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Christmas Eve 2009 at 5:00 p.m.—St. Andrew’s Church—Edie Dolnikowksi
In the Name of God:  Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  Amen.

You may remember that back in November there was a disturbing news story involving the North Pole and the United States Postal Service.  When officials at the Post Office announced their decision not to deliver holiday mail to North Pole, Alaska, this year, citizens all across the country reacted quickly and angrily:  How could the Post Office deny children the right to tell Santa Clause what they wanted for Christmas?  Postal officials tried to explain, calmly and rationally, that creating an effective screening process for protecting all these children was too expensive to justify in a tight budget year.  The residents of North Pole, Alaska, along with many parents and children, responded in a way that was not especially calm and rational.  They accused the Postal Officials of Scrooge-like behavior and demanded an immediate reversal of the new policy.  Fortunately, the Post Office and the people of North Pole were able, under the burden of tremendous public pressure, to work out an acceptable solution to this problem.  If you wrote a letter to Santa Claus and mailed it to the North Pole, you can be sure that someone received it and directed it to the right place.
The habit of sending letters to Santa Claus has become a regular feature of family holiday preparations.  Although it is an activity that adults encourage, children do most of the work.  The children have to think about all the things they want, decide which things they want the most, and then sit down to write their letters.  We do not always receive exactly what we ask for at Christmas.  Sometimes what we get is even better than what we asked for.  The gift is not as important as the process we undertake to identify what we desire.  In this respect, as in many other aspects of spiritual life, our children possess a deep insight that adults lack.  As we get older, we are less and less willing to ask for what we want.  We assume that the people who love us can read our minds, know our innermost thoughts, and intuit our desires without our needing to state them aloud.  That is why we so often find ourselves on Christmas morning surrounded by piles of clothes that we do not want to wear, foods that we do not want to eat, books that we have no interest to read, and so forth.  What if we all made it our habit to tell each other what we want and need?  What if we made it our habit, in this holy season of Christmas, to tell God what we want and what we need?
There are many reasons, of course, to shy away from this kind of blatant behavior.  We may fear that our deepest desires are too personal to express, too open to misinterpretation, and too likely to evoke feelings of guilt or shame.  We may fear that our family and friends are so unable to bear the burden of our longing that it is pointless to ask them to try.  These fears might be reasonable among our human companions but they do not apply to our relationship with God.  God already knows what we want, why we want it, and how we would use it if we got the chance.  The occasion that we observe here this evening is God’s decision to enter into our world in the person of Jesus, to experience first-hand the temptations that so often overwhelm us, to feel them as we do, and to help us turn the energy of desire from self-centered misery into life-giving ministry to the people all around us.  Tonight we celebrate the miracle that God in Christ Jesus knows what we want most and that God wants to give it to us.  What we want most is love.  We want to live in a world of peace, prosperity, justice and freedom.  Jesus offers us hope that we could live in such a world if we asked for and pursued the things that make for peace, prosperity, justice and freedom.
We diminish the power of this gift of hope when we persist in worrying about what we do not want.  All the characters in the Christmas story we just heard from the Gospel of Luke were caught up in situations that they did not want.  Joseph, I am sure, did not want to take his pregnant wife on a long, tedious journey from Nazareth to Bethlehem.  Mary did not want to have her baby in a strange town, separated from her family, in emergency conditions of over-crowding and squalor.  Even the shepherds, perhaps, did not want to sit outside all through the cold, dark night tending their sheep.  We can sympathize with these characters because we sometimes find ourselves in difficult circumstances, disconnected from our networks of support, or working in settings that are exhausting and unsatisfying.  Jesus was born in the midst of suffering and disappointment, in the midst of strangers, in the midst of poverty.  And yet all the heavenly host cried out that the Savior had come into the world, that the desires of all people were about to be realized.
How could this tiny baby accomplish such a mission and fulfill such a promise?  He did not do it by immediately granting wishes, by immediately giving every person exactly what he wanted to make himself happy, to make herself consent.  Jesus fulfilled the promise by encouraging people to want those things that make others happy and content, whole and sound, strong and free.  If the world we live in fails to meet the standard we seek it is because we fail to align our desires with the needs of our fellow creatures.  It is because we fail to use the power of transforming love that Jesus has put into our hands.
For century upon century the people of Israel cried out for a savior who would establish a kingdom of endless peace and uphold it with righteousness.  We profess that the child born in a manger, whose birthday we celebrate today, is God’s response to that cry.  Through Jesus we have all the tools we need to make peace, alleviate suffering, dismantle systemic oppression and build a just society in its place.  But we must want to use these tools under his direction, to achieve his purposes, and with gratitude for his willingness to share this work of redemption with us.  As the people of Israel well understood, we will not get what we really want until we want what God wants and commit ourselves, body, mind and soul, to attaining it.  
If that challenge seems too big, we can at least start by taking up the discipline that our children employ when they write their Christmas letters.  We can imagine all the things we want, and then take the time to discern which of those things are truly important, truly life-giving, for us and for the people all around us.  We can ask our families, friends and neighbors to help us promote reconciliation, healing, generosity and justice in the communities we serve.  We can call upon God to bless us in these efforts and lead us in the path of righteousness and goodwill.  And, especially on this holy night, we can thank Jesus for coming into our dark, broken world and filling it with light, hope and love.  Tonight we thank Jesus for giving us all that we need and for showing us how to meet the goals he has set for us; we promise to be his partners in establishing the reign of peace for which we all long so desperately; and we rejoice in his desire to be with us forever, both in this life on earth and in the life to come.  
Let us pray:  “Almighty God, you have poured upon us the new light of your incarnate Word:  Grant that this light, enkindled in our hearts, may shine forth in our lives; through Jesus Christ our Lord, who lives and reigns with you, in the unity of the Holy Spirit, one God, now and for ever.  Amen.” [Collect for the First Sunday after Christmas Day]
