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Expected Surprises
Isaiah 9:2-7; Titus 2:11-14; Luke 2:1-20

I like surprises.  Let me clarify that: I like surprising other people,
especially with gifts.  I get that trait from my father who is notorious for hiding
jewelry and other small gifts in kitchen appliances.  I am afraid I reached the
pinnacle of my gift-giving surprises back in college.  I have not done that well
in later years, but that one was a good one.

The plan formulated when I returned home from Furman a couple of
weeks before Christmas.  Throughout the two hour drive I had pondered
various ideas for gifts for my parents and two brothers.  Nothing seemed to
appeal to me.  It was as I drove up the driveway that I had my revelation.  You
have to understand that everyone in my family is a big Clemson fan.  My
parents may be to the extreme.  The inspiration for my Christmas gifts were
the big orange tiger paws that were painted on the driveway leading up to the
house.  Get the picture?

A few years before my father had somehow acquired a huge stencil of
a tiger paw and had promptly put it to good use.  My idea was to use it as well
to make tiger paw-shaped tables for everyone in the family.  (Keep in mind
that I was a sophomore at the time!)  Pulling off the surprise would be difficult
since shop space was limited and my father visited his shop every day.  The
genius of the idea was to involve everyone in their own surprise.  I asked my
father if he thought my brothers would like such a table, and he thought it was
a good idea.  He loaned me the stencil, called a friend who helped me cut out
the shapes from the wood, and kept check on me as I worked along.  What
he and Mom did not know is that I had three, not two, tables in production.
When my brothers came to visit, I told them the tables were for my parents.
The trick was to keep one of the tables hidden at all times.

Christmas morning arrived and I got up early, went to the shop, and
brought out two tables complete with bows and tags with my brothers’ names.
They were surprised and delighted to discover that the tables were actually
for them.  After all the other packages had been opened, my father said, “I
didn’t get a gift from Jody”  Mom said that she didn’t either.  I told them to
check under the tree and then left the room to return with the third table which
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was for them.  Everyone had a big laugh over the surprise and the fact that
they all knew about their gifts but, then again, didn’t know.

God must like surprises, too.  The people of Israel knew about the
Messiah for centuries.  His coming was no secret.  Isaiah, Jeremiah,
Micah–all of the prophets were in on the promised gift of a Messiah and
passed along the good news.  Year after year the people waited.  They
prayed.  They watched.  They longed for God to send his Messiah to deliver
them once again from oppression and hardship.

They knew the Messiah was coming, but when he arrived, he was not
at all what they had expected.  They figured God would send a ruler, a king,
a mighty warrior to lead their people to freedom once again.  But a baby?!!
The shepherds were thrilled.  As people who were way down the totem pole,
being the first to know about the Messiah was a real boon for them!  The Magi
were awe-struck.  They sensed in this simple birth a profound change for
humankind.  King Herod was afraid.  Apparently he was the only one who
recognized the threat this baby posed to heavy-handed abuse of power,
discrimination, and injustice.  And as with most Christmas gifts, after the
sparkle and shine of the shepherds’ tale had worn off, when Mary and Joseph
took their baby boy to Egypt for safety’s sake, no one thought a lot about that
wondrous night when Jesus was born.  At least not for about thirty years.

That was the genius of God’s surprise.  We expected a Messiah and
God gave us one .  He simply wrapped his gift in a way people never would
have imagined.  When Jesus took up the mantle of his ministry thirty years
later, when the little boy from Nazareth grew up to become our Savior, folks
were surprised and God must have been pleased.

The miracle of Jesus’ birth is that he was born as we are born.  He
experienced all of the normal things children do as they grow up–first steps,
first words, hunger, illness, delight.  He learned to play with his friends, to
respect his elders, to read and write and figure out how to live well in this
world.  Jesus was one of us.  He was also divine.  While God’s people were
waiting and watching for the Messiah to come, God pulled him out of
Nazareth and said, “Here he is!  Merry Christmas!”  And the world was
surprised.

I will admit that I still occasionally try to surprise my family with my gift-
giving.  I am not quite as successful as I once was.  But every once in a while
I pull it off.  God, however, continues to surprise us with the gift of Christmas
for Jesus brings us love and grace and help for each day.
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What did you expect to get for Christmas this year?  I don’t mean what
do you expect to find in those colorful packages under your Christmas tree.
I hope you find fun and useful and delightful gifts there.  But what did you
expect God to give you this Christmas?  What does the child in the manger
mean for you?  What does the Savior on the cross give you?  What does the
Resurrected Christ in the garden offer you?

