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Since this is the first Sunday of a new Church Year, I guess it is time for resolutions. So this year I resolve not to be disappointed this Christmas. It’s not that I don’t appreciate the gifts that I receive. It’s not that I don’t enjoy the decorations and the parties. It’s that when you add it all up, it just doesn’t seem to be enough. Yes, I think it fair to say that perhaps my expectations are too high. The sad truth is that the world simply doesn’t become a magical, idyllic place on December 25. My life is not transformed just because I think the calendar says it should.

And of course not! Transformation, whether of our world or of ourselves, takes time and patience and effort. Advent reminds us that the world will change. Christmas reminds us that the world has changed. And both together remind us that we must change. In T.S. Eliot’s poem, Journey of the Magi, the three wise men say this, “Were we led all that way for Birth or Death? I had seen birth and death, but had always thought they were different. This Birth was hard and bitter agony for us, like Death, our death.” Change is neither easy nor comfortable. Eliot realized just months after his conversion what we all need to know, that if Christ’s death marks our birth into new life, then Christ’s birth marks the beginning of our death to an old life. He must increase, while we decrease. And that gradual whittling away of ourselves, of our own egos and agendas, and our gradual growth into the likeness of Christ, until he is all that is left of us is work – the work of a lifetime. If we only attend to that growth for a few weeks in November and December, we are sure to be disappointed.

For generations, for centuries, people have been reading bible verses like the ones we heard from Luke’s Gospel and have tried to figure out when Jesus is going to return. They add and subtract and argue over the meaning of “signs” and completely miss the whole point. Jesus wasn’t talking about some distant future. He was talking about the present. His present, certainly, but do not these words fit our present as well? The earth is distressed and nations confused. People faint with fear and foreboding of what is coming upon the world, our world. Those words have been true every day since Jesus spoke them because that is the description, the reality of life outside of God’s Kingdom. And the hope of the world, like early leaves sprouting on the barren trees of winter, are those who do not merely sit and wait, but have the faith and the discipline to live in and for that Kingdom today.
And the development of that faith and discipline is the work of a lifetime, which means that the time to make a new beginning is today, and every day. Yet to grow in the Spirit requires that our more mundane concerns become less. It requires, in short, sacrifice. Nobody likes that word. It is too frightening, too demanding. We may be moved by stories of St. Francis giving away all his earthly possessions, but we also know that we cannot and will not follow that path. And does that somehow weaken or invalidate our Christian witness? Does it make us less than we should be? For a long time the Church taught that that was indeed the case, and many people continue to feel that if they cannot be so perfect right out of the gate, then why try at all. So often our spiritual lives become either a source of frustration or a merely occasional concern because we set ourselves up for failure right from the beginning by believing that we have to somehow please a God who demands more than we know how to give.

But you know, God is not greedy or demanding. God already loves us. God already gave God’s Son for us. God already claims us as God’s own people. We don’t have to convince God of any of this. We only have to convince ourselves.

I believe I’ve told you before about a prayer I learned working with Alcoholics Anonymous, “Lord God, today I give as much of myself as I can to as much of you as I understand.” That is the heart and soul of sacrificial living. You may start off small, but you learn, and grow, and give more as the days and months and years roll by. And every day you know that you are following the way of Jesus Christ as faithfully and conscientiously as you can. This is why the question which has been before us the past few weeks is so important, “What portion of my income is God calling me to give?” You see, sacrificial giving isn’t a matter of amount, but of attitude. If we give what we feel we can spare at the end of the week or month, then our giving is out of fear. But if we decide ahead of time what portion, what percentage of our income we will dedicate to God through the Church, then our giving flows out of our faith and trust in God’s goodness. It isn’t the amount, it’s the attitude. The point is that you give what you need to give in order to prove to yourself that you are a faithful follower and servant of Jesus Christ. You are the only person you have to prove anything to. As has been pointed out by so many others, the Christian life is not a matter of giving until it hurts. It is a matter of giving until you rejoice in your giving.

Why does this matter? As a priest of the church and the rector of this parish, I am concerned, not just with my own, but with the spiritual health of every one here. I know that the key to unlocking the potential of this congregation is for each one of us to make the choices that will convince our own hearts of our commitment to Jesus Christ as our Lord and Savior. When that happens, our witness – our words and actions by which we show forth our faith in the world – will be convincing and attractive to others.

Nobody should be disappointed at Christmas. But so many people are. December 25 is just another day. It is no more important than today. And today is the most important of all. For today, and every day, we have the chance to give ourselves anew to God. Today we sacrifice a bit more of ourselves that we might become a bit more like Jesus. The process of spiritual growth is really just the process of learning to live the life we’ve always wanted to live. Life that satisfies. Life that matters. Life that breathes life into the world. And that life begins today.

