Rappahannock Christian Church – 12-13-09

Dr. Kenneth Wilbur

Advent Reading – JOY
The Lord has done great things for us!  May the Lord fill our faces with smiles of delight and voices with sounds of wonder.  In God’s joy may we be replenished and restored.

We light our third Advent candle today to celebrate the deep joy God gives us in the many blessings of Christmas.  The joy of Christmas is coming, has come and will come again.  We laugh and shout and rejoice because God is doing great things for us!  We laugh and shout and rejoice because Christmas is coming!

God of Joy, We give thanks for your Light that is coming into our world.  It is a cause for great celebration.  We can’t help ourselves.  Thank you for the laughter and bustle of Christmas-time.  May our many celebrations be worthy of your great gift.  Remind us that we are your Advent people and we have a joy to share that is deeper than all the Christmas trimmings. In the name of Jesus, the coming Christ-child, we pray.  Amen.

Communion Meditation

Eat or die – right?  We’ve got to eat.  We have to provide our bodies with nourishment or shortly we will die.  At this table we eat the bread and drink the cup, not to nourish our physical bodies, but to partake of spiritual food.  Here we remember the sacrifice of our Lord and as we gather in this place our spiritual nature is fed.  Here we remember our Savior’s love, the grace of God and the atonement that He purchased for us.  We need this often, or our souls will shrivel and die because we have not had the spiritual food needed to nourish us.  Let me read you this great old story from Matthew.

Matthew 26:26-29 – While they were eating, Jesus took bread, gave thanks and broke it, and gave it to his disciples, saying, "Take and eat; this is my body." Then he took the cup, gave thanks and offered it to them, saying, "Drink from it, all of you. This is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins. I tell you, I will not drink of this fruit of the vine from now on until that day when I drink it anew with you in my Father's kingdom."  
Not Enough Glitter

Luke 2:1-7 – In those days Caesar Augustus issued a decree that a census should be taken of the entire Roman world. (This was the first census that took place while Quirinius was governor of Syria.) And everyone went to his own town to register. 

So Joseph also went up from the town of Nazareth in Galilee to Judea, to Bethlehem the town of David, because he belonged to the house and line of David. He went there to register with Mary, who was pledged to be married to him and was expecting a child. While they were there, the time came for the baby to be born, and she gave birth to her firstborn, a son. She wrapped him in cloths and placed him in a manger, because there was no room for them in the inn. 

Just a minute ago, during the Elder’s prayer, Brother Elliott mentioned the "true meaning of Christmas."

Now, you and I know the true meaning of Christmas, don't we?  And we are able to keep it in the right way.  Sure, we may spend a little extra on gifts, maybe buy some things that we wouldn't ordinarily buy.  The advertisements goad us on.  “Buy the perfect gift for her.”… ("He went to Jarred!" right?)  “Here's the perfect gift for the man who has everything...!”  There are cable network channels dedicated to shopping.  And there's Amazon.com.  Besides shopping we have parties, the swirl of the mall, decorations, the cards to mail.  

Wait!  Wait!  See how things can get out of control?!!

God has come!  That's what's important. God has come, bringing goodwill and hope.

You know, the innkeeper in Bethlehem is an example, for me, of someone who missed the significance of Jesus' birth.  There are a couple of characters in the birth narratives who are not so great.  King Herod is another.  Herod is much worse, of course.  He knows something about who Jesus is, and opposes him.  He wants to destroy the child Jesus. 

The innkeeper is not malevolent.  He is just sort of clueless.  He misses the point.  He misses an opportunity.  Business must have been thriving that day in Bethlehem.  So many people must have been coming to the town for the tax registration.  All of them would have needed lodging.  The inn is full up.  Is it perhaps that the innkeeper especially has no room for an expectant woman?  What a mess that is going to be!  What a disruption to business! 

Am I being too hard on him?  I don't think so.  No, he didn't know who Jesus was.  But surely he knows the difficulty and pain of childbearing.  Out of simple kindness he could have made room for Mary somehow.  Even given her a bed in his own house.  That would have been the decent thing to do.  But no, he sent her away.  And now that is what this man is remembered for.  Through all eternity he's remembered as the guy who turned Mary and Joseph away.  He could have been remembered for his kindness and generosity and sacrifice.

I think that Luke, in telling this story, is doing a bit of “foreshadowing”.  Foreshadowing is a literary technique in which a writer will give you a hint of what is coming up later in the story.  The innkeeper is one of many people who will fail to recognize who Jesus is and fail to do something for the Christ.  Jesus tries to minister in his hometown, and what happens?  They take offense at him.  "Isn't this Joseph's son?  Who does he think he is?!"  The religious leaders and the Romans clearly reject any claims he places on them.  So many people push Jesus aside.  Some outright reject him.  Others miss out on his blessings because their * attention * is * elsewhere*!!

Look!  Our world is so busy today and we are doing the same thing.  How many people miss the point of the Christmas celebrations year after year?  
I've got to tell you this story.  Earlier last month one of the members of the Community Chorus was taking out notices to put up for our Christmas Concert that was held last week.  I understand that when she went to the library in her community (not the Essex Library) she was told that she could not post the concert flyer because it contained the word “Christmas”.  What's that about?  If a community event contains the word Christian or Christmas, or if it's being held in a church, the notice can't be posted?

Anyway, I was talking about people out there in our world who don't pay no attention to the real meaning of Christmas.  Have people heard the Story too much?  Are they tired of it?  Maybe Jesus needs to make a change in His marketing agent.  Maybe he needs pretty girls.  More glamour, more glitter?  Or maybe it's the other way around.  Maybe the ads and the glitter and the lights are so much in the way that the Baby can't be seen at all.  He's gone from the picture!

Advent is a season of preparation – not of gift lists and office parties and dinners – but of preparation for that day when we celebrate the birth of Christ, that He came so that we will be able to worship God and live with Him.

There are things we can do to prepare to celebrate His coming.  Being here today to worship is one of them.  We have our pageant tonight, in which we will look again in wonder at His lowly birth.  This Saturday morning we are preparing more than 50 Christmas boxes of fruit and candy for folks to remind them that we love them and are thinking of them on Christmas.  Perhaps you will be there to help with filling the boxes or making the deliveries.  Even within privacy of your own home, perhaps you will sit down with your family to read again the Christmas story.  However you prepare, you have it within your power not to miss what this time really means and to make it a truly uplifing season for yourself and those around you.

Benediction

The Lord bless you and keep you: The Lord make his face to shine upon you, and be gracious unto you:  The Lord lift up his countenance upon you, and give you peace.”

Numbers 6:24-26