Some people around the world tonight expect God to bring peace.  In
places like Afghanistan and Syria, they long for an end to fighting and death.
In places like Egypt and Libya, they expect a just form of government and a
brighter future.  In countries like India where human life is not considered
sacred and abuse of women is rampant, they expect justice and protection.

In some places of the world, like Newtown, Connecticut and Aurora,
Colorado, they expect healing of their broken hearts and an understanding of
how precious children and adults could be taken from them.  In the
Philippines, New Jersey, New York, and other coastal states, they expect the
resources to rebuild homes and businesses and lives after the devastation of
wind and water.

Throughout our country we expect an end to partisanship and
hardheadedness that use us as pawns in a game of political chess.  In every
state across our nation we expect new jobs and meaningful work that will get
us back on our feet and able to provide for our families.  In our community we
expect an end to the senseless violence that ends young lives, destroys
property, and traps us all in a paralyzing fear.

In homes just like ours, we expect a softening of hardened hearts, a
lifting of unknown barriers, and a reconciliation of wounded souls to restore
the love that once bound us tightly to one another.  We expect some unseen
power to break the hold of addictions that threaten to break our spirits.  We
expect medications and surgeries and therapies to heal the ones we love.
We expect the Good News of the Gospel to wiggle its way into our lives and
remind us that we are a beloved child of God.  We expect Christmas to bring
the surprising miracle of God’s grace to us at last.

It happens, and sometimes we are the ones God uses to share his
Christmas gifts.  Today we received a card from a mother and son who
benefitted from one of the no-sew blankets that were made during Lakeside
Involved and given to the pediatric unit at Nash General Hospital.  Listen to
what one person expected and the surprise God gave him.
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Dear Brothers and Sisters in Christ,

Joshua spent the week before Christmas in the hospital @
Nash General.  Joshua is 17 and has autism.  He is very high
functioning with what was called Asperger’s Syndrome at one
time.  He is a loving young man and has a heart that is full of
God’s love & love for God!  While we were at the hospital the
nurses gave him a blanket someone from your church had
lovingly made and gave.  Joshua and I want you to know this was
a high point for us.  It made him smile & he curled up with it&
slept with God’s Peace!  Joshua was extremely sick, close to
going home to Jesus, but god has blessed us again.  Praise the
Lord!

Joshua was wrapped up in his soft, beautiful piece of love
& looked at me and said, “Mom, do you think they would let me
take it home with me?”  I told him yes & he smiled & snuggled
down more.  I explained how this act of kindness was how god
was able to show His love through you!  He completely
understood that.  He then asked if we could send you a card to
say thank you for giving a piece of God’s love to him!  So from our
hearts we thank you, Lord, for using these beautiful people to
make & give these blankets, or as Joshua says, “these pieces of
God’s love,” to sick children.

With our Love & Prayers,
Kay & Joshua Winters

If I am not mistaken, the very first present the baby Jesus received was
something like a blanket with which his mother wrapped him warmly.

What do you expect this Christmas?  If you have not given that question
any thought at all, then do so . . . tonight  or tomorrow, if for no more than five
or ten minutes.  Think about what you expect this Christmas.  Then wonder
what surprising gift God has hidden in the form of a child who has become our
Savior.

What did you expect?  Thank God for what we got!  Christ the Savior is
born!  Christ the Savior is born!  Amen!
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December 24, 2012 Prayer of Intercession and Supplication

O God who is the giver of every gift and the Lord of all life, we come this
night to worship in awe of the mystery that is the Word made flesh, God with
us.  We come following the shining star and the angel songs which call us
from our complacency back to the manger which cradles the Baby King.  We
come anticipating the joy yet understanding what will be required of us if we
choose to follow.  We come with gratitude for the wonder of this night and for
the celebration that it inspires.  We thank you, O Lord, for these and all the
good gifts that come from your hand.

Yet as we worship and rejoice, we acknowledge that many in our world
have little to celebrate.  Here we are encircled by beauty and peace, but as
we leave this place, we will once again be confronted by the reality of the
pain, poverty, violence and injustice that plague our world.  May our worship
here renew our spirits. May our fellowship here inspire our hearts.  May our
discipleship here challenge our minds that we might be filled with the
compassion and creativity to meet these needs.  Grant to us your wisdom and
your grace that what we experience here this night may fill all our days with
stubborn hope, generous love, contagious joy and abiding peace.  In the
name of Emmanuel, God with us, the Prince of Peace, even Jesus our Lord.
Amen.

Elizabeth J. Edwards
Associate Minister


