December 02, 2007
Pastor: Richard Pfeil

“Skipping the Commercialism”

John 3:26; Matthew 2:1-2, 9-11

 I love Christmas and Advent. I love the build up and preparation. We started a focus last week that I want to pick up on. I think this series will not only be a good learning opportunity, I also hope it’s a lot of fun. I’m going to have fun with it!

Today we begin Advent. If you are new to the church, Advent is a four-week period where we set aside one day in our week. Usually, and for the church, it’s Sunday where we intentionally reflect on the meaning of Christ’s coming so that in the busy-ness of December, Christ is not crowded out of the celebration of his own birth, which would be kind of a weird thing - that we would forget the “birthday boy” on his birthday.  We don’t do it with our own children.  We should not do it with God. 
It’s time set aside so we can intentionally prepare ourselves in order to experience what Christmas promises: God’s Emmanuel’s presence in our lives.  This year we are going to follow the theme of “Skipping Christmas”.
  If you are familiar with John Grisham’s books or the movie “Christmas with the Kranks”, you know it comes from a novel that he wrote.  We are going to use it as a kind of jumping off theme, because it captures, I think, the sentiment that we feel and that we have all said to each other or thought in our minds— that as time goes on, our culture is losing the heart and the soul of the true meaning of the Christmas season.  And if we are not careful as Christians we can kind of get swept away in the tide of our culture and we too, can miss out on the real meaning and significance of what Christmas is all about.  We are going to use scripture as our guidance on how to celebrate the holiday, while we are using the book kind of as a way of capturing how we feel.
 And have you ever felt this way about Christmas at anytime?  It comes from Luther Krank himself.  He says this, 

“A stock boy was working hard on a display of Christmas chocolates. A sign by the butcher demanded that all good customers order their Christmas turkeys immediately.  New Christmas wines were in!  And Christmas hams!”
“What a waste,” Luther thought to himself.  “Why do we eat so much and drink so much in the celebration of the birth of Christ?”  He found the pistachios near the bread.  Odd how that made sense at Chip’s.  The white chocolate was nowhere near the baking section, so Luther cursed under his breath and trudged along the aisles, looking at everything.  He got bumped by a shopping cart.  No apology, no one noticed.  “God Rest Ye Merry Gentlemen” was coming from above, as if Luther was supposed to be comforted. Might as well be “Frosty the Snowman.” 
Have you ever felt that way?  As if we are losing a sense of the connection of what it is all about?  Well, what do you do about it?  

Have you ever thought about skipping Christmas?  Luther thought about it:  “

How nice it would be to avoid Christmas, he began to think.  A snap of the fingers and it’s January 2.  No tree, no shopping, no meaningless gifts, no tipping, no clutter and wrappings, no traffic and crowds, no fruitcakes, no liquor and hams that no one needed, no “Rudolph” and “Frosty,” no office party, no wasted money.  His list grew long.  He huddled over the wheel, smiling now, waiting for the heat down below, dreaming pleasantly of escape.  
Ever felt like that? Ever thought that?  Can we skip Christmas? NO! That’s a bad idea because Christmas is of course, about Jesus’ birth. It is not a secular holiday.  It is a very Christian holiday.  It recognizes the meaning of Christ’s coming. However, I do believe we can skip the commercialism, the materialism, the secularization of the holiday.  I think we can ship some of the hypocrisy that goes along with the holiday.  Imagine, if you could peal back all of the traditions that surround the Christmas season.  What would you add back to it that, for you, captured the heart and the soul of the season.  What would enhance your holiday and what would not?  
Last week we started that process.  We looked at “Skipping the Chaos.”  Jody preached on “Skipping the Chaos at Christmas,” and we challenged you to ask the primary question. We challenged you to look, to go through every tradition you have before Christmas and ask yourself, “What does that have to do with Christmas?”  “What does that have to do with the birth of Jesus?”  Then what I want you to do is take that “To Do” list, which is our image for the first message (and we preached it last week, because the chaos has begun, hasn’t it?  We have got to get ready now.), and lay it before the Lord. Ask Him: “What do you want me to do?”  “What do you not want me to do, and what would be most honoring to you?”  The goal is to carve out time for God which will in turn enable us to experience the depth that Christmas offers to us. 
Today we are going to look at “commercialism”.  Commercialism is the number one culprit behind the Christmas chaos.  When I say commercialism, I mean what?  What stresses you out most? What robs you of more time than anything else during the holidays?  Shopping…  We are going to look at shopping or the tradition of gift-giving. 
When I think of commercialism, I think of the Norelco Santa!  Do you remember that commercial with Santa riding the old Norelco razor?  He’s flying over the top of snow bank with a Norelco razor under him, blades whirling (Show the 1960’s Commercial which can be downloaded off of YouTube).  I thought to myself, as a kid, “What in the world does that have to do with Christmas?”  And it seems the longer time goes by, all the commercials seem to be missing it more and more. I get really frustrated. I either want to turn the TV off or I want to skip it all together. Of course, that would be just over-reacting.  
I think there is a way of celebrating Christmas without getting caught up in the commercialism and without being a Grinch.  We don’t have to do what the crowd does, and we don’t have to be a Grinch.  So what do we do?  Where is the guidance?  I think the guidance comes from this one Christmas text, which is one verse.
Now many of you have never thought of this verse as a Christmas text, but it is.  It is the motivation as to why God sent his Son to us as the baby Jesus.  It is John 3:16.  It is John’s version of the Nativity story.  At first, I always thought the story of the Wise men was the model for Christmas giving, and I used it against my children.  Have you used this against your children?  The Wiseman gave how many gifts?  Just three. “If it’s good enough for the baby Jesus, it’s good enough for you,” I would tell them.  They would counter, “Well, if you would give us gold, frankincense and myrrh, we would be happy to take it.  Then we could go and buy what we want.”  What I came to realize is, it’s not a model for Christmas giving..  It’s a model for giving to God at Christmas, but not a model for our giving to each other.  They gave in response to God’s giving and they gave it back to Christ.  
The model for giving to one another is God, isn’t it?  Our whole purpose as Christians is to be like Christ. To be God-ly, to be Christ-like.  

