Getting in the Mood

Philippians 2:1-11


When did you have your first “Christmas sighting” this year? I think I saw my first Christmas display in a store about a week before Halloween. But the first notable event happened a few weeks later, when I was shopping in Kohls, for some socks. One of the Christmas displays drew my eye, Christmas music was playing in the background, and quite suddenly, I felt depressed. Has that ever happened to you? It was the opposite of what you might expect or want. But perhaps not all that unusual. 


Some people do love the hustle and bustle of this time of year. The Asbury Park Press ran a story in its Saturday edition, about Black Friday. In it was a quote from someone described as an experienced Black Friday shopper. A real pro. Here’s what she said while clutching a big bag of gifts in a department store in Brick: “I love everything. I love the crowds, I love the lines, I love the traffic. What better way to kick off the holiday season?” 


That quote makes me think of my favorite Christmas shopping story, which is about two men who escaped the mall and went sailing instead. It was a blustery, stormy day, and their small boat took a beating. So did they. And they ended up grounding their boat on a sand bar. Well, as they were standing knee deep in murky water, trying to pull or push their little boat off the sand bar, one man turned to the other and said, “Sure beats Christmas shopping, doesn’t it?” 


So, which category fits you? Are you “in the mood” for the Christmas season? Does it depress you? Or do you just escape? Whichever group you are in, there’s Good News for you. And it comes from today’s scripture reading, which I will read in a few minutes. But first listen to this story. 


In a small iron-working town, some years ago, an interesting thing happened. In this town the mills were kept running day and night. The great steam-hammers, some of them weighing several tons, were night and day beating out huge masses of molten metal. All night long the sound reverberated through the streets of the village. But the townspeople were so accustomed to the noise that they could sleep soundly, despite what would otherwise be considered a deafening noise. Well, here’s what happened in that noisy little town: one night the machinery broke down and the hammers suddenly stopped working, and guess what happened? Just about everybody in town immediately woke up! They had been awakened, unexpectedly, by the silence. 


When I read that story this week, it made me think about the world in which you and I live, and the season that we are entering. It’s noisy, isn’t it? It’s a cacophony to the ear, and a fast-moving blur to the eye. We are assailed daily by sound bytes and streaming visuals. Traffic, talk, advertisements, arguments, worries and struggles. Information comes at us from every angle and new angles are created every day by creative entrepreneurs. Ipods, Ipads, email, Facebook.  And life is pressing in hard. The crowds at the mall, the cries of the kids, the demands of work, the worries of unemployment, the questions and dilemmas that we all face. 


So noisy. So absorbing. So overwhelming and compelling. 


So here’s what I want you to imagine. In your mind, place yourself in the midst of this very busy, very noisy season. See in your mind the crowds, the lines, the pushing and shoving. Hear the comments people are making, the laughter, the honking of horns, the shouting, the complaining.  Are you there, in your mind? Now, imagine that just for a moment. . .it all suddenly stops. The noise is overtaken by an overwhelming silence. 


Would that silence wake you up? 

I wonder what you’d hear in that silence. 

Would you hear in the distance the soft cry of a baby just minutes old? Feel on your cheek the warm breath of a tired donkey? Smell the dusty sweet aroma of new hay? Hear the hushed conversation between husband and wife? In the corner of your eye would you glimpse a shimmer of angel wings or the brightness of a new star in the night sky? 

Would you hear in that silence, a voice coming, deeper, stronger, reaching forward from the dawn of time, saying that there is something else going on here, something more powerful and more important to you than the sale price of an android or a DVD player or an Ipod?


For the world outside of our church doors, this is the Christmas season, or usually more generically “the holidays.” But for us, in here, it’s Advent—the preparation for Christ’s coming. And for those of us who live with a foot in both worlds (which is pretty much all of us), the dilemma becomes how to truly experience Advent in such a noisy and compelling world.

The atmosphere of the “holidays” is spending, partying, family gathering, decorating. The pace is fast and furious, which is why a couple of weeks ago I made mention of Christmas coming toward us like a freight train. The expectation is that it will be a time of enjoyment, celebration, warmth and love. The irony is exquisite—because there are so many who have nothing to spend, no reason to celebrate, no family to visit, and no tree to decorate. I’m not just talking economics here. Sure, there are many for whom the secular celebration is extremely difficult because of their economic situation. But an even deeper reality exists for those who would really like to get into the mood of the season, but it just doesn’t work, because life is so hard. The season advertises joy and light, but for so many, the mood is gloomy and dark and full of unanswered questions because of losses and struggles. 

