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“Christmas: It’s Not What You Think”
Mark 1:1-8

Rev. J. Douglas Paterson

Sunday, December 7, 2008 – Advent II
(A comical video clip was viewed of two people decorating a Christmas tree. The one did not realize that the “baby Jesus” we celebrate at Christmas was the same who “walked on water,” or the same that was “resurrected.”)

I trust and hope that we are not as clueless as the gentleman in that video clip, although, quite honestly, I am sure that there are some who call themselves Christians that might not fully understand what we celebrate in this season of Advent and Christmas. There are times when I would even place myself among the clueless. It isn’t that we don’t know the story. We know the story all too well. But perhaps we forget why the story was told. 
It is interesting to read the Gospel of Mark this time of year. Of course in Advent we are always preparing for the Christ, which is what this passage in Mark is all about. The prophets foretold of the day when the anointed one would come and establish again the reign of King David. John the Baptist, a respected prophet of his day (by the masses, if not by the religious leaders) was reminding the people that soon the One would come. So, prepare, repent, be baptized. Things are going to be different. So the throngs of people gathered to be baptized. The leaders scurried in the background, not sure what to make of John the Baptist’s popularity, or of his message. If John the Baptist were right, the leaders knew that things would have to change, the status quo wouldn’t be good enough, and that is not necessarily good news when you are the leaders of the status quo. That is why prophets are always popular, but seldom come out of it alive. They are always messing with someone’s power.

But what is interesting about reading the Gospel of Mark this time of year is that there is no Christmas story in Mark. Mark’s Gospel doesn’t begin until Jesus is an adult. You know this: of the four Gospels, only Mathew and Luke thought it important enough to tell of Jesus’ birth.

Paul, the earliest of the canonical writers doesn’t mention Christ’s birth at all. His theological center was found in the resurrection of Christ. The Gospel of Mark, the earliest of the Gospels, follows the lead of Paul and places his emphasis upon the teachings, death, and resurrection of Christ. The Gospel of John, which is one of the latest pieces of literature found in the Bible, doesn’t mention Jesus’ birth, but John’s Gospel is a theological treatise and doesn’t find the need to place things in an historical context.

The first century church found very little need to celebrate the birth of Christ in any significant way, if at all. And yet, today, Christmas is perhaps the most widely celebrated holiday, both secularly and religiously, which leads me to believe that Christmas may not be what we think it is.

That actually sounds pretty silly when I say it. Yes, Christmas is the celebration of the birth of Christ. Yes, two of the Gospels go into some detail to explain what happened, albeit that the details of each stress very different things. Yes, we can accept the fact that Christ’s actual birthday was not December 25, and can deal with the fact that the powers that be probably chose that date to overshadow or perhaps to even usurp a very popular pagan holiday in the winter solstice. We can rue the fact that with modern Christmases consumerism outspends compassion, parties are more popular than piety, and our wishes warrant more attention than others’ needs. 

“But what, pray tell,” you might ask of me, “do you mean, that Christmas is not what we think it is?”

Simply this: Christmas is not a birthday celebration . . . well, yes it is, but it is much more. It is a call for us to be a different people. We’ve got the birthday celebration down, and we relish the feelings of hope and love and joy. There is always something about a newborn that causes us to pause and reassess, to thank God. But we can’t stop there, simply because that is what we like best – as Will Farrell does in Talladega Nights, when during the dinner prayer he prays to the baby Jesus, the infant Jesus, the tiny Jesus. His wife reminds him that the baby Jesus did grow up, but he likes the baby Jesus best, so that who he prays to. And like our gentleman in the clip, we can’t just compartmentalize the different Jesuses.

The beginning of the Gospel of Mark reminds us why we celebrate Christmas. Because there is one who comes to us, says John the Baptist, who is so much more that I am not even worthy to remove his sandal. So come and sin no more in preparation for his coming.

“It is almost as if we need to stop seeing Christmas as an isolated event and see it more as a continuous story of our salvation,” to quote someone I heard not too long ago.

And so it is appropriate that today, in this advent season, we join together in communion. In the midst of celebrating Christ’s birth, we remember his death and resurrection, which is, after all, the very thing that gives meaning to Christmas – the season that asks of us to make habit the hope we hunger for, be the peace we pray for, to become the joy we journey for, and to live the love we long for.

Christmas: it may not be what you think it is, but it is more than you could have ever wished for.
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