Matthew 10:24-25 says, “A master is not above his teacher nor a servant above his master.  It is enough that a student be like his teacher and a servant like his master”.
And that is our goal— to be like Jesus, to be like God.  What was God like in his giving?  I think John 3:16 captures what God’s giving is like. Quote it with me “For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son that whosoever believes in him should not perish, but have everlasting life”.

Let’s pray...Heavenly Father at this time open our hearts and minds to what you have to say.  Have us to set aside this first Sunday to Advent to stop and slow down and get outside the rush and listen to the still small voice that desires to speak a new and fresh word to show us a way from the chaos and commercialism to experiencing You in a new and fresh way.  Open our hearts and help us to listen to what you have to say to us. We pray all these things in Jesus name.  Amen
I loved Richard Evan’s book, “The Christmas Box”.  The whole book is based upon this verse.  This verse describes God’s motive for sending Jesus. What motivated the heart of God? According to the book, what was the first gift of Christmas? The gift of love.  Love was what motivated God.  When God looked at the world, he saw you and loved you with such intensity that he sent his Son. He gave us his Son.  Let’s reread the verse, but put your name in. When I say “For God so loved”... shout your name out. (The people did it out load a couple of times)

 God loves you!  If you were the only person who had responded to the gospel, he would have sent his Son just for you.  The gift that God gave at Christmas was a personal gift.  
It was also a thoughtful gift.
  When we were preparing to move, we were watching the nightly news and all of a sudden, the screen went to fuzz. I checked the cables, the power, I called the cable company. Then I went outside and discovered that the guys who were working on my yard, putting in extra drainage, had cut the cable. The reason why nothing worked was that we had lost the connection.  
That is exactly what God saw when he looked down on Earth.  He looked at us and said “Why can’t they get life right?  Why are they so hard on each other?  Why are they so hard on themselves Why can’t they get their thinking straight? Why can’t they get their moral life straight?  Why can’t they get their relationships right?” And he looked at the problem and he discovered that the connection had been cut off. The connection had been severed.  God came down to Earth to reconnect us, by the cross of Christ, to hook us back up, to connect us back to the very power and the Spirit and the life of God. 
Matthew 4:16 says “The people who sat in darkness have seen a great light and for those who lived in the land where death cast its shadow a light has shined.”   
Does that describe your life?  Do you live in the shadows?  Do you live in the shadow of your mortality?  Does that cause you anxiety?  Do you live in the shadow of a meaningless and purposeless life--you’re not sure “why in the world you are here?”  Do you live in the shadow of an addiction?  Do you live in the shadow of a sense of emptiness?  Does your life seem shallow? Does it lack depth? It feels like veneer.  You would like it to be deeper, but it’s not.  Do you live in the shadow of hopelessness or the shadow of relational brokenness? What are the shadows in your life?  
God has come to shed light in your heart to put his light in the very center of your being that radiates its light, so you experience joy in His very presence.  And do you have that kind of relationship? 
 So it was a thoughtful gift He gave And it was also a very generous gift wasn’t it?  What is more precious than a child, and would you give your child up?  Every time I hear the death of a child, it actually breaks my heart.   I cannot imagine it happening to me.  Our children are precious aren’t they?  Is there anything more precious than your child?  No!  It was a precious gift.  
It was also a gift of himself.  People often ask: “What kind of God are you serving that he would send his Son and allow him to suffer?”  They miss the point.  It wasn’t God sending his Son so He could pour his wrath on an innocent child. When God came to Earth, it was God who clothed himself in human flesh. It was God who took the stripes on his back.  It is God who laid his life down.  He took our punishment upon himself.  
Our Christmas giving needs to reflect the way God gives gifts. How did God give gifts? What are the characteristics? Well, first and foremost, it ought to be personal and thoughtful.  I find it very interesting, as Christmas approaches what do we do?  We ask the people we love “What do you want for Christmas?” Why?  Because you want to get something that is personal and tailored to them.