The “holiday season” has no power to change any of that. It only magnifies the difficult struggles that are already going on in your world.  And the noise of the season tends to block out the hope of realizing what might really be going on in the heart of Advent. But what if you could get the noise to stop, even for just a moment? What if you could listen for God’s voice in the midst of the tumult? It’s Advent, a season of hoping, waiting, preparing of hearts to receive the gift that only God could give. Advent means coming—Jesus is coming! Not just as a baby in a manger, but as a king to claim his rightful throne in the world, and in our hearts. Last week Candy talked about what it means for Jesus to be king and for us to be in his kingdom. And now the season of Advent becomes an invitation to us to participate in this reality that is deeper and more real than any of the gifts that will be under your tree this year. 


Are you ready to get in the mood for Advent? To embrace the spirit of this season and let this season transform your life? 


Here it is. Here’s what it’s all about: (read Philippians)


Paul, in verse 5, encourages us to “let the same mind” be in us that was in Christ Jesus. “The same mind” suggests an attitude or perspective or way of thinking. A mood or a mode of life. You and I are invited, this Advent season, to embrace the attitude, the perspective, the way of thinking that marked the life of Jesus. 

And what was that way of thinking, that way of living? The God of heaven and earth willingly, lovingly, emptied himself and took on human form for our sake. He walked a walk of obedience and humility all the way to the cross. Now, you might be tempted to think, well he was God, maybe that was easy for him! He can do anything. No big deal. But what I want you to see in this passage is that because he was God, he didn’t have to do this! He didn’t have to come into this world and do what he did. Suffer the way he did. He could have said, never mind those rotten sinners! They deserve what they get! Let them rot in hell while I sit up here in heaven eating bon-bons and watching the Giants trounce the Bears on my billboard size flat screen TV.  


But he didn’t regard equality with God as something to be exploited, Paul said. That’s an interesting word, exploited. How could God exploit anything? God owns everything! But the idea here is that even though Jesus had every right to stay at the right hand of the Father, he didn’t regard his position as something to hold onto. He could let it go. So, Paul says, he emptied himself. He let go of what was rightfully his. He didn’t hang onto it, didn’t exploit it. He took on human flesh. He served, he died. 


That’s the attitude, or the mood, of the season of Advent. It’s not about grasping or getting, it’s not about partying or celebrating. It’s not even about giving, in the sense that we usually associate giving with Christmas. It’s not about giving gifts. It’s about giving yourself.
What would it mean for you to actually do that?  What would need to shift or to change?


In a book called Written in Blood, Robert Coleman tells about a little boy named Johnny, whose sister needed a blood transfusion. The doctor explained that she had the same disease that Johnny had recovered from two years earlier. Her only chance for recovery was a transfusion from someone who had previously conquered the disease. Since the two children had the same rare blood type, the boy was the ideal donor.


“Would you give your blood to Mary?” the doctor asked.


Johnny hesitated. His lower lip started to tremble. Then he smiled and said, “Sure, for my sister.” 


Soon the two children were wheeled into the hospital room, Mary pale and thin; Johnny robust and healthy. Neither spoke, but when their eyes met, Johnny grinned.


As the nurse inserted the needle into his arm, Johnny’s smile faded. He watched the blood flow through the tube. With the ordeal almost over, his voice, slightly shaky, broke the silence. “Doctor, when do I die?”


Only then did the doctor realize why Johnny had hesitated, why his lip had trembled when he’d agreed to donate his blood. He’d thought giving his blood to his sister meant giving up his life. In that brief moment, he’d made his great decision. 


You might say that Johnny missed the point. But I think Johnny got a point that most other people miss. And if you and I are going to get into the mood for Advent, we need to follow the example of Jesus (and Johnny!) who didn’t hold onto the life he had. Instead he emptied himself.


And it was that act of emptying, that act of love, that led Jesus not only to a manger but also to a godforsaken cross, where that emptiness was complete and where even he seemed to wonder how it would all turn out. Yet he is highly exalted. His name is above every name. And there will come a day when every knee will bow and every tongue will confess that Jesus Christ is Lord.   When will that day be for you? When your knee will bow, and your tongue confess his Lordship in your life?


So, go back to that picture that you stored away in your mind: you’re standing in line at Walmart or K-Mart or Target or you’re in rush hour traffic, when the noise stops and quiet prevails. Within that quiet, a choice emerges.  Are you going to let Advent draw you in—to bow before Jesus and confess him as your king? Or are you going to allow the “holiday season” pull you into its undertow--again? 


The challenge for this season is to let the quiet open up inside you, and let God speak. Let God draw you to the manger, to the cross and to the coming King. 
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