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“What Difference Does Christmas Make?”

“And so this is Christmas
And what have we done”
Some of you will recognize those words – they are from a song by John Lennon,  written to celebrate the end of the Vietnam War and exalting that year’s Christmas celebration as a great celebration because the war was over!

So John Lennon croons, “A very, merry Christmas, and a happy New Year, Let’s hope it’s a good one, without any fear.  And so this is Christmas for weak and for strong, for rich and for poor ones, The world is so wrong.  And so happy Christmas, for black and for white, for yellow and red ones, Let’s stop all the fight.  And so this is Christmas, and what have we done.”
On Christmas day there appeared a beautiful article in the Star Ledger, calling on all people very where to observe the true meaning of Christmas.  The author lifted up John Lennon’s song – especially that line, “And so this Christmas and what have you done.”  The article called on us to be good – to pledge to be righteous – that if Christmas means anything, anything at all, then it has the meaning of asking what we can do for others!

As a preacher, I say, “Right on!”  If I came to your home and found that article fastened with a magnet to your refrigerator, it would bring a smile to my face.

I love the message – the only problem is - it is wrong.

This week, the Bill Moyers program was a special, a Christmas special of sorts, dedicated to this very theme – it said that all the great religions of the world basically teach the same thing – Do unto others what you would have them do unto you.  It was a very moving special.  In fact it was on back to back with the movies “Triple X,” starring Vin Diesel and “Con Air” and I gave each program about equal time – that’s how touching it was.

Seriously, I found my eyes moistening as I watched Buddhists, and Hindus, and Jews and Christians all celebrating their faith – lighting candles, spinning prayer wheels, praying at the Western Wall in Jerusalem, Christians celebrating an Anglican High Church service in a Cathedral.  I found myself dreaming – this is a vision of what the world could be – and Bill Moyers pleadingly said in his wise tones, “All religions are basically about the same thing the same thing,” and I thought how wonderful that is - except it is wrong.

I doubt that the world is ever more religious than it is today.  

But it is not filled with peace and love.

And that is because Christmas is not about how good we can all be.

Christmas is not about, if we try real hard, we can bring peace on earth and good will toward men.

Don’t get me wrong, I am not against these things, but when people say they are almost in reach, that is not the Christmas gospel.

And lets get rid of another bit of wrong thinking making the rounds out there.  Atheist authors are saying how religions, and specifically Christianity, are responsible for the war and killing so rampant in the past and present.  Oh, really?  Let’s see.  What role did our faith play in the Revolutionary War, or the War Between the States, or the First Word War, Second WW, Vietnam, Korea, Gulf War.  None?  Right.  Getting rid of Christianity is hardly the road to peace!  Quite the opposite, the horror of war in the twentieth century, its unprecedented brutality and slaughter of civilians is in no way tied to our faith.

If the Christmas gospel is that human beings can all now love one another, then Christ has not come at all.

Where John Lennon and the Star Ledger are wrong is in who they think makes Christmas.

I have lived through lots of Christmases and think I am pretty much as much an expert as anyone else.

I know who makes Christmas.  Mostly it is moms.  They make sure it is a lovely day for the family.

They make sure there is a tree and it gets decorated.  They bake cookies, keep the Christmas card list, decorate the mantle, make arrangements for family gatherings, plan and cook the feast, and wrap presents.  I know men are involved in these too, but in almost all families the lion’s share of the work goes to the moms.  What do dads do?  They keep the house clean, do the vacuuming, take down the drapes – wash and press them, dust everything in sight, and make sure the house is neat as a pin.  
What, the man in your house doesn’t do that?

Am I the only one doing all that stuff?

Christmas is a lot of work, for moms and for dads.  Retailers make Christmas too – Macys, and Toys R Us – Walmart did yeoman service this year.

Lexus pays a lot of money for those commercials with the new crossover out in the front yard with a big bow on it, so the wife knows her husband REALLY loves her.

A lot of what goes into our Christmas is man-made.

The problem, you see, with what John Lennon and Star Ledger’s view of Christmas is that it is also MAN-MADE.

And if Christmas is anything, it is NOT man-made.

Very little in our faith (the biblical faith) is man-made.  
If it is not man-made, then who made it?
And that’s the whole point – Christmas is GOD made.  The human part we know and love so well is our celebration of what God has done.

