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Christmas is only two weeks away, and just when we’d gotten serious about our shopping a new book comes along called Scroogenomics. The subtitle is, Why You Shouldn’t Buy Presents for the Holidays.
Author Joel Waldfogel, an economist, explains that the consumer madness in which most of us are presently engaged is not only stressful and expensive; it simply doesn’t make sound economic sense. While we’re good at shopping for ourselves and for those close to us, he says – as if we needed someone to point this out to us – we’re not good at shopping for others: the uncle who lives in another state, the grandchild we see once in a while, the co-worker we don’t really know. 

Consequently, he says, we end up wasting a lot of money on things people don’t want. He calculates “the deadweight loss of Christmas” – his term for the waste of this season – at 18% of our spending. In the mathematics of Christmas, that amounts to $12 billion of economic waste in the $66 billion spent each year on holiday gifts. 

Maybe we should just cancel Christmas.

Or maybe the author should look at the equation another way, and pay less attention to the act of receiving and more to the blessing of giving generously. 

He does have a point, though. There is a certain moment each year when the pressure of preparing the house and writing the cards and buying the gifts and attending the parties just gets to be too much. We overdo, we overindulge, we over-consume, leaving a legacy of debt and guilt and failed diets and forgotten resolutions for the New Year. 

We cover over the wonder of the season with everything else – and, frankly, it can be exhausting…

Does Christmas have to be like this?

For others the season brings with it the pain of being alone, the absence of a loved one, the memory of times gone by. We dread certain songs that evoke recollections of a different day when things were better for us. The carols and the lights and the festive air don’t bring joy – just the opposite: they sadden us by reminding us of what we have lost, and the darkness of the season seeps into our hearts…

Does Christmas have to be like this?

We’re not the first to struggle with the meaning and purpose of this season. There’ve been conflicting approaches to Christmas since even before the birth of Jesus. The prophets had competing ideas for how the Messiah would appear. 

Malachi expects the coming of the Lord to be like a fire that refines silver by its heat, or like the bleach that cleans cloth by its scouring power. The Messiah will come to purify the people of God, Malachi declares, judging all those not in synch with God. Few people will be able to withstand the coming of the Lord. 

It’s the martial-arts version of Christmas.

Isaiah offers an alternative vision: the Messiah will come to restore balance to creation. The whole earth will be put back into harmony. Even the animals will be at peace with one another. There’ll be an end to violence and predatory behavior. And a little child will be the source of hope for the earth. 

It’s the Zen version of Christmas.

So, what’ll it be, refining fire and scouring bleach, or harmony among the beasts and peace on earth?

We’re not the only ones conflicted over what this season means.

As Luke tells it, the birth of Jesus provokes a range of reactions. Among those affected by his advent no one is more closely involved, of course, than Mary, his mother. And no one is more directly threatened by his coming than the local representative of Rome, Herod the Great. What they do with the news exemplifies the variety of responses to the birth of Jesus. 

Mary initially resists her role. She’s afraid; she knows she’s not a person of great power and influence. She describes herself as a “lowly servant,” “the handmaid of the Lord.” She must doubt that the birth of her son will actually cause the cosmos to turn in the direction the prophets imagined. But still, she’s willing to give up control and step into an unknown future.

Herod, on the other hand, wants to maintain control at all costs. Like Caesar Augustus, who orders “all the world to be enrolled,” Herod expects to be obeyed. The Romans rule by military might; they conquer and subjugate and colonize. They do not serve; others serve them. So when rumor of the birth of a new king reaches the empire, the response is swift and brutal. 

I wonder sometimes if God knew that Christmas would set off so much – the fear of a young woman trying to do the right thing (that’s Mary), the anger of a ruler provoked (that’s Herod), the paradox of a king born in a barn (that’s Jesus), the anxiety of a people ill-prepared (that’s us)? God makes a mess of things at Christmas – we’re not the only ones.

Did it have to be like this? Could it have happened some other way? Are there other options for Christmas? Could God have gone with Plan B instead? 

There is the triumphal power option, where God comes in glory to topple all earthly authority. That certainly was one strain of messianic hope. Some expected a political force that could stand up to the powers and principalities of the time. Jesus could have come like that. What a different story that would have made: no babe in a manger but a full-grown man, complete with the trappings of earthly power.

That’s the Jesus many of us would prefer. One that didn’t have to be on the receiving end of history. One that didn’t always have to be among the weak and lowly. One that could assure us of victory over the forces of injustice. Then Herod would have had genuine cause for concern. A Jesus that wins? Even Caesar Augustus would have had reason to fear.

