


Christmas each year.  A red trailer is chained to a parking meter on the east side 

of City Hall.  A sign hanging slightly askew says “Santa’s Workshop.”  Children 

are brought into the dimly lit room, most of them wailing and kicking, and have 

their picture taken with another bony Santa.  This of course is an exercise for the 

parents, not the children, and Santa does a brisk business in Hartville. 

 

A small gray speaker mounted on top of the trailer plays a tinny “Rudolph” by 

Gene Autry and the Peanuts theme by Vince Guaraldi.  Every thirty seconds Mrs. 

Santa invites the “kiddies” waiting outside to think hard about what they want her 

husband to bring them this year.  On this fateful night Mrs. Santa was in rare 

form. 

 

 Not far away, about fifty people huddled together in front 

of City Hall with signs that read “Jesus Is the Reason for the 

Season,”  “Put Christ Back in Christmas” and “Santa Didn’t 

Die for Your Sins!”  The sun was nearly finished for the day, 

and shoppers scurried along with their bags.  A line about 

fifteen feet deep formed in front of Santa’s place as parents 

tried to beat closing time. 

 

Deacon Wright, a former marine, and looking somewhat like Bull Conner at a civil 

rights march, led the way, encouraging his followers by chanting, “You can’t take 

our holiday!” 

 

They repeated in unison, “You can’t take our holiday!” 

 

“It’s in our heart and here to stay!” 

 

“Sound off, Jesus!” 

 

“Sound off, he’s born!” 

 

There are conflicting reports about how the fight began.  Some say one of the 

elves asked the marchers to lower the volume of their singing.  Others contend it 

was the nasally sound of Gene Autry that pushed the protesters over the brink.  

Whatever it was, the next day the headline on the front of the Daily News said, 

“Police Arrest Four in Skirmish with Santa.” 



 

Christmas is supposed to bring peace on earth, goodwill to men, but just the 

opposite happened at City Hall last night. 

 

Four protesters were arrested, then released after allegedly attacking Santa 

Claus at his holiday workshop.  One elf was also slightly injured. 

 

 Well now, let me set your minds at ease.  I’m not going to ask 

you to protest against Santa Claus.  The truth is, I have established 

a very simple goal for this Advent series.  It’s simply to help us make 

sure that this Christmas season doesn’t pass us by without – in one 

or two meaningful ways – our feeling like we have captured the 

essence of what Christ coming to earth is all about and responding 

accordingly. 

 

Maybe that’s not a very ambitious agenda.  But I am aware that the Christmas season has a way 

of suddenly taking off on us.  Each year we think we have it under control, but that usually doesn’t 

happen.  And when Christmas Day has come and gone, we find, in retrospect, that we have 

probably celebrated like most good Americans.  But whether or not we have done well from the 

perspective of our King – that’s another matter. 

 

It could be that my Advent messages are almost coming too late.  If I’m not mistaken, for some of 

you a panic has already set in.  Maybe you’re still deciding which part of the extended family gets 

you on Christmas Day, and where you will ration out the other days.  Plane tickets are out of the 

question, now that the family has grown –- but then, you’re not sure the present set of tires is 

going to get you all the way to Pennsylvania.  “And yes, sweetheart, I like your folks, but you 

know I can’t stand your wealthy brother-in-law asking us again why we don’t buy a new car.  He 

must have a thousand of them at his dealership.  If he’s so concerned about things, why doesn’t 

he just give us one?  I can’t say that I’m all that impressed by the National Geographic 

subscription he sends us each year.” 

 

Maybe such snide comments are totally outside your realm of experience, and this past 

Thanksgiving at your house rivaled a Norman Rockwell painting for both warmth and friendliness.  

But if that’s true, you’re not where most people are.  Statistics regarding the breakdown of the 

family in North America mean that, for many folks, holidays are far less than ideal.  Just last 

week, someone listening to me right now told me, “I really don’t look forward to Christmas.  It’s 



never a happy time for me.”  I’ve been praying that my series, with its one simple goal, will prove 

helpful even to that individual. 

 

I noticed that stores had Christmas items up as early as October.  For weeks now, we’ve been 

getting slick beautiful Christmas catalogs in the mail at our house.  All this reminds me again that 

our finances take a huge hit at Christmas.  How about yours?   Like, 

I can come up with the names of a lot of friends who would appreciate a 

gift from this neat Harry and David catalog.  The picture of their gift 

baskets look fabulous.  “Fourteen pounds of irresistible fruits and 

confections,” it reads, “for only – “ Oh my goodness, that’s a lot of 

money.  Better turn the page. 

