December 24, 2011
Gifted with a Child

Isaiah 9:2-7

Have you ever gotten an unexpected gift? A surprise, that you had not anticipated, caught you totally and completely off-guard.  If you are like most people, you are not sure how to react. Oh, you appreciate the gift, but if you don't have a return gift ,you may also feel a bit of anxiety.  Your mind may be reeling trying to figure out how to reciprocate.  You may feel a certain amount of embarrassment because you did not think to have a gift to exchange.  Most of us feel the need to reciprocate whenever someone has done something nice for us. Otherwise we feel indebted and none of us like that feeling. 

We can try rationalize our feelings by reminding ourselves that Jesus said it is more blessed to give than to receive.  But let's be honest here.  For must of us, receiving is much more difficult.  We would much rather be the givers.  I can remember, even as a pre-teen, enjoying the giving of gifts much more than receiving them.  To this day, my least favorite part of Christmas is receiving gifts, which I neither deserve nor need. One of the fascinating realities for most of us that this discomfort over receiving things extends even to something as simple as a compliment.  For many of us it is just as awkward or uncomfortable to receive compliments as gifts.  We may blush or try to dismiss the compliment as though it did not happen.  We just struggle with receiving. 

Ever think about how much people seem to enjoy Christmas and all the ways in which the spirit of giving at Christmas time seems to bring out the best in people.  We see stories on the news, in the paper, or on the Internet about how some benevolent soul has helped to make a less fortunate family's Christmas lighter and we somehow feel better about human beings as a whole.  We see the angel tree requests being met or see  the volume of toys collected for a toy drive and we think to ourselves that there is hope for us after all.  We love to see how Christmas can transform the scrooges among us into generous souls, with or without the promptings from those spirits of past, present and future.  For many people, it seems that the familiar Dickens tale has shaped their Christmas persona more than the story from Luke's gospel of the manger with a baby placed in it.   I say that because it is easier for us to hear comprehend a story about a person, like us, who becomes generous with his abundance.  The notion that the Creator of the universe would choose to send his only Son as a gift to the entire world is much more difficult to comprehend.  It is far more difficult to think that God could possibly love us that much, in spite of who we are.  The real challenge for us in the Real Christmas story, the one from Luke, is that it is far easier for us to see ourselves as givers, which Dickins helps us to do.  But in Luke’s story we have to see ourselves as recievers.  In order for us to accept the gift of salvation, we must be willing to see ourselves as recievers, and that is difficult for most of us.

Isaiah described the people of his day as a people who walked in darkness, who lived in a land of deep darkness.  The people of Northern Israel in Isaiah’s time were a people who lived under constant threat of invasion.  There were a people who saw no hope for their future.  All they could see was their impending demise as a nation.  They were a people whose hope was diminishing rapidly.  They were similar to us in some ways, because many of us are concerned about our economy, our retirement funds, our job security, our tax burden, the state of health care or our national debt.  There are certainly things in our culture, which could lead us to think of ourselves as those walking in darkness and living in a land of deep darkness.  
The major difference for Isaiah’s peers and us is that their situation was so bad and the threat from their oppressors had become so intense that they believed that even God had turned on them.  The king had strayed from worshipping God and the people had strayed in their faithfulness.  To say  that they were living in a place that was no longer safe for children, would be a gross understatement.  They came to believe that it was God’s displeasure with them and their lack of faith that had caused them to walk in darkness.  
Isaiah’s prophecy of a Child being born into such despair, a child who could restore hope and faith, was indeed a powerful and welcomed prophecy.  These were people who needed God’s favor to be restored.  These were people who needed light and life.  All of those difficult images of war and oppression will be used as fuel for God’s cleansing fire.  And for Isaiah it was important to remind his people that the gift of this child will usher in a time of peace which would have no end because the child would establish a kingdom where justice and righteousness would become the norm.  
But the most significant part of this passage is found in the last sentence: “The zeal of the Lord of host will do this.”  Isaiah needed to remind the people that the gift of the child born and the son given was indeed a gift.  It would not be of their own doing.  It would not be something which they earned or made possible through their own efforts.  It was strickly God’s doing and it was a gift which did not require anything more than acceptance in faith.  Isaiah’s people had been yoked with a heavy burden, but the child gave the gift of carrying the weight of all burdens for the entire world that through Him we might know light and life and joy.

But what kind of life is it that we can expect?  In stead of confusion and despair, we can find wisdom and hope through the confidence we have in knowing our Wonderful Counselor.  In stead of wallowing in the darkness and despair, we can find joy in knowing that we can rely totally and completely on our Mighty God.  In stead of drowning in despair and moping in our mourning, this child can take us up into the loving, caring arms of our Everlasting Father and restore our wholeness, peace and joy.  In stead of living in turmoil and conflict, this child offers us true peace,which can onlyu be made possible through the Prince of Peace.
On this Christmas Eve, the words which Isaiah offered as words of encouragement to his people are words which also give us hope.  On this night, we rejoice that a child has been born for us.  But the best part of the story is that this was not just any child.  The child born in Bethlehem so long ago was the only begotten Son of God.  He is our Wonderful Counselor.  He is our Mighty God.  He is our Everlasting Father.  And He is the Prince of Peace.  The gift of the Christ-child, the greatest gift that the world has ever known, has been given to us.  All we have to do is to receive Him.  We may prefer to think of ourselves as givers, but on this night we need to think of ourselves as receipients of the greatest gift!  A Child has been born for us!  May we accept the gift and allow it to transform us as we strive to be faithful disciples of Christ.
And to our God be all glory and honor and blessing and wisdom and power and might, both now and forevermore.  Amen.

