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John 1:1-14                                           Ruskin Falls, November 11, 2018
Blue Christmas.                                                                      Pulaski Heights Presbyterian Church

25th Sunday after Pentecost
TEXT (English translation: NRSV)         

       In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word
was God. He was in the beginning with God. All things came into being through
him, and without him not one thing came into being. What has come into being in
him was life, and the life was the light of all people. The light shines in the
darkness, and the darkness did not overcome it.  
       There was a man sent from God, whose name was John. He came as a
witness to testify to the light, so that all might believe through him. He himself
was not the light, but he came to testify to the light.
       The true light, which enlightens everyone, was coming into the world.  He
was in the world, and the world came into being through him; yet the world did
not know him. He came to what was his own, and his own people did not accept
him. But to all who received him, who believed in his name, he gave power to
become children of God, who were born, not of blood or of the will of the flesh or
of the will of man, but of God.  
       And the Word became flesh and lived among us, and we have seen his
glory, the glory as of a father's only son, full of grace and truth. 

(1)
That is the Christmas story as told in the Gospel of John. John gives us no narrative of the birth
of Jesus, the way the gospels of Matthew and Luke do – no scraggly shepherds in a midnight
field beholding angels; no mysterious magi from the East bearing gifts; no Jewish carpenter
husband with a wife carrying a child that isn’t his and making all three of them subject to
suspicion and ridicule; no newborn babe wrapped in bands of cloth; no dank dark barn as the
only shelter they could find on a winter’s night; no feed box of the animals as their baby’s only
bed; no census-taking, tax-collecting, keep-the-poor-in-their-place Roman Empire; and no
power-obsessed Roman ruler who would rather see children die than feel his own position and
power threatened. All of that is in Matthew and Luke, but in John there is no narrative of the
birth of Jesus. There’s no Nativity Story. Nevertheless, John opens his gospel with an eye and
an ear to the meaning of that story, the meaning of the birth of Jesus.  If John does not give us
a narrative version of Christmas, he nevertheless gives us a theological version. It goes like
this:

Through God’s Word, God called into being a universe not only of things but of persons. These
persons – you and I, for example – are intended by God to become hearers and doers of God’s
Word. We are intended to live in the light of God’s creative aim, where we can comprehend the
purposes God is working out, in and through and among us. God intends for us access to
God’s creative Word, so that we might understand our life’s beginning and end and purpose
and meaning, and so that we might receive from God the guidance and direction that God
knows will get us where we and our world most deeply need to be going.

God intends to light the way for all persons everywhere. What is more, God’s Word once
actually became a particular human being and lived among us on this earth. God our Creator
came among us as a person like ourselves. As John puts it, the Word became flesh and lived
among us. Or, in a more literal translation of the Greek John that John wrote in: the Word
became flesh and pitched a tent among us. God did this through the heart and hands and voice
and life of Jesus of Nazareth.
In Jesus, God draws us into hearing range of God’s Word through a human voice, and God
lights our path by doing divine things in a way we humans can see. In the mortal life of Jesus,
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immortal God’s own Word took up residence among us – pitched a tent among us – to declare
and teach and show us the aims and purposes and ways of God and, so, to declare and teach
and show us things God would have us know regarding who we are, and where we are, and
why we’re here, and what is becoming of us, and how to anticipate and await and live for the
sake of the light that God is preparing the world to bask in, in the end. 

That, according to John, is the meaning of the Christmas story: Christmas is the Word of God
becoming flesh and blood and taking up residence in human neighborhood to declare and
teach and show us what God is up to with us and our world, and how we are to await and serve
creation’s goal – how we are to await and serve what God has in store for us and our world in
the end.

Also, according to John, and tragically, this, too, is intimately a part of the Christmas story: that
the world proved largely unable to recognize the presence of God in the presence of Jesus. For
the large part, people proved unable to hear in Jesus God’s Word to the world. People proved
unable to see in Jesus the light of God. And, at the bottom of that inability lay this fact: our
world strangely insists on living turned away from the true light that would light our way. And,
turned away from that light, we stand in a godless darkness, unable to see where we’re going;
and we stumble and fall.

