Christmas Day, Dec. 25, 2014; Is 62:6-12; Ps 97; Titus 3:4-7; Luke 2:1-20; Rev Mary S. Trainor
"Santa Claus is coming to town:" ah what a fun Christmas carol.  Since it was written in 1934, it has become a staple in Christmas music, with singers ranging from Perry Como and Bing Crosby, to Mariah Carey and Justin Beiber recording it.  Here are words from the 2nd verse, "He's making a list and checking it twice. Gonna find out who's naughty and nice. Santa Claus is comin' to town."  The intent of the lyrics were to motivate us to be nice so we could receive gifts from Santa; naughty kids received a lump of coal.  That having been said, this past week we received in the mail at home a fancy envelope from a car company that said on the outside:  "It's much better to be naughty. Nice is overrated."  Wow -- this is the new slogan this company has to get you to step out and spend lots of money because it will tap into the part of yourself that needs to be disobedient, badly behaved, self-centered, naughty.  This is a take-off on that Christmas carol, but with a twist: here naughty is made to be attractive.  Here are two conflicting messages coming at us from our culture: "be nice"  "be naughty."  Which will you choose?  Why is being naughty made to be so attractive?  

Here we are at church; we are gathered together to celebrate the birthday of the Christ child, who came that we might have life. Here we are at church, facing the choice of whether to accept Jesus into our lives as our Lord and Savior.  Jesus gives us the strength to be nice, in this culture where naughty is made so attractive.  Jesus offers us forgiveness for when we were naughty, and is giving us will power to keep from being naughty.

We live in a world that is skeptical of the need for a savior, we are in a world of people who think they have the answers, who go through life giving the impression that they are in control.  But let's face it, life is really difficult and we need a savior.  We don't have all the answers.

Gracie West understands her need for a savior.  Gracie is 11 years old, and has stage IV cancer.  She was in the news this past week because of her wish to the Make a Wish Foundation was to meet the Pope.  Gracie said, "I wanted to meet the Pope because I have really strong faith and faith has helped me through this journey....and the pope is the closest to God."  Gracie says her motto is "You have no choice but to be strong, but you can choose to be happy and positive."  Her counselor at school said, "her positive attitude has rubbed off on me."  Gracie gets the strength to be happy and positive from Jesus, from her prayer life.  Gracie is living out Paul's words to Titus in our Epistle reading tonight: "When the goodness and loving kindness of God our Savior appeared, he saved us, not because of any works of righteousness that we had done, but according to his mercy."  In spite of her disease, Gracie is experiencing the goodness and loving kindness of Jesus in her heart.  

Today, we receive Jesus, but there are actually three comings of Jesus we observe: 1. the birth of Jesus, we observe tonight; 2. the 2nd coming of Jesus (we don't know when this will happen, but we know Jesus will come again - dramatically), and 3. the coming of Jesus everyday and every moment - this is what Gracie is talking about.  It is the sense of connecting to the supernatural when we receive Holy Communion, when we receive a sense of peace after praying, when a coincidence with a friend happens and it is just too coincidental, when a song brings us to tears, when our prayers are answered the way we ask.

Did you ever read or hear about the Chronicles of Narnia by C.S. Lewis?  These fantasy books were about children who went through the back of a wardrobe in a closet, and emerged in a new land. These books are full of symbolism about our faith; fantasy that is helpful to the reality of our lives.  It turned out that the wardrobe the children went through was actually the entry to a special land called Narnia, which is really God's Kingdom.  In the land of Narnia, there was a lion named Aslan.  Aslan watches out over the children, and gives the children a mission to help save Narnia.  The parallelism to our lives as Christians is clear.  Aslan is loving and forgiving; a majestic protector.  He is not tame, but he is good.  Aslan symbolizes Jesus.  In the children's initial relationship with Aslan, we see the reluctance to approach him, to accept him, to reach out to Him -- the same as we are about initially receiving Jesus into our hearts. 

Aslan and Narnia are symbolic fantasy myths, but today is reality -- and you have the opportunity to accept and know Jesus: "to us a child is born." He came to set our feet on the path to salvation, to being nice and not naughty -- not because we don't like to have fun, not because we have to --- but because we don't want anything more, there is nothing better on earth than receiving Jesus.  He offers us abundant life, His perfect love and grace today, as well as a sure path to salvation.  "To us a child is born; to us a Son is given:" the Son of God, Jesus. Amen.
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