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It would be fascinating for each of us to take one of those word association tests.  Say there are 20 words and number fifteen is the word “Christmas.”  Remember, it is supposed to be your first response to the word. It would be interesting to see what most of us would respond to the word “Christmas.”  
If the test were given here in church, we would all say “Jesus.”  We always say in church that “Jesus” is the answer.  Even if the question is, “Who stores nuts in a tree?”  someone in church will say “Jesus.”  “Jesus” is always the answer.  Everyone knows Jesus doesn’t store nuts in a tree. Jesus stores nuts in church!  That’s why we are called “Fools for Christ.” 

As one nut to another, I want to speak to you today about Christmas, specifically the Christmas wars.  The dispute, the brouhaha, or if you will, the brou-ho-ho in this case.  
The two Christmas parades we had recently say something about the best and the worst of our country. 
It is the best because no one was persecuted at either parade. People had their choice of which parade they wanted to attend. We see the worst in our country because some people felt it necessary to have two parades in the first place. Christmas wars. Think about how silly that sounds.  Next Sunday is Christmas Day, no matter how anyone might deny it or believe it. Look on any secular calendar; it’s called Christmas Day.  

We have quite a dispute about that.  “Happy Holidays,” “Joyous Season,” “Merry Christmas,”  what should we say?  I don’t know which is worse; politically correct party poopers who want everyone to say, “Happy Holidays,” or self-righteous religious ruffians who want everyone to say, “Merry Christmas” or “Jesus is the reason for the season.”  
To both sides I would say, “Take a chill pill.”  To Christians I would say, “If Jesus managed to survive the cross he will probably survive a Holiday Parade of Lights.”  

We need to take Christmas more seriously. Listen to what one person said: 
Christmas is good news, the best of all good news.  It tells us what God is like, it tells us what we are like, it tells us what the Christian life is like.  This is all we need to know to live and die by, but we need to know all of it.  We need to know all of the Christmas story. 
We need to know about the meaning of the word incarnation (God with us).  Please bear with me; this is kind of a lengthy quote, but it’s one of the best things that I’ve ever read about Christmas. You might be surprised at what you are about to hear.  

In Christmas: Festival of Incarnation, Donald Heinz notes that Christians have always lamented and resisted the cultural captivity of Christmas.  From the beginning they’ve tried to separate themselves from year-end festivities.  But, says Heinz, it’s been a “spectacular failure of theological imagination.”

Even before the Romans, the winter solstice was an occasion of thanksgiving and celebration. The darkness and cold of the retreating sun inspired terror, and when the sun finally started its slow return, ancient peoples marked the event with feasting and fertility celebrations. Some of their symbols are still with us: boughs of evergreen, holly and ivy, wreaths.


Later the Romans marked year’s end with Saturnalia, a raucous weeklong party. Christians decided to offer an alternative and began to celebrate the incarnation with Christ’s Mass. Their hope was that in time Christ’s Mass would replace Saturnalia. That effort failed, Heinz says, as has every church’s attempt to banish the secular festival.


Nobody was as hard on Christmas as the Puritans, notes Heinz. “They argued that December 25 was not biblical but heathen, that Jesus would have disapproved of his birthday celebrations, and that Christmas was just an excuse for… gross behavior, social upheaval, and drunkenness, no doubt aided by the lull in agricultural life.”  The Puritans ordered shops to stay open, insisted that work go on as usual and banned holiday cakes and candles.  They also managed to have Christmas declared illegal by the Massachusetts legislature from 1659 to 1681. Heinz reports that the U.S. Congress even remained in session on Christmas Day from 1789 to 1851.

The Puritans did a lot of good things, but banning Christmas because of eating, drinking and celebrating, not to mention pagan customs like kissing under the mistletoe, was not one of their more admirable ideas.


After all, incarnation means that this world is God’s creation and that God loved it so much that God came here to be with us.  The story could not be more this-worldly: pregnant, unwed teenager, perplexed fiancé, arduous journey, inn full of raucous guests, barn full of animals, labor, pain, blood, birth and shepherds.


It could not be more human or more earthy, and that is the point.  Incarnation means that God is with us in this world, the sacred in the secular, the holy in the profane.  It is this world that God entered on that first Christmas and enters again and again.  – From “The Christian Century”
For years we in the church have lived as if we believe incarnation meant God came to us. Incarnation means not only that God came to us, but that God comes to us again and again. Incarnation means not only that God is with us, but that God is for us. Incarnation, God comes to us again and again.


The good news for us this Christmas is that God not only comes to us, God wants to work through us.  Think about Mary.  If God had a daughter surely she would be like Mary.  She was 14 or 15 years old, afraid, confused. “How can this be?”  But she grew from “How can this be?” to “Let it be with me.”  


What does God want to do through you?  How can you move from saying, “How can it be that God would work through me?” to “Let it be with me according to your word.”  It is about faith; faith that is aware not only what we have done for God, but even more what God has done for us.  
If God had a daughter. . . .  The good news of Christmas is that God does have a daughter.  Her name is Isabella, Khloe, Presley, Madison, Tayler.  God has sons, and their names are Jude and Quincy.  (These are the names of the children who were dedicated today.)   God’s sons and daughters include your name.  The challenge for us this Christmas is to live up to our heritage.  


My favorite Christmas story, in some ways, is an old story about a man who received as a gift one Christmas a new car from his brother.  His brother called him and said, “Look outside your office.”   The man looked outside his window and there was a new car with a ribbon on the car.  The man walked outside and there was a little boy standing beside the car.  The man said to the little boy, “My brother gave me that car for Christmas.”  The little boy said, “I wish I …,” and the man knew he was going to say, “I wish I had a brother like that.”  But instead the little boy said, “I wish I could be that kind of brother.”  


This Advent and always, the living God says to us, his sons and daughters, “Be like your brother.”  Amen

