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“A Season of Contrasts”

Titus 2:11-14

Christmas Eve 2005


Christmas is a season of contrasts. Have you ever been to New York City at Christmas? Every store front from Central Park to the tip of Manhattan Island fifty something blocks south is decorated with Christmas finery, including all the strip joints and adult theaters along 42nd street. Christmas is a season of contrasts.


In the Polar Express we get hints of the Christmas contrasts. The “ghost bum” who rides on the top of the Polar Express train and claims to own it. And who may very well be the Holy Spirit. The little boy who lives in shanty town and has never had a gift from Santa finds his special present waiting for him, and it has nothing to do with financial means and everything to do with faith.


Christmas is one of the few times of the year when we make every effort to get all our family together around the biggest table we can find. We try to live out our own Walton Family Christmas. Christmas is also the time of the year when we are most likely to hear from our friends who have moved far away in time and place, and our least favorite person Uncle Bob or cousin Susie. For blended families Christmas is even more of a bitter/sweet contrast as we have to give up part of our family.


But we shouldn’t be surprised by the contrasts, it was that way in the beginning. Isaiah 9:2 says “People who lived in darkness have seen a great light”. Hear the contrast?

Jesus, “Wonderful, Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace” wrapped in cheapest rags and lying in a feed trough for cattle. A radical contrast. Angels singing “Glory to God in the Highest” to the least likely people on the earth to understand high things. Mary and Joseph from Nazareth of all places. Nothing good had ever come out of that little one-horse town, according to Nathanael.


Christmas is a season of contrasts. Even our worship today began with a contrast of praise, sorrow for sin, and praise for renewal.


Our reading from Titus highlights this contrast in the Christ story and in our story as Christians. Paul says, “For the grace of God, which brings salvation to all men, has appeared….” Yea! Christ is born! Then he immediately points out the negative side of the Good News, we must give up those things that lack godliness and the worldly desires for forbidden things. We understand “god-less-ness”, we see those too often, but what are the “worldly desires for forbidden things”? Chrysostom said that worldly things are those things that won’t go with us into heaven. Talk about a contrast with our world! We laugh at the bumper sticker that says “The man who dies with the most toys wins”, but we laugh at it because we know that deep down we live like we believe that. I don’t expect to change that in you, or me for that matter. But hopefully this scripture verse will help us to refocus even as we collect. Maybe it will help us to place minimal value on our collections. But maybe an even better definition of “worldly things” would be things that we would not show to God.


But that’s the dark side of the contrast, there is a better light side of the grace we receive through the birth of this little baby boy of Mary’s, of God’s. Faith in that little swaddled baby in the manger makes it possible for us to live with a Spirit inspired degree of sensible control over our lives. We are able to make choices that are carefully balanced by God’s input, our passions and desires sometimes under His control.


Not only that but faith in the one born in a tacky little manger forces us to deal with our fellow humans as God deals with them, as precious, one of a kind treasures no matter what they have or have accomplished.


And maybe, just maybe we can see in that shelter for beasts of burden and in that straw filled feeding trough, and in that tiny infant a sense of reverence for all of God’s creation. Even a manger can be the holy throne of God. God, extending his mighty arms and wrapping them gently around you. Unlimited power and gentle grace! How’s that for contrast! Amen.

