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It was Christmas Eve and a four-year-old little boy and his five- year-old sister were singing their favorite Christmas carol in church, “Silent Night.” The boy concluded singing loudly with all his heart, “Sleep in heavenly beans.” 

“No,” his sister corrected, “It’s not beans, its peas. Sleep in heavenly peas.”
Not being especially fond of peas I have trouble imagining heavenly ones, but I’m sure its possible, although I really don’t think anyone should sleep in them.

I am glad to see you all here this evening to celebrate the true meaning of Christmas. It seems to me that with every passing year we get farther and farther away from the real Christmas as a culture. We’ve replaced it with something else, something that is growing insidiously out of control. When I was a child people didn’t camp out at stores all night in order to be first in line to get the latest greatest gadget on sale. No one lined up around the corner for a pair of sneakers. This kind of mania is created by the retail industry. And it has gotten completely out of hand when people become violent with each other, which every year now happens in one place or another. People fighting each other for toys? Does this make any sense? This is not peace. It is not goodwill to all. It is not love, or generosity, or faith. It has nothing to do with the good news of Jesus Christ at all. It is frenetic, anxious, greed-driven behavior, the result of our being brainwashed to think that the more we have, the happier we will be. And it is a deadly trap, because at no point will there ever be “enough.” Those who don’t have the money to join in the spending rush are left feeling like failures. Those who do have money to spend also end up disillusioned and frustrated, because this kind of beast is insatiable. Material goods cannot fill the void inside us.
We long for peace. We look for peace. But still we cannot find it. And the market doesn’t give up. It continues to promise what it cannot deliver. Try googling peace and Christmas and you’ll probably find what I did, ads like this one: “Still searching for true peace at Christmas? Don't miss out again!  Still some availability for Christmas or New Year 2011.  Call or email us!” What’s it for? Expensive getaway vacations, of course.
The problem we’re up against is this: It’s not that we’re exceptionally greedy or hard-hearted people, it’s that we’re people, and people are not too different from sheep. It is easy to baffle us, easy to manipulate us, easy to lead us right off a cliff or into a dark valley where wolves can pick us off. And that’s exactly what happens every day. Each and every day we are systemically fed lies. We’re taught that unimportant things are all important, that appearance and status are everything, that success in life means looking a certain way, acting a certain way, having the right relationships and possessing the right things. The pressure is constant. The pace is unrelenting. And we’re exhausted. This time of year magnifies it tenfold. We rush all the way up till Christmas, have a day of celebration, depression or both, and then are told to quickly get back to the stores for the after Christmas sales. Stop. It is time to just stop. Instead of being hurtled along like a piece of flotsam in a flooded roaring river, we do have a choice. We can swim to the side and crawl out onto solid ground. It’s not easy, but we can do it.
Jesus was born into poverty to bring us peace with God. He did not come to line our pockets, shower us with new things, or give us an all expenses paid vacation. He came to heal our hearts and minds. He came to save us from ourselves.

Peace, true peace, is not found outside of ourselves. I can be sitting on a calm beach and experience inner turmoil. True peace is found only in God’s indwelling presence. Jesus is Emmanuel, God with us. To find peace we must do more than acknowledge the babe in a manger. We must come to know the full-grown man, the Son of God, and, (this is the hardest part) to stop insisting that we get our own way. Our way leads us into a dark pit. God’s way leads us to eternal life.

If you don’t have a relationship with Jesus, Christmas is a wonderful time to begin. It is not complicated, but it does hit us right square in the middle of our biggest point of resistance, our pride. Pride is our downfall. It is what blinds us to the truth. I have a personal rule of thumb that I try to live by, and that is if pride is the only reason stopping me from doing something, then that is not a good enough reason. If I want peace with God, pride has to go. Accepting Christ involves basic but humbling steps. 

1. First, I have to admit that I’ve made mistakes in life, sometimes-colossal mistakes, and have done a lousy job trying to run my life on my own. In churchy language this is called being a sinner.

2. Second, I have to decide that it’s time for a change and ask God to help me turn my life around and stop making the same mistakes. This is called “repentance”—which despite its holy airs and graces just means “turn around.” 
3. Third, I have to ask Jesus to forgive me for all the things I’ve done, said or thought that hurt people. These are generally known as “sins,” followed by consciously turning my will and my life over to his care. This is called surrender. One of the greatest spiritual ironies is that we have to surrender in order to win.
4. And finally, I have to accept God’s forgiveness, and live in it. I can’t keep punishing myself for something God has forgiven. When Jesus died on the cross for us he threw all of our sins into a deep ocean and posted a sign that says, “No fishing.” This is called salvation.
Jesus came as a baby born in a manger, weak and vulnerable, but if that was the end of the story we would not be celebrating Christmas. We celebrate Christmas because of Easter. And this is the true gift, the gift the world ignores and buries. In the quiet of your hearts I encourage you all this Christmas to seek the real Jesus, not the commercial fiasco this world has made, to surrender to his love, and to live in his peace. Amen.
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