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I understand that there may be an issue that divides us this morning.  Of course, it is an issue that not only divides the good people of this congregation, but all Presbyterians, Methodists, Lutherans, Episcopalians, Roman Catholics, and indeed all Christians.  And it even divides people of no religious faith at all.  I am talking about that most important issue of the Christmas celebration: when do we open the presents?  Do we open our gifts on Christmas Eve, before the children’s pageant service, or after dinner, when we come home from the early candlelight service?  Or do we wait just that much longer and open our gifts on Christmas Day?  Every family has its tradition.  Some families get into big arguments over this very issue!

Unfortunately, the scriptures are completely silent on the matter of whether to open gifts on Christmas Eve, Christmas Day, or even on Epiphany, some 12 days after Christmas.  So you will find no help from me this morning on this particular matter.
However, I want to tell you about a gift which I received a few years ago.  When I announced to my congregation in Florida that I had accepted a call to serve a congregation in Michigan, they were sure I was going to freeze to death.  They started giving me hats, gloves, scarves, and sweaters.  One day, a couple brought me a wrapped box to open.  He was from Ireland and she was from Brazil, so I was intrigued with what their gift might be.  I opened the box, and took out the gift.  GLOVES!  Hand knitted gloves, made by his mother in Ireland.  Made with love and given with pride.  What a wonderful gift!  There was just one problem.  They were gigantic and several sizes too big!!
It is hard to give a gift, isn’t it?  It is challenging to get just the right thing, that conveys just the right sentiment, that is just as meaningful to the recipient as it is to the giver.  Oh, it’s easy to go to the gift registry for weddings and birthdays, and get something the other person has already picked out.  But isn’t there something more to giving a gift than just checking off a list?
I remember as a kid giving Christmas gifts to my grandfather.  Every year, my parents to me to the drugstore, and I purchased the same things: a can of his favorite pipe tobacco and a box of his favorite cigars.  Just the kind of gift every 6 year old should be giving their grandfather.  On Christmas Day, when our family opened our gifts, he didn’t have to open his.  I would take them to him and he would look at the round one, laugh, and smile.  Then he would look at the square cigar-box shaped one, laugh, and smile.  If I had not gotten him the cigars and pipe tobacco for Christmas, he would have bought them for himself.  They were not exactly very unique, thoughtful, distinctive gifts.
There is an art to giving gifts.  Some people have it.  Some of us don’t.  The best gift is often something that the recipient would not have ever thought to ask for.  Maybe they don’t even know that such an item exists.  Or maybe it is something completely unexpected.  Yet, the gift that is given is the perfect gift for that person.  It meets a need they have, perhaps even one they didn’t know they had.  It is exactly what the recipient would have asked for, had they been able to ask for it.  Or maybe it introduces them to something new that the giver already knows they will enjoy.  Good gifts fit the recipient perfectly.
I was intrigued with the book that Tim mentioned in his sermon of a couple of weeks ago: Scroogenomics: Why You Shouldn’t Buy Present’s for the Holidays.  I was not intrigued enough to buy the book, but intrigued enough to read more about it.  Author Joel Waldfogel points out how much more difficult it is to buy gifts for people we don’t know well than for those we know at a deeper level.  Think about how difficult it is to get a gift for your co-workers or casual acquaintances.  So we end up giving Grandma the rooster sweater or giving Uncle Mike the singing fish.  (Remember those wide-mouth bass from a few years ago!)  The American retail industry thrives on producing and selling useless products at Christmas that fulfill our need to give a gift to those we have no idea what to get them.

Think about the gifts that you have been given over the years, and especially the ones that have meant the most to you.  Wasn’t it that the sweater was not only your size, but it worked into your wardrobe because it really captured your personal sense of style?  It wasn’t just another tie, but it was a tie that matched your suits because it was one you would pick out for yourself.  Or it was a gift certificate to someplace that you have never been, but that has now become your favorite restaurant.  Or it was something you had hoped for but never imagined possible that you could receive.  Giving a perfect, fitting gift requires work.  It requires that we get to know something about the other person, including their likes and dislikes, their preferences and ways of looking at the world.  We need to know their tastes and their values.  A box of Omaha steaks given to your vegetarian friend is not a fitting gift!

Last night, and this morning, we are celebrating Christmas.  We are celebrating the gift of a baby given to a frenzied, hurting, needy, chaotic world.  If we were making up our list of what the world needed in first-century Palestine, or if we were entering our gift registry at Target today, I imagine the last thing we would put on our list of needed gifts for the world was a baby.
We might ask for things like peace, justice, wisdom, hope, compassion, or healing.  But just as those before us, I doubt that we would expect God to deliver those things to us through an innocent child.  A baby as the Savior of the World was not what Mary or Joseph or the shepherds or Herod or Rome were expecting.  It probably is not what we are looking for in our lives today, but isn’t it amazing how well God knows us and anticipates our specific, individual needs?  Isn’t it wonderful how God’s gift to the world in Jesus Christ is so perfectly fitting for each one of us?  How special is this gift of Jesus, given to the created world.  God knew exactly what our faults and our weaknesses are.  God knew exactly what our needs and our desires are.  God came up with the perfect, fitting gift for each of us.
God knew that we are weak, so God sent the Son to give us strength which can only come through Christ.  God knew that we feel despair, so God sent the Messiah to give us hope for a glorious tomorrow.  God knew that we desire peace, so God sent the Christ Child that we might come to understand peace among our neighbors.  God knew that we needed love, so God sent Jesus as an example of what true love is all about.  What a perfect, fitting gift this baby is.  In Jesus Christ, God gave to each of us all we ever really needed or wanted.
Now, just as with the toys under the tree, some assembly may be required.  God has given us all the parts and all the instructions.  It is up to us to put everything together to be the gift God intended it to be for us.  And yes, all the parts do fit together!  There should be no “extras” nor will there be any parts missing.  And batteries are included.  But those batteries will need re-charging from time to time.  To keep God’s gift working as it should, a congregation like Westminster is a good place to get your spiritual batteries re-charged on a regular basis.

I don’t know what you are really needing or wanting this Christmas.  Oh, I know that for some of you there is illness and pain in your body or that of a family member that needs healing.  For others, there is grief and loneliness at the loss of a partner or spouse, a parent or sibling, or a good friend who has died.  For some of you, there are family hurts and separations or divorce.  For others, it is economic uncertainty and job instability.  For others, there are concerns about peace in our community and in our world, about conditions of injustice, poverty, and violence. The list can go on and on, and it does.  Our needs and desires are universal.  At the same time, they are very personal and specific.
I am glad that God didn’t depend on me or anyone else to figure out the perfect gift for you this Christmas.  Instead, just as God acted then, among the shepherds and Herod and Rome, God continues to move now in our time and lives.  God has given the gift of God’s own Son, Jesus Christ, the perfect, fitting gift for each of us.  He is the reason we sing “Glory Halleluiah!” and “Joy to the World!”  Perhaps, as they often do, the poet best captures the spirit of the gift of Christmas.

To a world wrapped in darkness,

God promised a Light;

To those who are frightened

An end to the night;

To those who are hurting,

God promised a Friend

Who’ll catch every teardrop,

Whose love has no end…

God kept every promise,

Fulfilled every one,

With one single Gift – 

The Gift of God’s Son.

Thanks be to God, for the gift and for the giver.  AMEN.
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