Finding Christmas:  Journey of the Heart

Matthew 1:18-25


Have you found Christmas yet?  Still looking?  One of the places that a lot of people look for Christmas is within the family.   So much of what we do focuses on the family.  The annual family photo.  Getting the Christmas tree, decorating it. Arguing about how to decorate it.  Sitting around a toasty fire, drinking hot chocolate and eating too many sugar cookies.  Waiting for that one distant family member to make it home in time for Christmas dinner.  Hanging up the stockings. Setting up the train set.   Wrapping that one last hard-to-find gift and putting it under the tree on Christmas Eve.  Falling exhausted into bed but not sleeping on account of indigestion.  


The images are warm and pleasant, the memories fond.  For many, the overall image of how things ought to be is sort of like a Hallmark Card.  Everybody’s smiling, things are all in place.  But then comes the year when the family picture is a little bit off kilter.  One less stocking hung by the fire.  Or, maybe mom and dad have split up.  Your daughter comes home announcing that she is pregnant and does not know who the father is.  Your son can’t come home because he’s been arrested for selling drugs.   A life-threatening illness interjects itself into the picture.  Suddenly the Christmas bubble called “family” is burst because things just aren’t the same.   It’s not right.  


This dissonance between what people think Christmas ought to be, and what it is, sometimes creates a feeling of lostness.  This feels like a setback to finding Christmas, but strangely enough it’s really a step in the right direction.  It’s actually helpful to feel that gap between the Christmas fantasies and realities.  


I was searching in the archives of annual Christmas letters.  And I found a couple that I think you’ll find interesting.  You’ll recognize that these letters are kind of old, because since they were written, one of the women has died, and the other has gone to prison.  These letters purport at least to be an exchange of Christmas greetings between Martha Stewart and Erma Bombeck.  We’ll start with Martha’s letter to Erma.  


Hi, Erma,


This perfectly delightful note is being sent on paper I made myself to tell you what I have been up to.  Since it snowed last night, I got up early and made a sled with old barn wood and a glue gun.  I handpainted it in gold leaf, got out my loom, and made a blanket in peaches and mauves.  Then to make the sled complete, I made a white horse to pull it from DNA that I just had sitting around in my craft room.  By then, it was time to start making the place mats and napkins for my twenty breakfast guests.  I’m serving the old standard Stewart twelve-course breakfast, but I’ll let you in on a little secret:  I didn’t have time to make the tables and chairs this morning, so I used the ones I had on hand.  Before I moved the table into the dining room, I decided to add just a touch of the holidays. So I repainted the room in pinks and stenciled gold stars on the ceiling.  Then, while the homemade bread was rising, I took antique candle molds and made the dishes (exactly the same shade of pink) to use for breakfast.  These were made from Hungarian clay, which you can get in almost any Hungarian craft store.  Well, I must run. I need to finish the buttonholes on the dress I’m wearing for breakfast.  I’ll get out the sled and drive this note to the post office as soon as the glue dries on the envelope I’ll be making.  Hope my breakfast guests don’t stay too long—I have forty thousand cranberries to string with bay leaves before my speaking engagement at noon.  It’s a good thing.

Love, Martha Stewart

Now, here’s Erma’s reply:

Dear Martha,

I’m writing this on the back of an old shopping list, pay no attention to the coffee and jelly stains.  I’m twenty minutes late getting my daughter up for school, packing a lunch with one hand, on the phone with the dog pound, seems old Ruff needs bailing out, again.  Burnt my arm on the curling iron when I was trying to make those cute curly fries, how DO they do that?  Still can’t find the scissors to cut out some snowflakes, tried using an old disposable razor. . .trashed the tablecloth.  Tried that cranberry thing, frozen cranberries mooshed up after I defrosted them in the microwave.  Oh, and don’t use Fruity Pebbles as a substitute in that Rice Krispies snowball recipe, unless you happen to like a disgusting shade that resembles puke!  The smoke alarm is going off, talk to ya later.

Love, Erma


Can you feel the dissonance between Christmas fantasy, and reality?  Between Martha and Erma?  If you can, you are well on your way to finding Christmas. The first step in finding Christmas is realizing that you’ve been looking for it in the wrong place.  


