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Sermon for the Third Sunday in Advent (Joy), the "Upside-down Season"  
Pastor Dana Runestad 

Dec. 16, 2012  
Holy Cross Lutheran, Livonia, MI 

 
Theme: Give More 
Lessons: Zephaniah 3:14-20; Philippians 4:4-7; Luke 3:7-18 

If you’ve had the courage to visit a shopping mall recently (Lord have mercy) you know there are signs at 
every entrance that provide a map of the mall with an arrow pointing to a spot that says, “You are here.”  
These signposts are intended to give perspective and help us navigate to where we want to go. In our upside 
down journey through Advent, such an arrow would be pointing today to week #3, where our watchword is 
joy and our call is to give more. 

But those words probably don’t mix very well about now.  Joy? How can I possibly give any more 
than I have been giving – and do it with joy? And how can I possibly give more while I spend less? Leave it 
to John the Baptist, the voice of Advent, to help us navigate this one. If we listen deeply enough to him 
today, we may gain perspective on all of this. We may even get help navigating to where, in our heart of 
hearts, we really want to go. Or, as in the case of John the Baptist, we may want the preacher’s head on a 
platter.  We’ll see. 

We meet John the Baptist in the wilderness. Last week he shouted, “Prepare the way of the Lord, 
clear a straight path for him!” We caught his enthusiasm and joined right in. This week he’s done an about 
face. He’s almost on a rampage. Crowds of people have come out for baptisms: smug, self-righteous, piously 
hiding behind religious traditionalism. John explodes. “You brood of snakes! What do you think you’re 
doing, slithering down here to the river? Do you think a little water on your snakeskins is going to deflect 
God’s judgment? It’s your life that must change, not your skin. What counts is your life. Is it green and 
blossoming? Because if it’s dead wood, it goes on the fire.”   

Ouch! “So what should we be doing?” they ask.  John replies, “Don’t hoard stuff. Share it with those 
who need it the most. Be honest in your work. Be content with what you have.”  It’s not about entitlement. 
It’s not even about you. John is telling these people, “You are here.” You are hypocrites, smugly resting on 
traditionalism, the dead faith of the living, rather than the living faith of the dead, which is what tradition is 
really about.  Never mind about your roots. What about your fruits?  If you want to get where you want to 
go, you’ve got to turn around! 

As I tried to inhabit the mind and heart of John the Baptist this week, the Spirit led me deep into the 
wilderness of “The War on Christmas.”  If you say “Happy Holidays” instead of “Merry Christmas,” so they 
say, you are undermining the reason for the season. Think about the song circulating on the internet, “If you 
don’t see Merry Christmas in the window, No! you don’t go in that store. If you don’t see Merry Christmas 
in the window, Yes! You walk right by that door. If you don’t believe the reasons for my Christmas, then it’s 
sure OK with me. Please don’t tell me what to say or what music I can play; after all my Christmas is my 
Special Day!” Do you see the problem with this song? Me. My Christmas. My special day. More than that, do 
you see the problem with all that it represents?  What might John the Baptist say?  

A little history lesson for some context might be in order here: Before the Christmas holiday existed, 
Romans celebrated a pagan festival of light every December, leading to the winter solstice. It was called 
Saturnalia, for Saturn, the god of agriculture.  Businesses and government would close down, moral censure 
would go on hiatus. It was party time! In the fourth century, the Roman emperor Constantine converted to 
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Christianity, and decreed that the entire Roman empire come along with him.  Then as now, no one likes 
change, and the people loved their Saturnalia festivities. So the emperor decreed the last day of their beloved 
festival, December 25, would now be celebrated as Christ’s birth.  Saturnalia would still be celebrated more 
or less the way it had always been celebrated. But this would be a way to “baptize” it, so to speak, to declare 
it Christian too.  

The festival included a public banquet followed by exchanging gifts. Often verses or poems were 
attached to the gifts (the pre-cursor to Christmas cards). Saturnalia included child sacrifice, going from house 
to house while singing, naked (the pre-cursor to Christmas caroling), eating human-shaped biscuits (the pre-
cursor to gingerbread men), and widespread intoxication (the pre-cursor to wide-spread intoxication). A year 
later, Pope Julius made it official. December 25 would henceforth be celebrated as the birthday of Christ. 
The rest is history; the church co-opted a pagan festival for its own purposes. 

Sometimes history swings like a pendulum: one extreme to the other.  Now it seems we find 
ourselves in the complete opposite place. Rather than the church co-opting a secular holiday, secular culture 
has co-opted what became a religious holiday, for its own purposes.  Pastor Ben told us last week about a 
Harvard economist who says we used to have a consumer economy, where people bought and sold what they 
needed to live. But now we have a consumer culture, where our identity, principles and values hinge on what 
we buy, what we own, and what we think we want. It’s a world where the center of the universe is me, and 
even God becomes whatever and whoever I decide God is, depending on what I want God to do for me.  

There are consequences to a “me-centered” culture of entitlement. Americans now celebrate Jesus’ 
birthday by spending somewhere in the neighborhood of $300 billion on what we want.  Here I had always 
thought our tradition of giving gifts went back to the wise men. But if you stop and think about it, they gave 
gifts to Jesus, not to each other. It never dawns on us to ask Jesus what he wants for his birthday. Duh! Our 
gift giving comes straight out of the pagan festival of Saturnalia! 