 

“The Ultimate Picnic Hamper.  Royal Riviera pears, crisp mountain apples, smoked salmon, 

gourmet mustard, cheddar cheeses, sesame crackers, hickory smoked sausages, lemon cakes, 

truffles, Bing cherry chocolates, candies, nuts, and preserves.  Twelve pounds, eight ounces, 

$155.95.”  Suddenly I can’t think of many of my friends who really like picnics all that much! 

 

Do things like travel and money and strong memories of earlier times of embarrassment at 

Christmas ever get you down as you anticipate the coming (or advent) of the Christ child?  Then 

let me add more ingredients – like office parties and food preparation . . .  that’s a big category 

isn’t it?  My wife puts a lot of effort into the food.  In some ways, it wouldn’t be Christmas if she 

didn’t.  As a matter of fact, Christmas probably requires more from women than it does from men.  

Certain families are exceptions, but for the most part, that’s probably true in our homes and our 

churches.  At Christmas, it’s the women who really have to come through. 

 

In this little book, Away with the Manger, the main character, newspaper man Jackson Grim, 

confesses, “I was as surprised as the kids at most of their presents, and I felt bad that Evelyn had 

done all the shopping.  I vowed that would change in years to come.” 

 

 With this in mind, I thought it might be fitting to center my thoughts 

this Christmas series on a special woman whom Luke writes about.  

Another year you can look once more at the shepherds, the magi, the 

angels, Joseph, or that businessman who said for all generations to 

hear that there was no more room inside, only out in back of his Holiday 

Inn could a place be found.  But we’ll leave all those biblical friends 

alone this year and instead concentrate on this young virgin honored in 

such a special way by God himself.  I’m reading Luke 1:28-38: 







the possible complications, asking Elizabeth for advice on occasion, walking and praying and 

listening for answers from the Lord, spoken to her heart. 

 

Then it was time to return to Nazareth.  Three months – she still wouldn’t be showing all that 

much, which would make the initial return to Galilee a little easier. 

 

So what we have here is a picture of Mary knowing that the chaotic days ahead had the potential 

to be both good or bad, and she’s taking the time to slow down and evaluate her actions to make 

sure that this special time coming up is going to be the best it can possibly be. 

 

Next week we’ll look at Mary’s song in Luke 2:46-55, but this first Sunday of Advent, let me just 

suggest that you and I follow the pattern that’s laid out here by the action of this young mother-to-

be. 

 

Yes, our time line is different.  We are now at (XX) days and counting.  That’s not nearly as long 

as her nine-month pregnancy.  But then, our issues are not anywhere near as complicated as 

Mary’s were.  We just want to make sure that Christmas doesn’t come and go without us 

experiencing the real meaning of what the season is all about.  But even so, for us this is an 

extremely important issue.  If the narrative presented by Luke is true, and God himself was 

coming to earth in the person of the Son; if there was an angel who made the announcement; 

and the Holy Spirit was the one who planted the seed in this young Jewish woman – then this is 

without doubt the most incredible event in the entire history of the world.  And it’s fitting that we 

celebrate it, and that we do it in the best possible manner. 

 

 But I’m afraid that if we don’t slow down long enough to at least do a 

little evaluation of our own, it’s possible the season will leave us 

frustrated again this year. 

 

So … what do you like best about past Christmases you have 

celebrated, and what do you like least, and what can be done to 

maximize the good and minimize the bad?   If you could eliminate an 

activity or two this year, what would those be, and why? 

 

 Are there creative ways to cut back on your giving?  As our family began to grow through 

marriages and children, I remember deciding that we needed to reduce the number of gifts that 

were given.  So, as adults, for several years we drew names and wrote a personal letter to the 

person whose name we drew, saying what we appreciated about him or her.  It became a part of 



our Christmas celebration to read those letters aloud, and I still think of them as some of the most 

beautiful gifts we ever gave to one another. 

 

 Can you simplify the Christmas decorating process?  Maybe you could try going all out only 

every second or third year.  Could others share in the food preparation?  

 

 Many of these thoughts I’m taking from a Devotional Journal called 

“The Christmas You’ve Always Longed For”.  Numbers of you have 

already purchased a copy.  They are available 

______________________.  Be aware that these devotional journals 

correlate with what I’m preaching, and every day there is a place for you 

to journal your thoughts, especially in relationship to the overall themes 

being preached. 

 

 What can be done about that relative who can always be counted 

on to be antagonistic?  Or the friend who always drinks too much during 

the holidays and can be most inappropriate?  If you can anticipate that 

it’s probably going to happen again, talk with someone older or wiser for 

advice as to a better response than you’ve been able to come up with to 

date. 

 

What made you cry last Christmas and the Christmas before?  And could that be avoided this 

year if you didn’t feel you had to do so many things that the tasks become all but impossible?  

