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“Once upon a time there lived a fisherman and his wife. Their home was a humble two-roomed cottage with a tiny garden and a well. Every day the fisherman would go out in his little boat and in the evening bring home his catch, sometimes good, sometimes not so good. This was their livelihood. But the fisherman’s wife was discontented. “Why should I have to live in this hovel? Is it too much to expect a decent home with water and electricity and a kitchen? I wish I was a lady.”
Her continual grousing made the fisherman quite miserable. One day, something happened which changed their lives. The man caught a strange and beautiful fish, which startled him by speaking. “Please throw me back into the sea and I’ll grant whatever you wish.” The fisherman thought a bit and then replied, “Okay. I wish my wife was a lady and lived in a proper house with water, electricity, and a kitchen.” When he returned that evening he found that his wish had been granted, and his wife was very pleased.

But as the months passed she began to grumble again, “Is it too much to expect something better than this little house? I wish I were a Duchess, with a mansion and servants and a carriage. Why did you ask for so little? I’m sure the fish meant us to do better than this.” Driven by her complaints and nagging, the fisherman rowed his boat to the spot where he had caught the fish and tried to contact the fish again.

As soon as he called out the fish appeared. The fisherman explained that perhaps he had gotten his wish wrong and explained that his wife needed something a little more. “She would like to be a Duchess,” he said. “With a mansion and servants. Is it possible that you might grant this wish for her?” To his surprise the fish readily agreed to his request. When he got home he found that the wish had indeed been granted, and he found a mansion where his house had been. A butler met him at the door and helped him remove his fishing paraphernalia, and his wife came swooshing to him with an attendant at her heals. She indeed looked very pleased.

But again as the months passed, the duchess became increasing dissatisfied with her surroundings. “I wish I were a queen,” she said. “Why should we suffer to live this way when we could be royalty? Go and see your fish again”. And so he did. And again the fish was amicable to the fisherman’s request.

Life in the palace was luxurious, but, as you might guess, the fisherman’s wife, now a queen, wasn’t content for long. “What I would really like” she said, “is to be God. I’m sure your fish will understand that this is what I wanted all along.”
When the man returned from his last visit to his fishy friend, he found no palace on the shore, no mansion, no house. Not even his little old cottage was there. But then he heard crying, and noticing a cave in the cliff face, he went closer. Inside it was fashioned into a rough stable. There were two oxen and a donkey. And in the manger a little baby lay crying.”
I beg your forbearance for the slight rewrite of this old fable. But it does help us focus on the very core of our faith and celebration this time of year – the God of the universe does what is necessary to make sure God’s love for his creation is made known. Christmas is the story of the very incarnation of God, and that incarnation is “Love.”
For the last three weeks we have been looking at the traditional emphases of Advent through perhaps some untraditional advent Scripture readings. We’ve looked at the hope, the peace, and the joy that God grants us through Jesus. In this fourth week of Advent we look at the last of the four emphases – love.
Love is a tricky word. It can mean so many things. The fact that I love Hershey’s chocolate syrup and that I love my wife, Karla – as sweet as they both may be – does not mean the same thing.

I am sure you have seen or heard this before. I think I have even used some of them before in a previous sermon. A question was posed to a group of 4 to 8 year-olds. The question asked was, “What does love mean?” Their answers were remarkable. Here are a few of them.
Eight year old Rebecca said, “When my grandmother got arthritis, she couldn’t bend over and paint her toenails anymore. So my grandfather does it for her all the time, even when his hands got arthritis, too. That’s love.”
Four year old Billy said, “When someone loves you, the way they say your name is different. You just know that your name is safe in their mouth.” 

“Love is when a girl puts on perfume and a boy puts on shaving cologne and they go out and smell each other,” says Karl, age 5. 

“Love is what makes you smile when you’re tired.” Terri - age 4 

“Love is when my mommy makes coffee for my daddy and she takes a sip before giving it to him, to make sure the taste is OK.” Danny - age 7 

“Love is when you kiss all the time. Then when you get tired of kissing, you still want to be together and you talk more. My Mommy and Daddy are like that. They look gross when they kiss.”  Emily - age 8 
Lauren said, “I know my older sister loves me because she gives me all her old clothes and has to go out and buy new ones.” Lauren is 4. Her definition of love will probably change when she gets a little older. 

