“‘The Scandal of Christmas’”
Genesis 3:1-10

(A Sermon of J. Ellsworth Kalas)
I’m quite sure my title has offended you.  Believe me, I mean no offense nor do I intend to shock.  I suppose that sometimes the preacher in me has used a title to shock, but not this time.  In truth, my only aim is to give you an honest title.  I’m about to say something that needs to be said at Christmas, something that is not often mentioned.

Christmas began with a scandal.  It’s easy to avoid this scandal, because the occasion of Christmas itself is bathed in so much loveliness.  Think of the pictures whether graphic or verbal.  There’s a Baby; what could be lovelier?  And a star; of course, that has a heavenward pull.  And there are angels singing, and wise men on a quest.  The manger itself, if truth be told, was not a pretty place, but our artists through the ages have kindly hidden its distasteful elements in mystical shadows.  And besides, in our increasingly urban age, a manger speaks of a simpler, quieter world, so that even its crudeness adds to the mystique of loveliness…
But if Christmas is only about loveliness, we don’t face up to the Christmas scandal.  And if we don’t comprehend the scandal, we’re not likely to get the full, magnificent impact of Christmas…
So here’s the hard fact.  There wouldn’t be a Christmas, wouldn’t be a need for Christmas, if it weren’t for our scandal.  Note that I said our scandal.  Stay with me, and I’ll try to tell you what I mean.  And if you’ll stay with me, I promise to bring you out to a Christmas that has very substantial foundations – the kind of foundations, that is, upon which we can build a thoroughly celebrative Christmas.

There are many ways to tell the story, but the book of Genesis tells it best.  In a peculiar sense, it is the Christmas story, though you may be offended to hear me say so.

Genesis tell us that once there was this couple – lets call them Adam and Eve, since that’s what the Bible calls them.  In truth, we could just as well call them John and Mary, or Lance and Amber, because we know them well.  Anyway, they had everything going for them, living as they were in a garden of exquisite beauty and perfection.  But they turned their lives into a shambles by disobeying God.
There’s a word for what happened to them, and for what they did.  It’s called sin, and that’s where the scandal comes in.  The human race became a race of sinners.

Now, let me be very clear about this, because most [modern day] folks aren’t very good at understanding sin; but for that matter, we humans never have been.  If we think of sin (and a great many don’t; they find the word distasteful and therefore judge it to be outmoded and inappropriate), [but if we think of sin] we generally think of rather lurid, back-street matters. “Sin” brings to mind pictures of drug addiction, pornography shops, criminal conduct, or cheap adulteries.  There’s some truth in these images, but just enough truth to distract us from the larger, more compelling facts.

This is because sin is a problem all of us have to deal with.  It’s a fact of life for all of our lives.  You see, the basic sin is disobeying God.  The ways in which we disobey God may be crude or sophisticated, naïve or knowing, but the root issue is the same.  To be specific, it’s the issue of self; and the reason it’s so complicated is that we have to live with self, and self is so familiar that it doesn’t really frighten us.  Self is also complicated because we need a right view of self in order to survive.  But if that view becomes distorted, or all-consuming, it destroys us.  I think only the saints know how to live effectively with this issue called self, and I suspect they’d tell you that they have to keep alert to the issue every hour, else they’ll be seduced into troublesome ways.
So there we have it.  Sin is our problem, and it’s related to that human essential called self.  Every generation has found ways to excuse its sins, but our generation has raised this skill to a particularly high level.  We have euphemisms for sin that take away its sting.  We identify sin as a personality disorder, a genetic predisposition, a problem in our genetic code, a pattern of antisocial conduct.  Or, at a simpler, everyday level, our synonym for sin is mistake.  Do you realize how often we hear persons guilty of everything, from corporate fraud to child abuse or murder, offer explanations by saying, “I made a terrible mistake”?  We find it very hard to describe our conduct for what it is.  That is, we hate to admit that we are sinners – or, to put it another way, to confess that we’re part of a scandal.  The human scandal…
But let me bring the matter closer to home, because probably not many of us feel very scandalous at this moment.  We may well have some chapters in our lives that we wish we could forget, and certainly some thoughts that we’d rather were not broadcast in the late-night news.  But because I’ve used such a strong word, scandal, we may think sin relates more to others than to ourselves.  So hear me.  When we live below our best potential, when we’re mediocre when we ought to be fine, cheap when we ought to be noble, shoddy when we should be upright – this is sin.  When we’re anything less than godly, it’s because we’re involved in this scandal called sin.