But Jesus doesn’t come in the way of empire.

What about the religious angle – Jesus could have come as a religious figure with great authority, a kind of super-rabbi, a figure at home in the Temple, leading priests and scribes and Pharisees in a groundswell of religious zeal. He could have carried the religious establishment to new heights of influence and spiritual clout. Jesus could have come like that – ordained by the Almighty to defeat all other gods and finally get religion right.

Some of us want a Jesus like that at Christmas. We want our messiah pre-packaged as an authority on religious issues, a teacher of correct doctrine – because we believe that theological doctrine matters most. We want a Christmas that gives us once-and-for-all clarity on what to believe. How about a Savior who keeps the religious rules? 

But Jesus doesn’t come in the way of the Temple. 

The Jesus we get in Bethlehem, that out-of-the-way, second-rate kind of place, is set up to fail from the start. When you think about it, the whole thing is rather reckless of God. Jesus is going nowhere, and if we follow him we end up in the same place – among the despised of the earth, among the pathetic, among the lonely, among the deserted.

“Such a babe in such a place,” the carol asks, “Can he be the Savior?”

He will lift up those who are low, so he comes in the lowest way possible. He will give hope to those in poverty, so he becomes poor himself. He will include those on the margins, so he becomes an outsider himself. He will offer resurrected life, so he dies himself, in order to defeat death. 

God comes in a way that makes no sense by our standards; that’s why all of this can be so hard. It’s not just the frenzy of shopping and all the parties and the overindulgence. 

There’s a deeper reason we feel the tension and stress each year as the holy day rolls around again. We’d like it to be simple – a happy time of getting what we want; instead, we know that Christmas means giving all we can – and that’s not easy, but it’s the way of love.

We can choose to approach this season like Herod: we can try to control it and tame it and wrestle it to the ground, so that it no longer threatens us and we come out of top. 

Or we can choose to approach it like Mary – throwing caution to the wind, leaping into the unknown, embracing what we cannot see, doing the best we can and trusting that God will be with us, singing, and believing, that the world is about to turn. 
Did Christmas have to be like this?
It could not have happened any other way. 

Thanks be to God.  Amen. 

Charge: Go forth into the world in peace; Be of good courage; Hold fast to that which is good; Render to no person evil for evil. Strengthen the faint-hearted; Support the weak; Heal the afflicted. Honor all people, Love and serve the Lord, Rejoicing in the power of the Spirit.

Benediction: And now may the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God and the communion of the Holy Spirit be with us and those whom God loves this whole world over.
Pastoral Prayer – Stephen Robertson
O God, our Savior, we gather with spirits rejoicing for what you have done through the birth of your Son Jesus Christ.  You have looked upon the lowliness of all people.  You have scattered the proud.  You have brought down the powerful.  You have filled the hungry with good things.  You have come, inaugurating a kingdom that is so different from the ways of this world.  We are grateful for this kingdom, and we yearn for you to show us how we can more faithfully be part of bringing your reign to bear in our world.  

Show us the way toward Bethlehem.  Help us to be ready to recognize you when you come, even when you come in ways we do not expect.  And prepare us then to go out from Bethlehem into the world, sharing the good news of hope for the poor, inclusion for the marginalized, forgiveness for the guilty, peace for the conflicted, and life for all.

In this time of Advent expectation, we pray especially that you would be with all those in need.  Be with all those who grieve.  Pour your light into their hearts and assure them that those who are loved and lost to us are with you and bathed in eternal light.  Be with those who are sick, those who are healing, those who are in pain and suffering, those who linger in that sacred space between life and death.  Give them the balm of your brightness and the ointment of your healing.  Be with those who are afraid, those who are lonely, those who are confused, those who are forlorn.  May they find themselves in your strong arms of protection and assurance.  Be with those who are imprisoned, those who suffer injustice, and those who are separated from family or loved ones by distance, divorce, deployment or other circumstances.  May they see by the light of your fierce love that they are not forgotten.

God, many of us are exhausted.  We have filled our schedules plans and programs.  We have become consumed with consumption.  We have allowed ourselves to believe that this is what Christmas is all about.  Use this time of worship to awaken our hearts once more to the real meaning of the season.  Show us again what you have done in the past.  And remind us of your promise to us in the present and for the future. 

And as we wait and as we make ready, we pray the words which Christ taught his disciples to pray, saying:
“Our Father, who art in heaven…”
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