If you convert Saturnalia into our culture’s Christmas, where the center of the universe se is me, what 
do you get? You get nostalgia, not hope. Sentimentalism, not peace. Merriment, not joy. Charity, not love 
whose face is justice. You get the song, “Say Merry Christmas.” “If you don’t believe the reasons for my 
Christmas…then it’s sure ok with me. Please don’t tell me what to say or what music I can play. After all my 
Christmas is my Special Day!”  Even Christmas is a commodity I consume the way I like it, on my terms. It’s 
my right, and I’m entitled to my Christmas. You are here, John the Baptist says to us today: hiding smugly 
behind religious traditionalism, clueless that this is not about you.   

John the Baptist turns all of this upside down. He offers us hope as he bellows in the wilderness: 
“Repent!  Stop it! Turn around! Who do you think you are? Forget about your roots! What about your 
fruits?” Ouch! So what should we be doing?” we ask. Your church replies, “Worship fully. That places God 
at the center, not you.  Spend less, to free resources for things that truly matter. Give more – give presence, 
not just presents.   

Finally, Love all. All is all. It includes everyone for whom it is more appropriate to say, “Happy 
Holidays” rather than “Merry Christmas,” and more and more, I lean toward including myself in that group. 
If I had my druthers, I would prefer a greeting like “Advent Blessings to you.” But that’s not going to happen 
any time soon. To me, “Happy Holidays” feels almost more faithful.  I really struggle with this. At least 
“Happy Holidays” can include the church’s Advent observance under a larger umbrella. It includes our 
counter-cultural time of inner spiritual preparation for the gift of God become flesh, in a way that Merry 
Christmas doesn’t. Second, it’s an act of Christian hospitality, meeting others on their terms, the way God 
meets us. It is respectful. It is not manipulative or mean-spirited or exclusive. It creates a space for me to BE 
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Christ to a stranger, rather than imposing my personal agenda on them. In our pluralistic culture, which is 
also not going to change any time soon, “Happy Holidays” can open a door to a relationship in a way that a 
smug or self-righteous “Merry Christmas” can slam a door shut.  

It’s rather ironic, actually, that the word “Merry” is mentioned in Scripture only about 10 times, and 
most of those references imply drunkenness.  “Happy” is mentioned about 30 times, while “joy,” our 
watchword for today, and “rejoice” appear over 300 times. Joy is different than being merry or happy. 
Happiness is fleeting and depends upon temporal factors like circumstances or other people, or the stuff we 
get for Christmas. Joy, on the other hand, is deep, abiding contentment that comes from living lives centered 
in Christ, as faith matures and is strengthened.  Joy is what we heard about in our first two readings. Joy is 
what the choir is going to sing about shortly.  Joy is the gift that comes as a byproduct, when we inhabit 
Advent and worship fully, spend less, give more, and love all. 

So, how might we give more?  Consider giving a gift Jesus would actually want for his birthday, a 
gift for him. What a visual we have in the narthex for this: a manger with a mosquito net over it.  A child dies 
from malaria every 60 seconds. Today we just happen to be here: in a special circumstance where we could 
turn this around and upside down. Working though Lutheran churches in Africa, the ELCA Malaria 
Campaign is uniquely positioned to provide mosquito nets, insecticides, medication, health care, education 
and more to help eliminate deaths from this preventable disease—for good. Fifty percent of your contribution 
to our “Helping Here, Helping There” Advent Conspiracy initiative will go toward the ELCA Malaria 
Campaign. The other fifty percent will stay right here in Livonia, to help fund our non-food pantry, and 
Livonia Cares, an ecumenical effort among Livonia churches to help those in need with utility bills. “Just as 
you did it to one of the least of these,” Jesus says, “you did it to me.”  

Give more? That also means give of yourself. Make it personal, the way God has made it personal by 
coming to us in the flesh. Imagine this scenario: A young man buys his father a pound of coffee beans for 
Christmas with one stipulation: Dad can only enjoy this gift with his grown son. And in the hours and days it 
will take to drink those cups of coffee, that son just wants to listen to his dad tell stories as the two of them 
get reacquainted. What’s the real gift there for his father? Dad hears from his son, “I want to spend time with 
you and discover how you became the person that you are.”  The son spends less, but he gives more. He 
gives, not out of obligation, but out of joy. And he gives of himself.  

So, where are we? Right here:  Swimming in a culture of consumerism and entitlement that keeps 
trying to deceive us. Me. My Christmas. My special day. Yet we are also trying to make sense of a story that 
has been co-opted by that very same consumer culture and distorted into sentimental religious traditionalism 
that can be leveraged to make a buck.  We are also here: in a community that listens together to the upside 
down cry of John the Baptist to stop and turn around.  Today we have the vision of the utter joy of God when 
we do in fact repent. “And the Father will dance over you in joy,” the choir is going to sing (at 10). “He will 
take delight in whom he loves. He will joy over you in song!” We have a roadmap to help get us to where, in 
our heart of hearts, we really want to go. We have fellow pilgrims on the journey. We don’t have to do this 
alone. Worship fully. Spend Less. Give more. Love all.  We are also here at our Lord’s table.  Ready to meet 
and receive this God who already rejoices over us, who comes in the most personal way of all, in water, wine 
and bread, giving his body and his blood for the life of the world, in us, through us, claiming us, meeting us, 
calling us, sending us, to be God’s people doing God’s work.  Advent Blessings to you and yours. AMEN  