Now what makes our human scandal even worse is the way we deal with it.  I refer us once again to the story in Genesis 3 because the experience related there sounds so much like our own.  By their sin, Adam and Eve felt guilty before God.  Good sense would suggest that they therefore should have sought God’s forgiveness, in order to get back on the right track.  Instead, the Bible tells us, they “hid themselves from the presence of the Lord God among the trees of the garden.”  The trees of the garden ought to have been instruments for revealing God to them, and for giving them still another reason to appreciate God’s blessings.  Instead, Adam and Eve used these lovely instruments as a way of hiding from God.
And so do we.  Almost any wondrous thing in this world of ours can be turned into a means of holding God at a distance.  We absorb ourselves with “the trees of the garden” – family, work, civic activities, sports, politics, music – all of them good things, some of them very good.  But we can so easily use these good things the way Adam and Eve used the trees of the garden, to hide ourselves from God – or perhaps more correctly, to distract ourselves from God.  All of us know that people flee from God through alcohol, drugs, gambling, pornography, but we aren’t as quick to recognize that we may use the good things of life (yes, even some of the best things in life) to hide us from God and from God’s demands.

Well, this is a scandal.  God has provided a wonderful potential for our human race, and we squander it.  Then, to make it worse, we flee from God, and we use God’s own gifts of loveliness to hide ourselves from him.

And that’s why we need Christmas.  Christmas didn’t come to our human race because we worked ourselves up to it, or because we evolved to a state of deserving such a favor; Christmas came because we’re a scandalous lot.  Christmas is, indeed, a Gift, the ultimate Gift, because it is a Gift undeserved and unjustified.

But we try, generally, to avoid these crucial facts about the Christmas story.  That’s why we don’t really “get” Advent.  When we sing, in a true Advent hymn, “from our sins and fears release us, let us find our rest in thee,” we’re inclined to sing it in a detached sort of way, not really applying it to ourselves.  Who wants to be told that Christmas happened because there was a scandal, and that we are the obvious inheritors and perpetuators of that scandal?
So let me point out a peculiar and fascinating thing.  The secular Christmas stories we love best are remarkably true to this original Christmas story, in their own special way.  Perhaps the classic Christmas story of the Western world is Charles Dickens’s Christmas Carol.  It’s the story, you’ll probably remember, of a mean man, Scrooge.  See how Dickens describes him:  “Oh!  But he was a tight-fisted hand at the grindstone, Scrooge! a squeezing, wrenching, grasping, scrapping, clutching, covetous old sinner!”

Did you get that?  Dickens called Scrooge a sinner!  And so he was.  Scrooge was the quintessential sinner, though he broke no laws and was quite safe from prison.  But he was a miserable human being who was all wrapped up in himself (that word self, again), and who seemed almost to enjoy making other people miserable.

And do you remember how the story ends?  Scrooge is converted!  Dickens doesn’t use that theological term, but that’s what happened.  So as the story ends, Dickens sums it up this way: “It was always said of [Scrooge], that he knew how to keep Christmas well, if any man alive possessed the knowledge.”  The man who violated Christmas worst became the man who kept it best.  What a conversion!

These days one of the most popular secular Christmas stories comes to us from Dr. Seuss, How the Grinch Stole Christmas.  Dr. Seuss doesn’t get around to Dickens, in calling the Grinch a sinner, but he surely describes him as such – so much so that the term “Grinch” now competes with the name “Scrooge” as the epitome of everything that is bad.  But as many of us know, at the end of the story, the Grinch is completely changed (converted, though Dr. Seuss wouldn’t use such a word), so that every “Who down in Who-ville” has the greatest Christmas ever.
I’m trying to say that our secular Christmas stories can’t help saying what the original Christmas story has always said.  We human beings have a scandal to deal with, whether our name is Scrooge, Grinch, Adam, Eve, Sally, or Bob.  We all need to be converted – to be born again.  And that’s why we have Christmas…and that is why we sing:
God rest ye merry gentlemen, let nothing you dismay,
Remember Christ our Savior was born on Christmas Day;

To save us all from Satan’s power when we were gone astray.

O tidings of comfort and joy, comfort and joy;

O tidings of comfort and joy.

Now there’s a song to be sung by people of scandal – people who need to be saved from Satan’s power, and who realize it, and who now have found the way.  This is the good news that turns our scandal into laughter.  Tidings, indeed, of comfort and joy!  The power of the scandal has been broken.  The Savior Christ has come.
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