Think about the Christmas story.

An angel brings the first message of Christmas to Mary.  The angel Gabriel is a messenger from God.

Joseph hears from God in a dream and obeys.

Mary and Joseph have NOTHING to do with making the baby Jesus – even that is God.

The first Christmas guests are shepherds from the fields.  God sent God’s heavenly hosts to them.  
The Wise Men come following God’s star.

Throughout this story, there is a common theme – God acts, and God commands – and Mary and Joseph obey.

Five times in these chapters of his gospel, Luke says they acted “according to the law.”

So eight days after Jesus is born, they bring the baby to the Temple.  Presumably they bring him for circumcision.  And for Mary’s purification – a rite performed after a woman gives birth – and for the redemption of the child.  A price was paid to redeem the first born male child from God.
  

Mary and Joseph were good Jews who obeyed the Jewish law.

As we heard Paul write to the Galatians, 4But when the fullness of time had come, God sent his Son, born of a woman, born under the law, 5in order to redeem those who were under the law, so that we might receive adoption as children.

Everything in this story is in obedience to Jewish law.

Ok, so what difference does Christmas make?  If Christmas is not about people being good - and Christmas isn’t something we can do - and if Mary and Joseph are just another devout Jewish couple, then what difference does Christmas make?
Christmas means that God is active in the world.

God sent his Son into this mess to live for us and die for us.

If it is all about what we have done, as John Lennon sings, then why Christmas at all?  Why this God coming in a manger? Why the risk?  Why the cross?  IN fact it is not about what we are doing, it is about what God is doing.

Doesn’t God want us doing good?  Of course God does, but it doesn’t depend on our goodness, we’d be doomed.  It depends on the love and power and mercy of God.

The difference that Christmas makes is that we see who God is and how God cares and witness what he is up to.

And what is God up to?  Saving the world.  

God will not let the world rush hell bent to destruction.  God cares what happens.  God is working his purposes out.

In the beginning of John’s gospel we read, 14And the Word became flesh and lived among us, and we have seen his glory, the glory as of a father’s only son, full of grace and truth. 6From his fullness we have all received, grace upon grace. 17The law indeed was given through Moses; grace and truth came through Jesus Christ. 18No one has ever seen God. It is God the only Son, who is close to the Father’s heart, who has made him known.

Christmas is God reaching into the world.  That’s the difference.  That’s what matters.

Of course we are to respond to God’s love by becoming more loving, but the Christmas act is not first of all human.  It is divine.  Christmas is God’s.  “We love, because he first loved us,” says the Bible.

This makes a huge difference.

At the beginning of the twentieth century, many Christians believed in human perfectibility.  With the industrial revolution and rising standards of living, it looked like through human effort, the world could become a paradise.  Then came the unprecedented slaughter of the War to End All Wars, with the invention of toxic gasses for the battlefield, then the misery of the Great Depression.  Then a Second World War, ended with the horror of the splitting of the atom. It became obvious to most dull observer that human effort was not up the task of making a paradise on earth, that it seemed human sin could make hell on earth.
No, salvation will come from God, and not just any God, but the God who comes himself into the human condition, into this world, taking his chances among the people whom he loves.

Coming to Bethlehem, being brought to the Temple as a helpless in fact – whose parents follow the law of God.  Imagine that! God himself being subject to his own laws!  And not only that – for the rite of purification a lamb was supposed to be brought.  But if you were too poor to afford a lamb – you could bring pigeons or turtledoves – which is what Mary and Joseph brought for an offering.  The Son of God was too poor to afford a lamb for the rite.

So two pigeons were sacrificed.

Are two turtledoves still sacrificed at the Temple when a child is born?  I mean, is this ritual practiced today?

No it is not.

Why not?  Well, when the Temple was destroyed in 70 AD, the rituals of animal sacrifice ended.  The Temple was gone, and with it ended the sacrifices.

So Christmas has made a difference – we still worship God, but now we worship through God’s Son wherever we are.  That God was in Christ reconciling the world to himself.