Seven year old Chris says that “Love is when Mommy sees Daddy smelly and sweaty and still says he’s handsomer than Robert Redford.” Now we are going to distinguish between love and lies.

These last three are pretty impressive.
“If you want to learn to love better, you should start with a friend who you hate,” says Nikka - age 6 

Jessica said, “You really shouldn’t say ‘I love you’ unless you mean it. But if you mean it, you should say it a lot.” She’s 8 years old.

And then Bobby, age seven, has our seasonal winner. “Love is what’s in the room with you at Christmas if you stop opening presents and listen.”
I love Christmas (See! There that word is again) – love. But I do. I love Christmas.

I love Christmas for all the warm fuzzies of Christmas. I love everyone getting up in the morning and hanging around together in our pajamas. I love the surprises. And even when family gets older as ours is now, there aren’t many surprises, but the simple gratitude for receiving needed things is equally as joyous. It’s amazing how underwear evolves into a nice present the older you get. I love the smell of oranges on Christmas. What a luxury that is in the middle of the winter. I love the slow pace of the day.
I think it is good to love the warm and fuzzy things of Christmas. You can name your own. They are the traditions that you grew up with that give continuity between generations, and perhaps a bit of security in a rapidly changing world. We can love all these things about Christmas. But that’s not the love we are talking about when we celebrate Christmas.

It is strange that we should be hearing from St. Paul as we move toward Christmas. Paul makes absolutely zero references to the birth of Christ. Obviously the circumstances that surrounded the birth of Christ were not important for Paul. What was important for Paul was his face-to-face experience with the resurrected Christ. It dramatically changed his life.

What we hear, then, from Paul is not the sentimental and miraculous circumstances of Christ birth, but the reason why Jesus was born at all – that we might experience the saving grace of God. That we might know the extent to which God will go to welcome us into God’s creative power of his love.

And so when Paul writes to the Romans, he makes it clear that Christ was born – “[he] descended from David according to the flesh,” Paul says. That’s important for Paul because the saving power of Christ’s death and resurrection makes absolutely no sense if Jesus Christ were not fully human. The Son of God was not just pretending to be human. The love we celebrate today is the love of the creating God who really does understand our condition. A God who is not just being a magnanimous king and grants a stay of execution, but a God who fully understands the walk we walk, the pains we feel, the joys we celebrate, the grief we mourn. A God who says, “I truly understand, and I have come to resurrect you out of any death you might be experiencing. Come take my hand and walk my way.”
I would not want to be without all the warm and sentimental traditions that we celebrate around the birth of Christ. But the reason we even have them is be because we have a God who is not too proud to experience our feeble humanness. Is there any better definition of love?

It is the love of God that brings to us any true hope, peace and joy. And it is our love for one another in Christ’s name  that makes Christmas worthwhile. As you finish your preparations for Christmas, less than a week away now, I want you to hear another familiar passage from Saint Paul. I do not know who paraphrased this passage, but you will recognize it.
If I decorate my house perfectly with plaid bows, strands of twinkling lights and shiny balls, but do not show love to my family, I’m just another decorator. 

If I slave away in the kitchen, baking dozens of Christmas cookies, preparing gourmet meals and arranging a beautifully adorned table at mealtime, but do not show love to my family, I’m just another cook. 

If I work at the soup kitchen, carol in the nursing home and give all that I have to charity, but do not show love to my family and friends and unknown neighbors, it profits me nothing.

If I trim the spruce with shimmering angels and crocheted snowflakes, attend a myriad of holiday parties and sing in the choir’s cantata but do not focus on Christ, I have missed the point.

Love stops the cooking to hug the child.

Love sets aside the decorating to kiss the spouse. 

Love is kind, though harried and tired.

Love doesn’t envy another’s home that has coordinated Christmas china and table linens.

Love doesn’t yell at the kids to get out of the way.

Love doesn’t give only to those who are able to give in return, but rejoices in giving to those who can’t.

Love bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things.

Love never fails. Video games will break, pearl necklaces will be lost, golf clubs will rust.

But giving the gift of love will endure forever.

May it be true in your life and mine. Amen.
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