Week 4-Love All:
Can Christmas still change the world?  When we think about Christmas, what is it that comes to mind; Thoughts of peace and joy, happiness, family, and a cute little baby wrapped in cloths and lying in a manger, right?  
I want to suggest to you something this morning and it might seem strange, but just hang with me until the end before you judge whether this is true or not.  We’ve tamed down the Christmas story so that it can be appropriate for children’s books and nativity scenes, but in doing so, I think that we’ve missed the grittiness of what really happened.  It wasn’t all that silent, peaceful, or cute.  The Christmas event was offensive to the NT culture and it is to our culture today.  
The event was offensive to people at the time.  Think about it; the son of God, Emmanuel, who was supposed to come as a warrior king to rescue His people from the Romans was born illegitimately to an unmarried 16 year old girl. Because they could not be housed properly in any kind of room for the birth, they were forced to have the son of God in a cave filled with stinky animals and I imagine a pretty good amount of animal poop.  For those of you who have cows or horses, you know exactly what I’m talking about.  
And it was there, in this cave-stable, surrounded by animals and dirty straw, with her husband and presumably no midwife, two kids with no experience in childbirth, gave birth to a baby boy, the son of God.  There was no epidural, there were no faucets with hot water and anti-bacterial hand soap, and they certainly weren’t wearing scrubs.  There was screaming, there was sweating, there was blood.  Then, when Jesus was finally born, they placed him in a manger.  A manger, for those that don’t know, is a feed trough, usually made out of wood or carved out of stone.  It would’ve been filled with whatever food that the animals had been half-munching on all day, though Joseph probably cleared that out.  
And then, who were the first people that came to visit the baby savior on the night of his birth.  Not priests, not kings or dignitaries, not angels or heavenly hosts.  A group of homeless, dirty shepherds, who camping in fields nearby crowded into the cave with Joseph, Mary, Jesus, and the animals to worship at the feet of the savior.  I imagine that the stench in that space rose exponentially upon their arrival.  
Around the same time, a traveling group of astrologers alerted Herod, the king, to the probability that the new king and savior of the Jews was being born.  And because Herod feared for his throne, he had all male babies up to two years old slaughtered.  
This might not be the precious story that comes to mind when you think about Christmas, but it’s what happened.  And it was offensive, which is why so many had a difficult time accepting Jesus as Messiah.
The Christmas event is still offensive today.  First of all, it speaks about God breaking in upon the established “empire” and creating his own kingdom, by way of a baby.  Herod was afraid, and rightly so, that his power was going to be usurped by a king and kingdom whose message of love was radically different than any existing kingdoms.
God’s kingdom is still breaking into the kingdoms of the world today.  It speaks a different word than any empires, including America, speak; a word of love, equality, and help for all those in need regardless of racial, ethnic, gender, or economic status.   
We live in a capitalist, democratic society that controls a good portion of the world’s wealth.  Culture has attempted to absorb Jesus’ message of love for the poor and marginalized into itself, saying that the Bethlehem Christmas night can sit alongside of Santa Clause and Black Friday and the need for more things.  And yet what did Christ do?  He threw the money changers out of the temple.  He said that man cannot serve money and God.  The empire of wealth cannot sit alongside of the empire of Christ.    
Culture teaches us that good Christmas memories and celebrations are proportionate to the gifts we purchase for one another; that, if we really love each other, we should be willing to go into debt to prove it.  And yet Scripture tells us that there is no greater love than this; that a man should lay his life down for his friends.
We have been taught, or have taught ourselves, in the church to walk the fine line between celebrating a worldly Christmas and celebrating a godly Christmas.  We want so badly to be able to celebrate Christ fully without sacrificing the traditional American Christmas.  Because we live in this culture and have been inundated by its message, Christmas is not only offensive to culture, but it is offensive to us as well.  
But being offended by the self-giving, self-sacrificing message of Christmas is the best thing that could happen to us because it is through this challenge that we can grow.  If we aren’t offended, then Christmas will never change us.  And if Christmas doesn’t change us, then it cannot change the world through us.  
Can Christmas still change the world?  
Now you get to answer the question.
Introduction:
This is the final week of our Advent Conspiracy series.  Hopefully, through our discussions, we have been becoming increasingly aware of the conspiracy around us to take this season of joy centered on Christ and give it over to the consumer world.  And in becoming aware of culture’s plan, we ourselves are taking part in our own little conspiracy, a conspiracy to give Advent and Christmas back to God, to truly love others and give in the same way that Christ has loved and given to us. 
I was reading the religion section of the Huffington Post last week, and I came across an article that really caught my attention.  Laura Hartman, author of “The Christian Consumer:  Living Faithfully in a Fragile World,” wrote an article about how Scripture can inform the way that we spend during Christmas.  In the article, she exposes her own conversation with Jesus about her shopping.  Hartman says:
“I know Jesus would want me to avoid consumerism, making an idol out of our possessions and the status we gain from them. I know he'd want me to avoid consumption that breeds greed and gluttony, or implicates me in exploited labor or environmental degradation. But consumption - the throughput of physical materials in our lives - is not optional. And our faith tells us that with God's help, we can do it well, even virtuously.”
