FROM THE PASTOR: December 12, 2009:


Christmas began with the birth of a child.  Should it surprise us that its spirit is best understood and enjoyed when we are childlike?  In one of his books, spiritual writer Ron Rolheiser recalls a “Hi and Lois” comic from the funny papers.  In the first frame, the dad is shown driving to work; he is thinking: “Another dumb day, going to that same dumb office, working at the same dumb paperwork I’ve done a thousand times before!”  In the next frame, the mom is depicted at the stove, thinking: “Another dumb day, cooking the same dumb dinner that I’ve cooked a thousand times before!”  In the third frame, the older children are riding the schoolbus, thinking: “Another dumb day at the same dumb school, listening to the same dumb teachers I’ve listened to a thousand times before!”  Finally, in the last frame, we see Trixie, the two-year old.  She is standing up in her crib smiling, facing the sun streaming in her window, her arms extended wide; and she is thinking: “Another day!  Thank you, God!”  Guess which member of this family is most ready to grasp the wonder and the awe of Christmas?


As we seek to renew our hearts this Advent, and to open them to receive Christ anew, we might do well to let children be our teachers.  If you have real little kids handy, try engaging them in a conversation about the holidays.  Look through their eyes, and see if you can’t remember how exciting it used to be to anticipate baking Christmas cookies, making a snowman, bringing home and decorating the tree, making a wish list for Santa, and so on.  Remember folding paper and cutting out lacy snowflakes, then decorating them with sparkly glitter.  Remember weaving a lanyard for your mom out of plastic boondoggle, and feeling proud that there were hardly any visible mistakes!  I bet you’re already smiling as you think about these things.  Jesus knew what he was talking about when he said: “Unless you change and become like little children, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven” (Mt. 18:3).

After all, Jesus himself changed and became a little child.  The first Advent lasted nine months, because Jesus did things the human way – waiting in the dark, depending on his mother for nutrition and for life itself, until he was ready to be born.  As an infant, he was held, fed, burped, and changed, just as all of us once were.  He had to learn, as he grew, how to toddle, to speak, and later, how to read.  Like ourselves, he was subject to heat, cold, the discomfort of teething, and the pain of skinned knees when he fell during childhood play.  His little playmates probably never suspected that he was in any way special.  To them, he was just Jesus – their friend.


And that, of course, is the point.  God was tired of having us be scared of him – of watching us flee from his love and his invitations for us to grow and to change.  He realized that we had not responded well to pillars of fire and cloud, to plagues of locusts and stone tablets, or even to manna in the desert.  He had sent human prophets speaking in his name; but they frightened and intimidated us.  At other times, we eventually became distracted and dismissed them altogether.  So…  God finally decided that if ever he was to have us for his friends and playmates as he wished, he would need to draw near – to become one of us.  “Unless you change and become like little children…”

See, then, if you can recapture a sense of childlike wonder during Advent this year, however that works for you.  When and if it snows, surrender your busy-ness and your adult sense of restraint to go out and show some kids how to make a snow angel or a snow fort.  Step back from excruciatingly good taste as defined by “Better Homes and Gardens” and notice that all the twinkle lights are pretty, even if they are also tacky.  Allow yourself the childlike excitement of shaking a present with your name on it and trying to guess what’s inside.  And if you’re really feeling brave, think about making a surprise gift for a special loved one with your own hands (a photo collage?  A scrapbook of shared memories?).  Or sit down with a favorite kid (of whatever age) and watch “A Charlie Brown Christmas” again.

Best of all, see if you can find and hold a newborn baby.  Savor that unique, clean, new baby smell.  Be amazed at those tiny finger- and toe-nails.  And let your heart melt when you can coax out an infant smile.  Comedian Bennett Cerf writes about having his first child back in the 1950s.  At the time, Doctor Benjamin Spock was the accepted gold standard for child-rearing; and Cerf’s wife, like many mothers of the day, treated Spock’s book with near religious awe and consulted it frequently.  One day, for his own mysterious reasons, baby Cerf was colicky and refused to stop crying.  The new mom, growing more and more distressed as the baby refused to be comforted, kept frantically flipping through her copy of Dr. Spock looking for some solution.  It finally took her mother-in-law to tell her, “For God’s sake, dear!  Put down the book and pick up the baby!”  I think that’s pretty good advice for all of us if we want truly and deeply to appreciate the incarnation afresh this Advent and Christmas…
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