It is not that we don’t desire that light. Indeed, when we think and feel the sorrows and woes
that haunt us in this world, we deeply long to see that light. When, for example, we witness the
horror and carnage of a battlefield – or when we are confronted by a village of skeletal children
with bellies bloated by starvation – or when we learn of lynchings, concentration camps, mass
killings, and other acts of terrorist rage – or when it finally sinks in on us how steeped in a
history of violence and injustice all human ways of ordering the world finally are – or when we
pull a friend’s lifeless body from the wreckage of a storm – or when a marriage goes sad and a
once blissful sky comes crashing down – or when our life’s just a mess and only getting messier
– or when we experience, truly experience, our mortality and the passingness of all things – or
when we recognize, really recognize, that everything and everyone we know is thoroughly finite
and therefore inevitably subject to damage, injury, disruption, and disappearance – when we
think and feel the sorrows and woes that haunt us in this world, then something in us starts
asking if maybe life is a kind of cruel joke: we are born, we suffer, we’re teased along with a
thrill here and a pleasure there, then we die and it’s over. Something in us begins to wonder
what meaning there can be in all of this. Something in us goes to longing for a light that can
shine meaning into our lives and give us to know and make us glad in knowing our beginning
and end and, so, who we are, where we are, why we’re here, and what is becoming of us. 

Nevertheless, John tells us, when the true light that, deep, deep down, we all desire, came into
the world in the life of Jesus, the world failed to recognize that light, failed to acknowledge that
light, failed to accept that light. The world, for the large part, proved unable to acknowledge the
presence of God in the person of Jesus. People proved unable to hear in Jesus God’s Word to
the world. People proved unable to see in Jesus the light of God. However, there are those to
whom God gives the eyes and ears of faith. For them, the Christmas story tells God’s truth and,
so, the truth about ourselves and our world.

(2)
I realize that the Christmas season has not yet arrived. Even the first of the four Sundays of the
season preceding Christmas Day, the season of Advent, still is three weeks away. There is,
however, something I would like for us to ponder ahead of time, that has to do with Advent. I
want to say something this morning about an Advent service of worship many churches now
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conduct, that is called “Blue Christmas,” sometimes also called a “Longest Night” service. 

Some of you may not have heard of a Blue Christmas before (other than maybe in the song
popularized in 1957 by Elvis Presley!). In a Blue Christmas service, merriment and lightness are
toned down, and people are given time and place and stillness to acknowledge, to express, and
to seek solace and comfort amidst, things that are going on in their life that have made it hard
for them to raise a real smile, much less to feel there’s room for them in all the laughter, revelry,
pageantry, gaiety, and upbeat fanfare they see and hear all around them this time of year.

Blue Christmas services of worship are intended as a way of acknowledging and addressing
the fact that precisely amidst all the celebration of joy and cheer that goes on around us each
December, there are people who are hurting. Indeed, there are people who are struggling so
hard with the likes of sorrow, sadness, loneliness, grief, regret, anguish, depression, pain, or
loss, that they actually feel alienated from, estranged from, distanced from, cut off from, the
celebration of Christmas. They find themselves in a place too heavy with darkness to be able to
participate in the gaiety, gladness, fun, and joy that have become hallmarks of what now is
called “the Christmas holidays.” A Blue Christmas service is a way of recognizing that precisely
at Christmas some people find themselves caught up in a deeply difficult emotional struggle; it
is a way of assuring strugglers that they are not alone – that precisely these feelings that they
are having are both understandable and also shared by others;  it is a way of staying mindful
that lamentation has its place in the life of Christian faith, even at Christmas.

There are two things I want to say today about Blue Christmases.  

First let me say that I appreciate the experience and sensitivity that lies behind people’s desire
to make Blue Christmas services a part of the season of Advent. Things are going on in many
people’s lives at Christmas, that feel like the valley of the shadow of death, and that leave even
the most faithful among us unable to enjoy and relish Christmas festivities the way so many
others are doing. And it is important that we recognize that reality. And it is important that we
have ways of letting our celebration of Christmas address that reality with understanding,
empathy, solace, and comfort, rather than by ignoring or spurning the stillness, sadness,
darkness, doubt, and dismay that, every Christmas, some people are going to be feeling.