As living, breathing human beings on this earth, we cannot help but consume.  We have to eat food, whether vegetable or meat and we have to drink water.  We have to wear some kind of clothing, live in some form of housing.  We use electricity and natural resources to drive our cars.  Even if we use public transportation, which may be more ecologically friendly, we are still consuming.  So then, all of our consumption should be in awareness of the creation it is coming from and of the God who created it.  And we should be asking ourselves, how does our consumption affect the world around us?  We need to find a way to consume in the holiness of God.  
Hartman writes that The Lord’s Supper is the ultimate act in worshipful consumption.  
Matthew 26:26-28
26 While they were eating, Jesus took bread, and when he had given thanks, he broke it and gave it to his disciples, saying, “Take and eat; this is my body.” 
27 Then he took a cup, and when he had given thanks, he gave it to them, saying, “Drink from it, all of you. 28 This is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins.
She then quotes Wendell Berry, who writes that, “To live, we must daily break the body and shed the blood of creation.  When we do this knowingly, lovingly, skillfully, and reverently, it is a sacrament.  When we do it ignorantly, greedily, and destructively, it is a desecration.”  
Christmas in America promotes ignorant, greedy, and destructive consumption.  We buy products that are made in unethical ways using materials which will never decompose that are built to only last for a very short amount of time before they break down and we are forced to buy something new.  
Not only are we compelled to consume without regard to the cost of people and planet, but we are guilted into overconsumption, so that we end up spending in excess on ourselves, in such a way that we ignore or disregard our global brothers and sisters who are truly in need.
And with all of these competing voices around us telling us the real meaning of the season, how do we find for ourselves the essence of Christmas?  How can we be changed by this offensive Christmas so that Christmas can still change the world?    
One of my favorite Christmas movies is A Charlie Brown Christmas.  As long as I can remember, it’s been a part of our Christmas movie canon.  In it, Charlie is made to be director of the Christmas Pageant, and as he tries to put everything together, he is overwhelmed by the voices of his friends who want a brightly lit sparkling tree, Lucy, who wants to be the Christmas queen, and Sally, who wants what she deserves from Santa.  The climax happens when Charlie has had enough with the whole hoo-ha and declares, “Isn’t there anyone who knows what Christmas is all about?” Then Linus, quietly steps into the spotlight and recites the Shepherd narrative from Luke.  One of the best Christmas services I’ve ever been to featured this scene.  Last year, Erin planned a simple Christmas service for Adriel. Some of the kids sang special music, some of the houses sang carols, and we all sang Christmas songs.  Then Erin played this clip from A Charlie Brown Christmas.  For me, that moment was perfect; it was the Christmas message stripped down to angels proclaiming the birth of Christ to shepherds in a nearby field, who immediately leave their work to go and see the Messiah for themselves.  The message of Christ, given originally to the outcasts of that Jewish society, was now being given to a group of kids marginalized in our own society in desperate need for God’s love.  
Video Clip 
I had not really thought about it before, but I wonder if Charles Schulz chose this passage instead of other familiar nativity passages because it best reflects the gift of Christ.  Here is the son of God, born into human flesh, greeted first by shepherds, the least in their society.  
The shepherds in this scene would have been despised by the Orthodox Jews of the day.  Because of the nature and location of their work, they would not have been able to follow the ceremonial hand washing that would’ve been necessary for them to be considered clean.  
They were watching the flocks right outside of Bethlehem.  The lambs which were used in temple sacrifices would have had to be in close proximity to the city so that they could be easily accessed.  And so, it is likely that these shepherds had the privileged job of watching the special lambs used for sacrifices to God, which it is then fitting that they would be the first ones to receive the proclamation that the perfect Lamb of God, the son of God, has come into the world.  
“Isn’t there anyone who knows what Christmas is all about?”  God’s gift of Christ is meant for all of mankind, from the wealthy magi to the poor shepherds.  The stable is open for everyone.  
CONCLUSION:
Today we have an opportunity to prove to ourselves, to God, and to the world that we truly believe that the Christmas message of God’s love and grace to the entire world through Jesus Christ.  As a church, we’re going to participate together in holy, sacred, and joyful giving.  We are going to give our presence and our presents to God to be used for His people here on earth.  As a church, we’re going to stand together and say, “For God So Loved the world, and now so will I.”  We’re going to be giving our best to God, above and beyond what we normally give because we have been loved and want to love in return.  We are going to give sacrificially and freely.
I pray that this Advent season has changed you.  I pray that that this conspiracy has gotten into your soul and bones and has made you uncomfortable with the way you traditionally celebrate Christmas.  I pray you are offended by the message of Christ because it speaks against the message of the world, and I pray that you do something about it.  I pray that this is sacrificial giving; that this year is different from most.  Because if it is not, then don’t do it.  God doesn’t want our leftovers, or our second best; he wants us to give in such a way that we have to have faith that he will and does provide for us.  
Some of you might say that it is easy to write a check, that we should go out and prove our willingness to love others through service.  I believe that is often very true.  Many times it is easier to write a check, but let’s not make it easy today.  If it is easy for you to write this check, then you’re not doing it right.  I hope that offends you, because I hope that through this challenge, God can break the chains that the world has placed on us about Christmas.  Can Christmas still change the world?  Only you know the answer to that.  