One year my sister-in-law, who is 32, received from her closest sister, the sister she lived closest to, whose kids she babysat and nearly raised as her own, the year after she moved away, she got an M&M dispenser. You know the little chocolate man?  And a bag of M&M’s (at least it was the peanut M&Ms). Clearly the message was “There is something wrong in our relationship”.   It was one of those gifts, even the packaging, you knew it came from that first bin as you walk through the door that every store has. It’s the bin that holds gifts for those who don’t care any more, they just want to get it over!  It was cheesy and when she received it she knew that no thought was put into it.  It wasn’t personal.  It wasn’t an expression of love and it wounded her.  God doesn’t want us to wound each other.  He wants us to express his real love, and his real love is personal and it is thoughtful.  
AND (if there are any children in the room they will love this next point) our giving needs to be generous!  “Now pastor you are getting lost in materialism.”  No, that is exactly what the scripture says. II Corinthians 8:9: Paul describes the giving of a Christian.  Here is what he says “For ye know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ that though He was rich yet for our sake He became poor that through his poverty we might become rich.”
I know he is talking spiritually. But it is interesting what he says about the blessing of God .  Those who experience the blessings of God-what do you do with them? Well, just one chapter over, II Corinthians 9:11 says this, “And you will be made rich in every way”. (Not just spiritually.) Why? For what purpose? So that you can spend it on yourselves? No! “So that you can be generous on every occasion, and through your generosity it will result in thanksgiving to God.”
Some people are really irritated by the crowds during Christmas.  They think that these people, who are lined up at 6 AM to get some fad toys, have just lost the whole meaning of Christmas. Maybe it was you in there, so I am not talking about you!  But, you look at the crowd and say, “They have just lost it all”.  I am not bothered at all by the crowd.  In fact, I find this incredible materialistic spending as a revelation of Jesus Christ to the world.  
Whose birthday, of all the religious people, of all the people who have ever lived, in preparation for whose birthday, does it result in an outpouring of generosity all around the world?  Whose birthday inspires that kind of giving?  It tells you something about this Jesus and the affect that he has. I know these people aren’t doing it because they are recognizing Jesus.  It is a great lesson for us as to the sovereignty of God.  God will use you whether you are a disobedient child or an obedient child.  He will use you just the same.  Despite their disobedience they are a revelation as to the affect that God can have on a person’s life.  That this Jesus, who was born 2000 years ago, when you come near his birthday, you erupt with generosity.  Imagine what he will do in your life, if you become an obedient child.  Imagine the affect he will have on your life when you actually acknowledge Him! Imagine.
The key question for us as a Christian is if we are called to be generous, How do we become generous without being lost in materialism?” That is the key question, I think.  There are some ways we have traditionally dealt with it, and there are some new ways for us to consider:

1. For instance, an old tradition was to spend whatever we could afford between Thanksgiving and Christmas. That pattern creates a natural barrier for whatever you could afford in that month.  That is what you would spend and it kept it under control.  Of course, credit cards messed that up so now you can pay for it in January.  
2 For some that’s a little too limiting. Christmas savings accounts is a good option.  That is a good way of saving without getting lost in the materialism.   
3 Another good idea is, this is what we do as a family, set limits.  We set limits either to the number or to the total amount we spend on each person or each child.  
4 I know some families create these natural limits by drawing names.  I think drawing names is a good idea.  
5 I know some people buy gifts before December so during Christmas they could slow down and spend time with God.   I think that is good. The temptation of course is elongating our Christmas spending so it takes an  entire year to pay for them! However if you  set limits, that can be a way of being generous without falling into commercialism

6 Shopping online can also help. You can get a better selection, cheaper price, and you visit about 5 stores in 10 minutes online.  It’s a great thing, 
7 Using a list can also help you find the balance between generosity and materialism. 
8  Lastly, I would suggest that you don’t spend it all on yourselves.  Generosity needs to be expressed to others as well.