How do you cut back so that you’re not always so tired you can’t even enjoy the people you love 

the most?  Those are the kinds of questions I’m wondering about.  I want you to get answers to 

questions like these early on this month. 

 

Maybe someone in your family is pregnant and expects to deliver “a firstborn” right around the 

same time you celebrate the birth of Mary’s marvelous son.  Hey, that’s a big job right there … 

having a baby.  Certainly that person shouldn’t feel guilty of she can’t live up to all that was done 

last year. 

 

  Most of all, the question is:  How will you mark the coming to earth 

of the Messiah, the Christ?  Messiah is Hebrew; Christ is Greek.  They 

both mean the same thing – “the Anointed One of God.”  In all of the 

celebrating you do, what will you give to the Lord so that in your heart 



you can say, “I hope he likes my present to him.  I put a lot of thought into it”? 

 

That’s what’s going to be most important to you when you go to bed on Christmas night.  And it’s 

what I’ll give you a hand with next week, after you’ve had opportunity to do some initial Christmas 

thinking on your own. 

 

Do God’s desires for his people match the way Americans celebrate this unique season?  

Probably not.  It’s wonderful that expressions of love and generosity mark this time more than the 

other eleven months of the year, but it’s also true that our Christmases have become highly 

commercialized and often more centered on ourselves and our friends than on the wonderful 

child who entered our world 2,000 years ago.  So again I’m saying, it helps to follow Mary’s 

pattern of starting this month with adequate time for reflection 

 

 Here’s my simple thought in a sentence:  Knowing the chaotic days 

ahead have the potential to be both good and bad, it’s important to slow 

down and evaluate your actions to ensure that this special time is the 

best it can possibly be. 

 

The reason I say that is because we make a lot of mistakes, don’t we?  

It would have been sad if Mary had talked out of turn to the wrong person.  That could have 

ruined everything – if she had felt sorry for herself, or been insecure and gone to the wrong 

person for advice.  I’m glad she took the action she did.  How commendable it is that she 

processed her assignment quietly and in the company of good counsel before beginning to live 

out her unique assignment! 

 

 The people in Chris Fabry’s book are just the opposite.  They end up 

in a huge town fight over whether a Nativity scene can be displayed in 

the town center.  It takes a near tragedy, which I won’t reveal, before 

Pastor Karlsen realizes what’s happened.  On December he preaches to 

a packed church: 

 

We put our hearts and souls into getting that manger back in the 

public square, and we fought till the very end.  So what are we sorry for?  Sorry 

for standing up for what’s right?  Sorry for trying to get God back into the schools 

where he belongs?  No.  There’s a time to take a stand and a way to take a 

stand, and I’m telling you here today, on this Christmas morning, that our cause 

was right. 



 

I wish those cameras were back here from New York.  I’d look right into their little 

red lights and I’d tell Phyllis and the panel and the whole country that we were 

wrong.  We’re sorry …  

 

We wanted to be salt and light, my friends, but we poured our salt into an open 

wound, and we took a blowtorch to this town.  We are told to love others because 

he first loved us.  If we say we love God but hate others, we’re fooling ourselves. 

 

 I don’t know if there will be tragedies this year in some of your 

families.  But I do know that I want this to be a wonderful Christmas, the 

one you’ve always longed for.  That’s why I’m asking you to figure out 

what the equivalent of Mary’s trip to the hill country of Judea would be 

in your situation.  Maybe it’s you and your spouse, or you and your 

friend, going to Starbucks for a cup of coffee some time this week, just 

to talk things over.  Maybe it’s a full family meeting tonight around a big 

bowl of popcorn.  Mary, a younger woman, talked to Elizabeth, who was much older, and that 

could be a pattern some of you might want to follow.  But in any case, the bottom line you want to 

get to is whether or not you feel good about how you honored Christ last year at this season, and 

how that’s going to affect what you do this year. 

 

Mary didn’t want anything not really all that important to keep her from being the person God had 

in mind when he made known her assignment.  He chose her to fill the strategic role of being 

mother to his only Son.  What a good choice she proved to be.  I’m absolutely amazed at how 

mature she was in living up to God’s expectations. 

 

In similar fashion, I’m trusting that we too can all do well in our celebration of this upcoming 

Christmastime.  Hopefully, we will be ready for it and we will all feel good on the twenty-fifth as we 

have opportunity to review our actions.  We may not have done everything perfectly, but hopefully 

we have improved over last year and certainly done much better in making sure we honored the 

One whose birthday we’re celebrating.  If that can be pulled off, something major has indeed 

been accomplished, not only for this year, but for all eternity. 
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