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SERMON:
THE GIFT OF CHRISTMAS
By Rev. Dr. Don Algeo

Summary: It came upon a midnight clear.

Our Advent season has now come to an end. The four candles are all lit, the
candles of hope, peace, joy and love, and they surround the central Christ candle,
to remind us that the qualities of spirit they represent find their reality in our new
birth in Christ, rather than our old worldly nature. And that’s important to
remember, so that we don’t start rating our Christian lives using the rulers and
balances and measures of the world.

I’1l give you an example of what I mean. A long, long time ago now, I spent a
Christmas with my sister and her young family. Along with her husband, she had
three daughters, and they were all of toddling or young childhood age. I had never
spent Christmas with them — and my own Christmases - as a cynical young ne’er
do well - had been, let’s say, something other than sentimental. I hadn’t
participated in a Christmas celebration since leaving home years before.

So when we gathered around the Christmas tree to open presents, I was amazed to
see what a great abundance there were of boxes under the tree. During my own
childhood, we’d of course had presents under the tree, but usually just three of four
apiece for my sister and me. But here! It looked like Santa Clause had dumped an
entire sleighload down the chimney!

Anyway, I hadn’t been around little children since I was one myself, so it was with
real pleasure that [ watched the joy that almost exploded out of each of them as she
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opened her first present. There were shrieks of pleasure, clapping of little hands,
hugs for mommy and daddy and even for scruffy Uncle Don.

And so it continued as they opened the next present, and even the present after that.
But at some point, the mood began to change. Instead of exploding with joy and
crowing with triumph as the gift was revealed, the girls began to move almost
robotically from one box to the next, impatiently tearing off the wrapping, glancing
with only a brief smile at what emerged, before moving on to the next box. By the
time they reached the last gift, they looked almost forlorn, sitting in the middle of
all their new toys and clothes, like people sitting overstuffed around the table,
staring without a lot of interest at all the good food still in front of them.

I’'m exaggerating a little, of course, but not a lot. The point is simply to provide an
illustration that what we call joy could not really provide much understanding of
what Jesus was talking about when he told his disciples These things I have spoken
to you that my joy may remain in you, and that your joy might be full. Christ’s joy,
heavenly joy, whatever it is, will not be like what we humans call joy, a transient
and diminishing emotional experience.

And the same is true of hope, of peace, of love. Christ’s hope is not wishful
thinking, Christ’s peace is not the absence of affliction and discomfort, Christ’s
love is not emotional ardor. Peace I leave with you, my peace I give you, Jesus
once said on another occasion, and then immediately adds: I do not give to you as
the world gives.

The fact is, we could never come to know God by extrapolating from our own
experience, any more than a pot can come to know the potter. The unlimited,
eternal, unchanging could never be known by the finite, mortal, and ever-changing.

But the reverse is also true. Neither could God come to know or to be in essential
relation with the human. The gap was too wide, not just of distance, but of
essential nature. God could not suffer, could not feel fear or uncertainty, could not
find pleasure in food or comfort in company or recovery in sleep, could not be
weary or elated or distracted, could not grow or learn or sing or dance or worry or
discover. The pot can never know what it is to be a potter, but neither can the
potter know what it is to be a pot.

And that was the situation, until Jesus was born in a manger.

Our gospel reading for today, the first Sunday after Christmas, after that birth in a
manger, brings home to us the true significance of Christmas, the entry of God into



His own creation. So let’s read it together, and then meditate on that unfathomable
miracle.

Read Matthew 2: 13-23.

What we read here is a simple human story. A mother and father of the most
humble circumstance are made aware of a threat to their newborn child and
advised to flee from that threat and seek safety in the company of strangers in a
distant land. They heed the warning, and remain in that foreign land, making shift
there somehow until the source of their peril, King Herod, dies. Returning to
Bethlehem, they find a land still full of threat from Herod’s son, Archeleus, and so
retreat to a safe haven called Nazareth in Galilee, outside of Archeleus’s
jurisdiction. And of course Jesus then lived there for the next twenty-five or thirty
years, in the bosom of his family, growing slowly into a man, with brothers and
sisters and friends and teachers and neighbors, learning a trade from his father and
serving his community, eating and sleeping and playing and studying and being
injured and crying and recovering and celebrating birthdays and holidays, until at
last he travelled on foot to the shores of the Jordan river, and allowed himself to be
baptized by his cousin, John. And we know the rest of the story.

Jesus was of course an infant or very young child during the flight to and return
from Egypt, and wouldn’t have been capable of understanding the events involved,
but the stories surrounding it would certainly have lived on in his family and
become part of the family tapestry. But more importantly, the flight to Egypt, the
sojourning there, the return to Canaan and then farther into Galilee...all these
events would have represented the early stage of a truly human life, with its perils,
its escapes, its calculations, its times of rest, its accommodation to changing
circumstances. It represented the beginning of the true purpose of the incarnation.

And what was that purpose? In Jesus, God came to know what it is to be human.
God experienced fatigue, hunger, and physical effort. God took a bath and became
clean. God experienced sitting with a family around a candle in a small house
softly exchanging the news of the day. God became sick and recovered. God grew
in strength and wisdom. God worshipped. God sang hymns. God prayed.

God experienced human hope, human joy, human peace, human love.

None of that was possible without the incarnation. Before we could ascend to
God, God had to descend to us.

But that was only half of the purpose. Before the incarnation, God could not know
us. But neither could we know God.



How were we, human in every respect, to know God, to experience what God
experiences, to hope as God hopes, to rest as God rests, to rejoice as God rejoices,
to love as God loves? There was only one way, and that was to become as God is,
to be incorporated into God, just as God was incorporated into us.

The Christian church is the body of Christ, not just metaphorically but in spiritual
reality. We are all members of the body of which Christ is the head, and as such
we partake of the very life of God, just as God, in Christ, partakes of ours. As
John puts it...as many as received Him, to them he gave the right to become

children of God.

God entered into humanity that we might enter into God. That is the miracle of the
Incarnation. That is the purpose of creation. And that is the true Gift of
Christmas.

And so on this first Sunday after Christmas, we thank you, heavenly Father, for the
gift of your Son, of our Lord and Savior, in whose name we pray.



