came in person to fix us one at a time. It seems very inefficient. WE wouldn’t have done it that way. We certainly wouldn’t have the savior of the world born to peasants who survived hand-to-mouth and had to use a stable for emergency shelter. God’s wisdom and our wisdom appear to be two entirely different things.

Jesus was born and raised close to the edge of survival. He didn’t have a large comfortable home to grow up in. He probably grew up in a home consisting of two rooms, at a stretch three if there was a lean-to on the roof. He had no “me” time, no privacy, no security, and no protection from the pain of life. If Jesus had a toothache the only way to get rid of it was for someone to pull the tooth. If he or his siblings broke a bone growing up the family would set it the best they could and pray that infection wouldn’t set in. Amputation was not rare. People around Jesus suffered and died all the time. He knew, in a totally exposed way, what the world was really like. Yet despite all of this, Jesus’ message to us is to not be afraid. His birth is proclaimed as good news of great joy.

By comparison with much of the world we have it made, and yet we still spend a lot of time gripped by fear and worry. We’re afraid of death and illness. We’re afraid we might lose our jobs, or if we have lost them already, we might lose our homes. The world seems to be a very capricious, dangerous place. And it’s very easy to get trapped in this fear, and even in self-pity, until we meet someone else much worse off. But God has sent us one who came into this world to bring us hope and deliver us from our fear, and from the trap of our self-obsession. Christ’s entry into our world is an act of unbelievable grace and generosity on God’s part. 
We would not have sent a baby in a manger. We would have sent an army, or decided to scrap the whole world completely and start over. But while God’s plans may seem foolish to us and God’s way of healing the world may seem entirely too slow, God is God, and we are not. Jesus came into our world the first time as a baby. He did NOT come down a chimney. The truth is much more complicated. He will come again as a king. But he is at work in the world right now through the Holy Spirit working in us and through us. Christmas is a time for gratitude, and it is also a time for service. As Jesus gave his life for us, we are to give our lives for others with compassion and generosity. In place of the question, “What do you want for Christmas?” we can share the good news of what God has given us for Christmas—God’s own son, to heal us and to save us from ourselves, and we can be Christ to those in need, proclaiming in word and action the love of God. Amen.
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