In fact, for us as Christians, there was one final sacrifice.  Up to this time, people had sacrificed animals in obedience to God.  But for us as Christians, we saw that the final sacrifice was done, not by humans, but by God, who offered his won Son.  Why?  That by the sacrifice of that Son you might be free of sin and live.  It is no longer about turtledoves and lambs being slaughtered and their blood splayed on the altar, it is now about Jesus, God’s sacrifice for us to redeem us from the death we have coming to us because of our sin.
What difference does Christmas make?  God is bringing his kingdom closer and closer, for us.

What difference does Christmas make?  Well, if you really want to know – ask the turtledoves and the pigeons, whose lives used to be sacrificed before Jesus came – Does Christmas make a difference?  Ask the birds of Palestine!

Fred D Mueller

The Old Testament reading is from the book of the prophet Isaiah, the sixty first chapter, beginning to read at verse 10:

10
I will greatly rejoice in the LORD,


my whole being shall exult in my God;


for he has clothed me with the garments of salvation,


he has covered me with the robe of righteousness,


as a bridegroom decks himself with a garland,


and as a bride adorns herself with her jewels.

11
For as the earth brings forth its shoots,


and as a garden causes what is sown in it to spring up,


so the Lord GOD will cause righteousness and praise
to spring up before all the nations.
1
For Zion’s sake I will not keep silent,


and for Jerusalem’s sake I will not rest,


until her vindication shines out like the dawn,


and her salvation like a burning torch.

2
The nations shall see your vindication,


and all the kings your glory;


and you shall be called by a new name


that the mouth of the LORD will give.

3
You shall be a crown of beauty in the hand of the LORD,


and a royal diadem in the hand of your God.

The epistle reading is from Paul’s letter to the Galatians, the fourth chapter, starting at verse four:

4But when the fullness of time had come, God sent his Son, born of a woman, born under the law, 5in order to redeem those who were under the law, so that we might receive adoption as children. 6And because you are children, God has sent the Spirit of his Son into our hearts, crying, “Abba! Father!” 7So you are no longer a slave but a child, and if a child then also an heir, through God.

Today’s gospel reading is from Luke’s gospel, the second chapter, beginning to read at verse twenty-two:

22When the time came for their purification according to the law of Moses, they brought him up to Jerusalem to present him to the Lord 23(as it is written in the law of the Lord, “Every firstborn male shall be designated as holy to the Lord”), 24and they offered a sacrifice according to what is stated in the law of the Lord, “a pair of turtledoves or two young pigeons.”

25Now there was a man in Jerusalem whose name was Simeon; this man was righteous and devout, looking forward to the consolation of Israel, and the Holy Spirit rested on him. 26It had been revealed to him by the Holy Spirit that he would not see death before he had seen the Lord’s Messiah. 27Guided by the Spirit, Simeon came into the temple; and when the parents brought in the child Jesus, to do for him what was customary under the law, 28Simeon took him in his arms and praised God, saying,

29
“Master, now you are dismissing your servant in peace,


according to your word;

30
for my eyes have seen your salvation,

31
which you have prepared in the presence of all peoples,

32
a light for revelation to the Gentiles


and for glory to your people Israel.”

33And the child’s father and mother were amazed at what was being said about him. 34Then Simeon blessed them and said to his mother Mary, “This child is destined for the falling and the rising of many in Israel, and to be a sign that will be opposed 35so that the inner thoughts of many will be revealed—and a sword will pierce your own soul too.”

36There was also a prophet, Anna the daughter of Phanuel, of the tribe of Asher. She was of a great age, having lived with her husband seven years after her marriage, 37then as a widow to the age of eighty-four. She never left the temple but worshiped there with fasting and prayer night and day. 38At that moment she came, and began to praise God and to speak about the child to all who were looking for the redemption of Jerusalem.

39When they had finished everything required by the law of the Lord, they returned to Galilee, to their own town of Nazareth. 40The child grew and became strong, filled with wisdom; and the favor of God was upon him.

This is the Word of the Lord. . .
� I will be the first one to admit that religious wars are ugly and that there have been many of them.  They are ugly specifically because we know our faith calls us to love, not kill.  But to attribute wars to religious fervor, particularly modern wars is grossly inaccurate. 


� The Law called for three acts – circumcision, redemption of the first born and the rite of purification.  Luke may have condensed them, or as a Gentile have been confused.  Luke mentions circumcision and the rite of purification.
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