THE CHRIST IN “CHRISTMAS”

John 1:1-14

Dec. 25, 2011


Every Christmas season, we hear of schools that ban choirs and bands from performing any song with any type of religious connection, even going so far as to call it a Winter concert instead of a Christmas concert. As if talking about Christ or even hearing words that may hint at Christ are so toxic that the mere vocalization of the words will have cause an epidemic to break out right here in River City. Really, people, how can any of these harmless and delightful Christmas carols be so bad that they must be avoided like the plague? 


Every Christmas season, more and more stores forbid their cashiers from wishing customers a “Merry Christmas,” instead opting for the safe and least offensive greeting of “Happy Holidays.” Cause after all, stores don't want to offend the paying customer who does not observe Christmas. The customer is always right, you know. Especially since they hold the bucks, or credit cards, that stores covet. 


Every Christmas season, someone sues a city because a manger scene is being displayed on public property, decrying how manger scenes are a violation of the separation of church and state. That old adage is surely right, the squeakiest wheel always gets the grease. These days, the minority seems to be the loudest squeak of all and we all know those who make the most noise usually get their way. Before long, churches will have to post warning signs on their manger scenes: Warning! Don't stand too close to the fake baby. It may be hazardous to your health! 


Every year, this stuff happens and every year, we Christians grumble about the whole sorry condition of society today and its growing efforts to remove Christ from Christmas. So we grouse and belligerently shout “Merry Christmas” in people's faces, as if that's going to alter this frightening trend. Keep Christ in Christmas has become the rallying cry, and we'll do it even if we have to shove it down people's throats.   


But really, we shouldn't expect anything different from the world. What did St. John write about the reaction when the true light came into the world?  “He came to his own and his own people did not receive him.” God's own people, the children of Abraham, did not acknowledge Jesus as the Christ. Look, already at the first Christmas, there were skeptics and those who wanted to remove Christ from the manger. And it wasn't long before they had succeeded in doing so, putting him on another piece of wood. 


John even widens the scope. “He was in the world. . . yet the world did not know him.” John proclaimed that the Word made flesh, Jesus, shone in the darkness, that is, the darkness of mankind and its sin, and the darkness did not know God. 


So, it should come as no surprise to the church when the world does these things, for the world is doing what is has always done and what it always will do with great effort, remove Christ from Christmas, for we know why. The world is at odds toward God, to put it nicely. The world, ruled by the prince of this world, Satan, is hostile to Christianity and all things God. St. Paul said the cross of Christ, the same Christ whose birth is celebrated at Christmas, is a stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to Greeks. The world hates Christmas because it hates Christ. 


The world doesn't want the true light to shine on them, for then, their sins would be exposed. Then, they would be confronted with their wickedness. And honestly, who really wants to gaze very long at that? We know ourselves how stressful it is to do any amount of self-examination, let alone admit wrongdoing, disobedience and rebellion against our Lord. Yet, we as God's elect know that with repentance comes forgiveness and the grace of God, so we are able to examine ourselves, knowing that God's forgiveness is not far behind. So if it is hard for us to let the light shine on our wickedness, how much harder will it be for those who do not know of the love of God?


Therefore, it's not up to the world to keep Christ in Christmas. Besides, do we as God's children really want to entrust the unbelieving world, which is extremely hostile to God and His Word and Christianity, with the task of keeping Christ in Christmas? How well do you think they'll do with that? Isn't it true that the world has made a mess of the whole season to begin with, what with all the emphasis on sales figure and recession and job loss? 


Look at all the many competing interpretations of what Christmas is all about. It's about making your dreams come true. It's about family, and the traditional definition is not what they mean. It's about the spirit of giving and being nice to people, even if that all comes to a screeching halt a week alter. It's about anything but Christ. In fact, it's often about attacking the true meaning of Christmas. Just look at how Time or Newsweek do their best to bring up the subject every year, questioning Luke's account of Jesus' birth or the virginity of Mary and whatever else they can find to discredit or cast doubt upon the story. 


No, the world has no obligation to keep Christ in Christmas nor should we as Christians want them to, for they will inevitably confuse the whole thing. They don't know God nor do they want to know God. It's against base human nature to want anything to do with God. It will do the church no good and will not be of benefit to the Kingdom of God to force people to say Merry Christmas, for God desires worship to come from the heart, not at gunpoint. 