The second thing I want to say is this: I believe that part of the reason Blue Christmas services
are becoming popular is because of the church’s failure and increasing inability to distinguish its
season of Advent from the December winter festival we now call “the Christmas holidays.”
People today feel the need for a Blue Christmas service because otherwise, during Advent,
churches increasingly go about worship as if the goal is simply to further the same holiday
cheer that those outside the church are engaging in. And that kind of cheer is a shallow and
frivolous thing to someone truly burdened with sorrow, sadness, loneliness, grief, regret,
anguish, depression, pain, or loss.  What, however, Advent is supposed to be about, is not
indulging in that kind of holiday cheer, but, rather, questioning and exploring the true meaning
of good cheer in the light of the coming of Jesus. And I believe that, if we let Advent worship be
about that, then it will, without the addition of Blue Christmas services, soundly meet the needs
that those Blue Christmas services have been designed to meet. 

Think about it. The Christmas holidays don’t actually depend on the church for their vitality. The
holidays are an extended celebration of festive gladness, merriment, gaiety, cheer, and
sentimentality that may or may not – and that in any case need not – have anything at all to do
with the church. For the festivity itself is the heart of the holiday spirit. Every church in America
could close its doors tomorrow, and the festivity of the Christmas holidays would continue in
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America. And, personally, I think it fine for our society annually to engage in this kind of festivity,
even if independently of the church and of things specifically Christian. I believe the holiday
spirit is a good thing for our community, a good thing for our society, a good thing for our world. 

On the other hand, there is something that our churches increasingly are doing during Advent,
that I don’t find good. They are going about the season of Advent as if the church’s goal must
be to outdo the holidays in how much festive gladness, merriment, gaiety, and cheer they can
produce, and how much sentimentality they can evoke. Churches nowadays are inviting
worshipers to expect an Advent service of worship to serve up the same sentiments and
emotions that the holiday spirit serves up outside the church.  That is not, however, what
Advent is supposed to be about. Advent is a time for critically examining the hopes and fears
and joys and sorrows and satisfactions and regrets that we harbor in our hearts, in the light of
Christ’s having come into the world the way he did – which is to say: in the light of Christ’s
Christmas coming – and in light of Christian expectation that the Christ who came at Christmas
is coming to us again to fill the world with God’s own justice and peace.  Advent is about
examining and re-learning the meaning of our lives in the light of Christ’s Christmas coming.
Advent is about looking to how Christ came among us two thousand years ago for what that
tells us about the meaning of our life and who we are, where we are, why we’re here, and what
we need to be doing. And that is something very different from simply festive gladness,
merriment, gaiety, cheer, and sentimentality.

An example of what I mean can be found, I believe, in the Advent carol we’re singing today, “My
Soul Cries Out with a Joyful Shout,” a carol also known as “Canticle of the Turning.”

The carol is a paraphrase of the song Mary sang after being told by an angel that she shall give
birth to the savior. It is not at all a song of holiday cheer, not at all a song of festive gladness,
merriment, gaiety, and sentimentality  And yet it very much is a song of truly good cheer –
cheer from God. It isn’t about cheer that ignores or shuns sorrow, sadness, loneliness, grief,
regret, anguish, depression, pain, or loss; it is cheer precisely in the face of such things. It is
cheer that is intimately familiar with such experiences, intimately familiar with life subject to
violence and chaos, intimately familiar with being poor in a keep-the-poor-in-their-place Roman
Empire, intimately familiar with the injury and hurt and unfairness and injustice that persons of
power can and do inflict on the nobodies of our world such as Mary. But also intimately familiar
with and trusting in God’s promise to turn such a world around:

My heart shall sing of the day you bring. 
Let the fires of your justice burn.
wipe away all tears, for the dawn draws near, 
and the world is about to turn.

Not holiday cheer, but cheer from God. Not sentimentality but hope solidly grounded in God’s
determination through the birth of Jesus to declare and teach and show us the aims and
purposes and ways of God and, so, to declare and teach and show us things that God would
have us know regarding who we are, and where we are, and why we’re here, and what is
becoming of us, and how to anticipate and await and live for the sake of the light that God
intends for the world, in the end, to know, to enjoy, and forever to share. 

So: Even be it through tears, be of truly good cheer – the cheer that only God can give – 
and that God indeed does give.

Amen.


