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On Thanksgiving Day Debbie and I drove over to the Charlotte area to see my parents after we had our service here that morning. As we made our way we needed to stop at one point. There was a convenience store and a fast-food restaurant open along the interstate. As we were making our way in, one of the employees was absolutely livid that she was having to work on Thanksgiving Day. She was palpably furious. My blood pressure started rising because she was so mad. She was getting off work and was in the process of getting to her vehicle. This person was not happy about having had to work on Thanksgiving Day! I don’t necessarily blame her, but, nonetheless, as she made her way to her vehicle, we happened to be coming out at the same time. I noticed on the back of her vehicle she had a very large bumper sticker that said, ‘What would Jesus do?’  I could not resist it. I said to Debbie, “You know, I think Jesus would have a better attitude.”  

That did lend itself to the deeper thought that so often that is what the holiday season ends up looking like. People are stressed, too busy, having taken on too much. It can happen to any of us. Debbie and I remember a year a couple of years before we came here to Cleveland.  We realized at the end of December, between our different groups, school groups, church groups, friends, from December 1 – 23 every single night we had something on the calendar. Every night. We had what we call a ‘team meeting’. We have team meetings ever so often. The point to that meeting was that we would never do that again. We decided that we would never stretch ourselves so thin that we miss the meaning and the joy of the season of Advent. 

By the time I began thinking about what I would share with you today it was ‘Black Friday’ as we have come to call it in our culture. Somehow, Black Friday started this year on Thursday. I am not sure how that happened, but it did. Like you, I was bombarded as I watched television that day with scenes of chaos at retail outlets around the country. There were some cases of actual violence.  These images have become a yearly ritual. Every year we know that on the Friday after Thanksgiving we are going to see these clips of this terrible antisocial behavior which marks the beginning of the holidays. As I was watching these clips from all over the country, I did have the thought at a serious level, ‘The Prince of Peace - - what does any of this chaos have to do with the arrival of the Prince of Peace?’ 

This is what I want to share with you today. It is very straightforward. It is not very lengthy. It is just a very straight-on proposal to us all, myself definitely included. I humbly suggest to us today that we resist this bombardment that we get from our culture that we have to wear ourselves out this month with busyness. Years ago I came across a certain truism in a book. I don’t remember the book, but you can find these things in plenty of sources. This phrase has stuck with me. The statement goes: ‘In the end, life is nothing but a series of choices.’ Now that doesn’t exhaust the meaning of life, and I don’t want to hold it up as the definitive statement, but it is an interesting way to think about our existence. ‘In the end, life is nothing but a series of choices.’ It is a way, a lens, through which we can think about the meaning of life. And, there is truth in the statement. Think about today. How many choices have you made so far? Think about as the day unfolds, how many choices will you make? Some will be mundane. Some of our choices today might be quite significant. But as Advent is now upon us, in the end, all that I am trying to say today is that we have a choice to succumb to the cultural pressures of the images that will bombard us the next few weeks, or we have the choice to step back, at least a little bit from that, and remember what this time is meant to be about.

 We have records of Christians observing some form of Advent as early as the sixth  century. Fifteen hundred years ago Christians understood the need to prepare to celebrate Christmas. That is the choice we have today. I face the same choice you do. I am in the same boat you are in. These days can click off, one, then another, then another, and before we know it, it will be Christmas Eve. Or, we can choose to be intentional during this season. Whatever that means for us as individuals, we can choose to be intentional about observing a meaningful season of Advent. What that looks like for you will probably be different than what it looks like for me, but we each have the choice to remember the intent of this time, the intent to prepare ourselves to truly grapple with and embrace the meaning of the gift of the Christ Child to us.


On the way in to church this morning, there was a beautiful sunrise in the way the light was juxtaposed against the clouds of the coming rain. On the way in I noticed several houses already very beautifully decorated for the season. It was a very traditional look, and the sky was still dark enough that you could see the lights. I thought what a beautiful counter to the images of chaos that we see in our media. Lights that clearly represent Christ, peace, love. My message this morning is humblingly modest. I simply hold up for us the choice that we have today to begin a meaningful season of Advent. May we all recognize that these next weeks are a gift, a gift of time for us to prepare our hearts to celebrate the greatest gift that this world has ever known.  Amen. 
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