People tend to focus on family and on everything being right with the family activities, but here’s the thing.  Family is not what Christmas is about.   

A family is at the center of the story, though.  Mary, Joseph, baby Jesus.    
And this family will help you find Christmas if you will pay attention to their real story.  See, they have a Hallmark card version, too.  In fact, they appear on a lot of Hallmark cards.  And they look so peaceful, so calm, so content. And that’s the only version that a lot of people know.  The cards don’t show how messy things got when Mary announced that she was pregnant.  And Joseph knew he was not the father.   


When Mary and Joseph got engaged, I’m sure they had the same hopes and dreams for their future that any young couple would have.  Joseph would set up his carpenter’s business in Nazareth and support the family, and he and Mary would raise a fine brood of children.  Their sons would be star football players and their daughters would lead the debate team.  The kids would be healthy, and grow up to marry and have families of their own.  In other words, they would have a nice normal life, just like any other family in Nazareth.  


Mary’s pregnancy out of wedlock changed all those expectations.  Blew them to smithereens.  


Looking back a couple thousand years, it’s easy to romanticize this, especially if you believe that Mary’s pregnancy was from God.  But we’ve had a lot of time to think about it, and we’re not in Joseph’s shoes.  Imagine what Joseph went through when he found out about the pregnancy.  What was he supposed to think?  She had been sleeping with another man, while she was engaged to Joseph.  What other logical answer could there be?  


Joseph was a man of integrity.  He wanted to be right before God, and according to the law of the time, adultery would void the marriage contract.  But Joseph was also a man of compassion, and that’s why he was determined to keep Mary from public disgrace.  He would end the relationship, but quietly.  


We know that the visit from the angel changed Joseph’s mind, and before long he and Mary were on the same page again.  But let’s not go there too quickly.  If you want help in finding Christmas, stay with Joseph in his feelings of frustration, betrayal, anger for a bit.  Because then you will see that for this fine young couple, there was trouble in paradise.  Just as there is trouble in your paradise from time to time.   Now, imagine their extended family.  Joseph’s parents.  Mary’s parents.  The Bible tells us nothing about them.  But we can easily imagine their feelings, their suspicions, their hurt and anxiety.  Theirs was not a perfect Hallmark Christmas card family.   


But then, Christmas is not about family.  At least it’s not about the family being perfect, everything in place, and all is well.  

Christmas is not about family.  But the true message of Christmas can have a huge impact on your family, as it did on Mary and Joseph.  Mary and Joseph’s plans were to have a nice normal life.  Jesus changed those plans dramatically. By marrying Mary, Joseph accepted a lifetime of village gossips talking behind his back, the snickers and rumors.  Soon after Jesus was born, strangers started to show up on their doorstep at the oddest times.  People they had never met before recognized their baby.  Instead of going back to Nazareth, back to the carpenter shop, back to life as normal, they had to take off for Egypt for a couple of years, while Herod tried to hunt down the baby Jesus and kill him. 

As a result of all this, Mary and Joseph began to see their lives in the context of something much bigger than themselves.  God had come into their lives, and the most important thing for them now was to learn how to be obedient to the call that God had given them.  The call that came wrapped in swaddling clothes.  

So, here’s what we can learn from Joseph and from Mary.  God will not always come quietly and peacefully into your life.  Sometimes God will wake you up in the middle of the night with the voice of an angel.  Sometimes God will upset the whole applecart that is your life.  God doesn’t do that to be mean.  God does that because God wants you.   God wants you in his family and on his team.  


Christmas isn’t about having the perfect family get together.  It’s about recognizing God’s presence in your life, and responding to God’s call.  It’s about letting God rearrange your plans and even your family life.


So, as you wade through this week, toward Christmas, I want to encourage you to not be afraid of the things in your life or in your family that throw that family photo off kilter.  Instead, embrace the dilemmas, embrace the questions, and look for God in the midst.  Look and listen for what God is doing in your life, and what God is calling you to do and to be.  


It doesn’t matter if the tree gets decorated, or if the cookies get frosted.  It doesn’t even matter if you don’t make it home for Christmas.  The only thing that matters is that in Jesus, God is reaching out to you.  God is touching you with love.  Open your heart to what God is doing.  Listen for what God wants you to do.  And do it.    
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