Rather, it is the responsibility of the church, the assembly of saints called to faith by God in Christ, to keep Christ in Christmas. It is the church's task because only the church knows the true Lord. Only the church understand Christ's birth and the reason for His coming in human flesh. Only the church has been commanded by the Lord of the church to do this mission.


Therefore, it is our task as the ones who know the Lord, to keep Christ in Christmas in our churches, in our lives, and in our interaction with others. So, how do you think the church is doing these days? More importantly, what are we doing here at Trinity to ensure that Christ is the heart and center of our worship, our mission, our witness and our work?


It seems to me that the church, especially the American church, has lost its direction. It seems that the focus has become more about numbers and less about lives. It appears that many, many churches have abandoned repentance and faith, confession and absolution, and making disciples through the preaching of Law and Gospel. When a church replaces these vital ministries with attempts to meet felt needs and making worship comfortable for the unbeliever, then the church is not keeping Christ in Christmas and should not be concerned with whether the world is doing so or not. 


And we need to ask ourselves as well: What are we doing, in our families, in our day to day lives, in our conversations and interactions with others, to keep Christ as the center of Christmas? Are we allowing the world to influence us, to the extent that involuntarily or even knowingly, we let the real meaning of the season get pushed to the side? Have we pushed God and faith and the church down the list of importance, thereby pushing Christ from Christmas? 


Maybe we've got no room to complain about the world. Maybe we have let all this commercialism and stress on giving gifts and baking goodies distract us. Perhaps we have become so concerned about family coming or travel arrangements or what the world's doing to ruin Christmas that we are forgetting to make sure we don't ruin it as well. Too much partying and gluttony and over-indulging can have that affect, distracting us from the true meaning of the Lord's birth. 


And admittedly, when we do not live as Christians ought, when we do worldly things and behave in a worldly manner, we give the world good reason to question whether Christ is as important to us as we might say.  If He becomes unimportant in our lives, so much so that His Commandments do not have the power to persuade and form our behavior, why would we expect Him to be of any importance in the lives of unbelievers? Then, it should come as no surprise that the world is removing Christ from Christmas. 


We must remember that we are the enlightened ones. We are the ones who have had the light of God's grace shined into our hearts. We are the sinners who have been called to repent of our sins and  seek the forgiveness that is ours in Christ. We are the saints of God in this place and we have received Him by faith. We have been brought into the Kingdom by the will of God, born through the waters of Baptism, and been branded with the name of Jesus. We have been cleansed, repeatedly, by the body and blood of Jesus in the Sacrament celebrated here nearly every Sunday. 


We know well the love of God, for we have experienced it throughout our lives. We hear every Sunday how our sins are forgiven for Christ's sake. We know this is how God has revealed his love for us and the world, in the sending of His one and only Son for the redemption of the world. We know what Christmas is really about, and that it is to be the overriding influence of our lives, our talk, and our work. Christmas has deep meaning for us. And that should be so obvious that others, the world, will sit up and take notice. 


The church's main mission is to proclaim Christ, both in this place and in our lives. The church is successful and faithful to God when we faithfully proclaim the Word of God in all its truth and fullness and when our lives are rooted and nurtured in the sacramental grace of saving water, bread, and wine. The church's identity is not in programs or ministries or ministers, but in the Word and Sacraments. The church is to call sinners to repentance and announce the Gospel in all its sweetness. 


The liturgy is the church's best effort at proclaiming the Gospel. That's why inviting your friends and family here is the best thing you can do for them. For here is where sinners are confronted with their sin. Here is where God comes with healing and forgiveness. Here is where hearts are touched, lives are changed, and souls are saved by God's grace, working in and through the Word and Sacraments. Here they will not fail to hear about the Christ whose birth we celebrate. Here is where the love of God is not only talked about, but lived and shared in and through us.  


As we the church once again celebrate this holy day, this Christmas morn, this celebration of the birth of God's Son, our Savior, may we be gifted by God with the determination and courage to make sure we keep Christ in Christmas, in our lives, in our homes, and in our churches. Then, we pray most earnestly to the Lord of the church that as we keep Christ in Christmas, others will come to see the joy we have and join us in celebrating the birth of Jesus. A very blessed Christmas to you all. Amen. 

