It’s hard for me to believe 2005 is almost over.  What a difference a year makes!  Looking back, to one year ago, Kim and I would be teaching Sunday School at this time.  And it seems like it was just a few days ago that we could go outside with short sleeves on.  But the homes in the neighborhood are all lit up with decorations, the snow is on the ground, and every store is having the most spectacular sale ever for one day only.  That can only mean that winter is upon us and all of the magic of the Christmas season that comes with it.  

That’s what I hear many folks say when they describe what Christmas means to them:  It’s magical.  There is more to this time of year than can be described easily, and that mysterious aspect often gets translated into magic.  It’s a good way to breathe some life into a season that could otherwise be known only for freezing temperatures and difficult driving.  
But luckily we have the inspiration that Christmas magic brings to us and makes it one of the most special times of year to a lot of people.  Maybe Christmas magic comes from the memories of when we were younger; all of the possibilities, presents, food, visits with friends and family; and for me 10 days off from school was a pretty nice perk too.  

Sometimes I’ve heard folks say that Christmas has been watered down or that the real meaning has been hijacked by commercial interests.  Maybe; maybe not.  Can we participate in all of the secular and capitalist traditions of Christmas without losing its meaning?  That’s up to us, not the corporations.  

This morning, Isaiah tells us that “the spirit of the lord God is upon me” and that he will “bring glad tidings to the poor,” “heal the broken hearted,” and “proclaim liberty to the captives.”  Now that sounds like more than just a magical experience.  It sounds like something that Jesus would inspire, and that is why it is so fitting that this prophecy from Isaiah comes during this time in the liturgical year, when the birth of Jesus is upon us.  
Now I’m not going to say that I didn’t like getting my presents when I was growing up, but one thing that I always reflect on this time of year was how my Church in Connecticut had an Advent tradition of getting some vans to take us around town together and sing Christmas carols to church members who were shut in.  I’d have a pretty hard time listing all of the presents that I got each year, but I know the words and verses to every single one of those songs like they are a recording in my head.  Does that come from repeating them over and over?  Maybe that’s part of it, but repetition alone didn’t work for me when it came to learning algebra.  I think it comes more from the joy that we had from being together to celebrate as a community in a way that meant more than being alone; and we did it while going directly to those who would otherwise be alone.  The whole experience had something to it that I can only describe as magical.  

Can we celebrate Christmas by bringing glad tidings to the poor and healing the broken hearted?  Absolutely we can.  No matter who we talk to, there is a good chance we will all celebrate by honoring our family traditions and that Christmas will be a time where we will make new memories for ourselves, children, and grandchildren that will stand out for a lifetime.  What will be the substance of those memories?  What better way is there to use the magical energy that Christmas inspires in us than to honor the memory of the first Christmas; that is to create memories that are born in the spirit of the life of Jesus which began that day.  A life which Isaiah prophesized would bring glad tidings to the poor, heal the broken hearted, and proclaim liberty to captives.
