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When I think of Christmas I try to remember what it is we are celebrating. I take myself through a litany of gifts. Gifts received throughout the previous year and gifts received from life as it is lived daily…and then I think of the amazing gifts, the absolute and utter gifts of joy that I have received and how they transform me. I know that others have these same moments, these joy moments when someone has given us something so amazingly wonderful yet so intangible that we can barely begin to figure out why we feel so good.

The gift that always had that amazing impact on my mother was the gift of silence. She would ask us to turn off the television or the stereo or to stop screaming at each other, which all siblings must do at times. When the hush finally settled over the room, or house, my mother would breathe an audible sigh, as if the silence that now surrounded her was the greatest and most joyful gift anyone had ever given her.

I suspect every parent has known that feeling…even Mary and Joseph. Even that first night with their infant in the manger when the baby stopped crying, because all babies even the baby Jesus cry, when the baby stopped crying, and all was silent there was joy…a gift of joy in silence. Although silence is perhaps one of the first gifts of joy most parents learn to appreciate it is not the only joy they appreciate, nor is silence a typical joy of the average non-parent although for many of us silence will always be a gift. Silence is the gift of time and space, it is reflection, but it is and can be for many fear, and isolation.

Most gifts are like that. Most gifts have two sides to them, the joy of giving and the joy of receiving. The gift with given with intentions and the receiving often without knowing or accepting the intent are two facets of gifts. When we give gifts we often fill them with our expectations. In the simplest form we give gifts that we would like to receive, and or hope the recipient will also want to receive. Then there comes the twisting of the intent the “we never like the same thing so maybe if I pick something awful the other person will actually like it”, approach to gift giving. There are the “I hope she knows I got this because I wanted her to get me “x” gifts. There are the ‘I couldn’t find anything I liked so I just grabbed something’ gifts, and the ‘oh no I forgot I had to have a gift’ gifts and of course there are the ‘I hope they aren’t the ones who gave me this gift last year’ gifts. And then there are the more important gifts…the ‘I love you from the bottom of my heart’ gifts. 

These kinds of gifts are usually closely associated with the gifts of joy, because they are the gifts given with the purest of intentions. Children will often give their parents scribbles of brightly colored crayon on restaurant menus or other random pieces of paper which were at hand and parents make a fuss over them. Before I was a parent it was often hard to appreciate the depth of caring and the development in skill that such scribbles represented, but as a parent I know those scribbles are part of a long journey filled with gifts of joy.

Which makes me wonder what kinds of gifts Jesus offered his parents? In his day they certainly didn’t have crayola crayons but I bet he was making things out of scraps of wood, after all he and his father were reported to be carpenters. Did parents in those ancient times appreciate their children’s creations as much as modern day parents do…or were they different? 
We know they were different in some ways but what about in the ways that really matter, what would the expectations have been in those ancient days, would they have been quite different? Parents were not being offended by their children’s loud electronic games and instruments, but perhaps it was the ever-present sticks turned into weapons or musical instruments that made the noise that drove those ancient parents to distraction. 

It is hard as we move ever faster toward January 1st, 2007 to imagine what it would have been like to live in those early days. It is hard to imagine what would have given individuals that amazing sense of joy in such a difficult life in such a difficult world. Could it be that it was the same things that give us joy today? Watching children come into the world, watching children grow and develop into healthy human beings with identities all their own, or maybe their joy came from the simple fact that their children survived at all, that they were able to watch their children eat and drink and grow in the good times.

In our fairly abundant world it is often hard for us to remember to be grateful. Let alone joy filled about the simplest gifts and yet I have the feeling that when the time comes to leave this life the things that will matter most to us are the times we stopped to feel the joy of being with those we love. The times when we had wonderful friends, and companions, will be what we hold dear. When we were being held as we allowed tears of joy to roll down our cheeks, because we knew not in our minds but in our hearts and our bodies that we were truly deeply loved. We will remember the people who loved us enough to stop what they were doing simply to be with us when we needed some friendship, some love or support. This year as we celebrate Christmas let us think about the gifts of joy that have been brought to us in our lifetime. Think about those gifts of joy, which came both from nature and from the people we care about. How can we expand those gifts and leave their legacy to those who are yet to come.

Pause and think about what it would be you would leave… what story, what feeling what thing would you want to give to some distant descendant who would receive it on Christmas Eve at the end of year of change and conflict, at the end of year when you know not what they have faced? …pause…
 I think about the legacy my family has left me. I wonder what and how they were celebrating the winter festivals. Potato farmers in Ireland in the 1800’s what was their gift of joy in the cold hard winter? Factory workers in Scotland, what was their gift of joy, Polish Jews watching others celebrate what was their gift of joy? Were they all thinking about the twinkle of a brilliant star in a cold crisp sky, a star they would see as their families made their way home from the work, in factories or fields or churches. Were they wondering who else had seen and was currently seeing that star or who might see it some day in the future? I have no way of knowing the answers to those questions but it makes me feel joy to know, even to think of the connection from generation to generation and how nature links us all together.

I often wonder if my grandmother would have imagine that her grand daughter could someday be the minister pondering before a congregation, I wonder how all the generations would have felt about a woman preaching anytime but especially on sacred days like this, on Christmas Eve, I wonder if they would still feel the joy of the season? The star, the love, the joy the abundance of giving and receiving did other generations think of these things did they understand the meanings as we do or were they so tied to tradition that they would have missed the joy, missed the gifts being offered if the message or messenger were other than what they expected. But knowing my grandmother I think it would have sent a tingle of joy through her to know that the world had changed so in the years she had lived and after. And then she would have pondered the people of all the generations before her…going through them one at a time  until she got back to the Christmas Eve at the beginning of time as we know it in western and Christian calculations and she would have thought…to so many it was a night like any other night.

I hope that you will make every effort to give gifts of joy this Christmas and always even when it may seem to you to be a night like any other. 
A very Merry Christmas to you all…and Amen. 
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