So when you go to the mall and see the kettle guy, throw some money in there.  Try this: the next time you go to one of these fast food restaurants or to Starbucks or wherever you go, after you give your order tell the person that as a Christmas gift to the person behind you, you are paying for them. But say “Don’t tell them that, though.” Then when you go to the window, they will already know what the person ordered and total it up and you pay it. Just bless someone, and see what happens.  Be generous to other people.

Of course probably the best way to celebrate the Christmas season is to give gifts of self. I call them “gifts without bows”.  I am always troubled by this.  I think of the verse that says (Matthew 1:21) “You are to give him the name Jesus, because” …What will he do?...  “He will save the people from their sins.”
  
I find it ironic how in the celebration of the One who will save people from their sins, that we act like some of the biggest sinners.  Am I right?   I used to curse when I put up the Christmas tree.  How many of you guys do that, too?  It’s confession time. And I’m a pastor.  I was appalled at myself!  God has dealt with me on this one over the years, and over other inconsistencies. This year, for the first time in years, I put up the tree without losing my temper once, but it has been about 15 years of a work in progress.  You know, often times, we are rude to the people when we are out shopping.  You know the one I find the most ironic is this:  “Pastor, I am so busy preparing for Christmas that I just don’t have any time to go to worship.” The greatest gift you could ever give to God is worship.  It is His holiday.  It is His birthday!  It is like not getting the “birthday boy” a gift.  It is just ironic isn’t it? When it’s a day about him, but we are so busy with all the other stuff, we can’t take any time for him.  
So here is my challenge to you:  As you are buying the other gifts… and be generous, especially to your pastors. Am I right, Jody? Consider giving one of these gifts. Read Galatians 5:22-23.  Think about giving the gift of patience. Hey guys, wouldn’t it be wonderful if your parents were patient with you every day during December? Wouldn’t that be a wonderful gift?  Don’t shake your heads!  You’ll get yourselves in trouble. You just lost a gift!!  
How about the gift of joy?  The gift of self-control?  The gift of goodness, faithfulness?   How about just the old-fashioned gift of time?  There is no greater expression of love than T_I_M_E.  
Let me give you one idea that you can use…even if you are retired…I think it would be wonderful to see Bev and Ralph do this.  Bev and Ralph I want you to do this some time.  It is called a pajama run.  After the kids go to bed (it only works if it’s a school night and they have already gone to bed) ring the bell and wake them all up!  It’s a great memory.  Head out somewhere and get some hot cocoa, put Christmas music on in the car and drive around and look at the Christmas lights. Ralph and Bev, imagine them going to McDonald’s and pulling up in their pajamas. I would pay to see that! 
I, like all of you, are concerned with the commercialism of Christmas.  I think there is a way of not throwing the baby out with the bath water and that is 1) I don’t think we have to be a Grinch. 2): We don’t have to be greedy. I do believe we can celebrate the season in a godly way, and that is by giving thoughtful, personal gifts, giving generous gifts, and probably, more importantly, giving the gift of ourselves to the one who came and died for our sins.  The best gift He desires, the first on his list is to honor him in worship.  If you do that you will get more than you ever give.
Prayer
Heavenly Father help us to do that during this Christmas season as we think about your birthday.  Help us not to throw out the gift-giving tradition.  That is a reflection of the very reason why you came.  You came and gave.  Help our giving to be reflective of You.  Help it to be thoughtful and personal. Help us to open our hearts and be generous to others and forget about ourselves and so touch them in a special way.  Help us to go beyond ourselves and our families and touch all those around us who need the one who has come, Emmanuel, to be present, active, and alive in every person’s life.  Help us to pass that gift on to them.  We pray this in Christ’s name.  Amen
I think it is great we take communion at this time.  As we lift up the bread and the cup it is a reminder of God’s first gift to us.  As you receive it, let it inspire you.  Let it motivate you to give the way He gives. The Lord’s Supper reinforces everything I just said. The Lord’s Supper reminds us of Jesus’ sacrifice on the cross for us. It was a costly gift. It was a much needed gift. It was a personal gift. And the gift was a part of Him. He gave of Himself for us!
