Finding Christmas:  What Are You Looking For?

Isaiah 55:6-9, Luke 2:8-20


Has anyone seen my car keys?  How about my blue pen?  

 One thing that I have noticed about the human race is that people spend a fair amount of time looking for things.


And it’s not just things we have lost.  This time of year, many people are looking for just the right gift for that special person.    Any time of year, people are on a search for things they wish they could have:  friendship, love, affirmation, a new job, healing or resolution.  


I think that’s why movies involving a search or a pursuit become so popular.  Stories ranging from Raiders of the Lost Ark to Finding Nemo link with something very deep in the human psyche.  Something’s missing, and we will not be whole until we find it.  


There is a similar motif in a Russian legend about a woman named Babushka who delivers toys to children on Christmas.  She is the equivalent of Santa Claus, but she has her own unique story.  Babushka was a very busy, enterprising woman.  She was always busy about the work in her home.  She was so busy that she never noticed the star that shone brightly overhead.  Even when the Wise Men visited her, she had little time for them or for their business.  They stayed with her during the day and left that night so that they could follow the star.  They had invited her to go with them.  But there was so much work to do, she stayed behind and worked. She had many beautiful toys that had belonged to her son who had died as a young boy.    Babushka cleaned the toys and thought about this boy who could be her king.  She finally decided to follow the Wise Men to go with them.  But she never found them.  She wandered and wandered until she came to Bethlehem.  But the child had left for Egypt with his family.  She learned that he was the Savior of the world and could be her savior as well.  But she never found him.  She still wanders with her toys in search of the Savior of the World in hopes that she will find him one day.   (story file, 18.2.4)  


That is a picture of the Christmas that many people experience.  Too busy to notice what’s really important.  Always searching, but never at peace, never really finding the joy at the heart of it all.  


And that’s why I am calling my Advent series of messages Finding Christmas.   I want to encourage you to search diligently during this season, so that you can find out what God is up to in this event that we call Christmas.  Because it is in this event that you will discover that missing piece, the missing link, that will complete your life.  


It won’t be easy.  And that is because of the season itself.  You would think that finding Christmas would be a no-brainer this time of year.  You don’t have to look far to see Christmas cards, Christmas decorations, Christmas candy, Christmas gifts, Christmas lights, Christmas trees, Christmas wreaths.  Need I go on? How could anyone miss Christmas?  Yet many people do.  And that’s because the season that we call Christmas, and the true meaning of Christmas are worlds apart.  You can have a wonderful Christmas season, with all the trimmings and trappings, and still miss Christmas.    Don’t be fooled by glitzy packaging.  Because there’s danger out there.  


Here’s an interesting story.  Out west in ranching country, there were packs of marauding wolves that were attacking and killing a lot of sheep.  The ranchers were so outraged that they convinced the local authorities to establish a bounty on wolves.  Two men decided that they could really use some extra money, so they hiked up into the hill country to track the wolves.  They were going to shoot the wolves and collect the bounty money.   They set up camp for the night, and fell asleep under the stars.  Suddenly, one of them woke up.  From the reflected light of the fire, he saw a large pack of wolves circled all around them with fangs gleaming!  The man started to quiver, and immediately started shaking his friend.   “Wake up! Wake up!  We’re rich!”  (story file, 18.12.4)


Oddly enough, this story reminds me of Christmas morning.  Families awake to all the trappings of the season, and a host of expensive and wonderful gifts.  And they think, “This is Christmas!  Isn’t it wonderful?”  Well, it may be very enjoyable and fun, but that doesn’t mean you’ve found Christmas.  And in spite of the enjoyment, there is danger there.  The trappings of the season are just well-disguised fakes;  they are kind of like the blow up Scooby-Doo in your front yard.  At best, they are full of air, and they’ll deflate in a minute if you poke them.  At worst, they will lull you into a kind of spiritual lethargy that will draw you away from God.  


From that standpoint, I feel kind of fortunate this year.  That may sound kind of strange but it’s true.  I have experienced great loss, but that loss has also caused me to take stock of my life in a new way.  In the midst of my loss, God is giving me a new perspective on life and on this season.  


So what does Christmas look like?  How will you know when you have found it?  The season tells us it looks like warm family gatherings around a glowing fireplace, big expensive gifts, credit card debt, lights and tinsel, steaming cider and a perfect Christmas tree.  


But if you want to find Christmas—the real Christmas—you need to look deeper.  You need to think in some new ways.  To find Christmas, you need to find out what GOD is doing.  And as Isaiah so poetically said to us, God doesn’t think the way we think.  God doesn’t see things the way we see things.  So you need to learn to listen and to understand God’s perspective if you are going to find Christmas in the midst of all the glitter of the season.  


At the heart, I don’t think our world is so different today than it was when Jesus was born.  The world was off doing its own thing, and God slipped in with a miracle that almost nobody noticed.  The great and powerful emperor Augustus had decided to take a census of his world.  Every person needed to be counted.  Rather than send census takers out with little forms for everybody to complete, he said, “everybody go back to your home town and we’ll count you there.”

  
So lots of people were traveling, there was a great deal of commotion and confusion; many towns had a sort of festival atmosphere because there were so many people coming in, and so much activity.  Such was the case in Bethlehem the night that Jesus was born.  People were pushing and shoving, buying trinkets and souvenirs to take home, and waiting in long lines to get a room at the local Inn.  To no avail, because all the rooms were taken.  And while all of that hubbub was going on, very quietly, the Son of God was born to an unpretentious young couple, and the baby was placed in the cows’ feeding trough.  


What does Christmas look like?  Well, if you believe the Christmas angels, it looks a whole lot like a baby.  “This will be a sign for you:  you will find a child wrapped in bands of cloth and lying in a manger.”  A child, not a mighty king, not a wealthy power broker, not a conquering general.  A child, not a mature adult.  A child, not born to riches or fame, but to a common family.  The Son of God comes to us in simple wrappings, virtually unnoticed in all the hubbub.  


What was God thinking?  What a huge risk to send a baby. Nobody who is anybody is going to pay attention to this unpretentious birth.  Listen to this comment by Earl Palmer:  “The religious and political leaders who were in power at the time misread the events of Jesus’ birth.  When a woman is to have a baby, she goes to the best hospital she and her husband can afford.  They find the best doctors and highly trained specialists.  They get the best that money can buy.  And they do this not because they feel strong, but because they feel weak.


“When God’s son was born, He was born in a stable under very austere and unsanitary conditions.  It happened this way not because God was poor, but because God was sure of himself.


“The leaders misread the signs.  The baby born in the stable is not a sign of a weak and ineffectual king.  But it is a sign of a majesty who is secure and knows who He is.  It’s a sign of love.  The leaders of that time didn’t know anything about that.  And so they missed it.”  (Illustrations Unlimited, 76) 


Notice, too, that the first birth announcement went to the most common people in the world:  shepherds.  We have a tendency to romanticize the shepherds, but what we really need to notice is how very ordinary they are.  God’s angels, the most mysterious and exalted heavenly creatures came to a motley bunch of shepherds.  Nobodies.  There could be no greater contrast between the pure shining appearance of those angels and those grubby sheep-scented men.   That was no accident.  God was coming to dwell with human beings.  Jesus was born for ordinary people.  He comes into our lives, as into the lives of the shepherds, “as is.”  You don’t have to dress up.  You don’t have to pretend that all is well.  You don’t have to dust behind the sofa.  You just have to take a little trip to an off-the-beaten track stable, and take a look at the baby.  


Look at this baby!  Stop your frantic activity for a while and look at this baby!  He is not just a figurine in a Nativity set.  He is a real baby.  Alive, and full of hope.  Look at him.  Miracle of miracles, because in those innocent eyes, God is looking back at you.  Those pink baby lips will one day speak the wisdom of the ages; they will challenge the powerful and comfort the weak.  Those tiny fingers will grow strong enough to wield carpenters’ tools and yet they will tenderly heal the sick.  Those baby feet will grow to support a man; they will make footprints along the Sea of Galilee as he collects a band of followers, and those same feet will carry him up a hill called Golgotha.  


Look at this baby!  Because in this baby you will find Christmas.  In this baby, you will find hope for a desperate world, and hope for you.  For to you is born this day in the city of David a Savior, who is the Messiah, the Lord.   
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