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Isaiah 61:1-4

Luke 1:26-30

Blue Christmas Service

I stopped by the grocery store for a couple of necessary items.

I’d just found out that not only was my mom not coming home in a few days,


as the doctors had been promising,


but that she was in fact dying.

I’d just moved my parents out of our family home into a retirement home,


and most everything was still in boxes. 

I was facing cleaning out our home of fifty years


including a basement


with the understanding that the house


was going to be demolished


and my mother’s gardens bulldozed.

I was still undergoing physical therapy for the pelvis 


that had been fractured in a biking accident earlier in the year.

As she scanned the barcodes,


the clerk looked up at me.


“Smile!” she commanded.

I did not respond in the way in which I wanted to respond.

Which would have meant using words that probably


are best not said in a sermon.

It’s a hard thing to be out of step with a season.


The air is thick with ho, ho, ho


and happy and merry


and jingle bells


and movies where everything turns out okay 



in the end.



Where there are miracles on 34th street




and wonderful lives




and white Christmases


that do not lead to flight delays


or traffic back-ups on the interstate.

Had I not had to worry


about backing up the line


or (let’s be honest here)


dissolving into tears,

I would have told that clerk


that there are some times


that are not times for smiles.

They are not times for happy and merry


not because anyone has done anything wrong


but because this is just how it is.

But you know about that, don’t you.

It’s the first Christmas without a loved one,


and the empty space is looming large.

Or you’re past all of that first year after stuff


and feel like you should be past this...


only you aren’t.

Or it’s the first Christmas since the divorce or separation agreement


and you can’t imagine waking up on Christmas morning


and having your kids be somewhere else.

Or your grief falls into places


that people don’t always easily understand,


like the pet who was more family than animal.

Or the dream you’ve had


of having a child


or keeping your house


or getting that dream job



that gets more distant and dim



day after day.

Maybe you’re wondering 


how to do Christmas


when there is no job


to subsidize the presents under the tree.

Maybe it’s just the heavy cloak that’s been over you


for what seems like forever.

They give it names like depression


or baby blues


or anxiety


but the names don’t seem deep enough


for the pain you feel.

Maybe caregiving has sapped your energy and your joy,


or the challenges of caregiving 


and the realities of an estate


have turned the family you thought you knew


into people you no longer recognize.

It doesn’t matter.

It doesn’t matter if you have a name for it


or a diagnosis for it


or a long list of perfectly good reasons


as to why you should - or shouldn’t - feel this way.

You feel the way you feel.

And in this space no one will command you to smile.

We will invite you


to pull up a chair for a while


and let yourself listen


to other words that are also a part of this advent season.

If Isaiah’s audience didn’t know about blue Christmases, 


they knew about struggle and heartbreak and grief.

The thing that could never happen


is precisely what happened.

Jerusalem has fallen.

The best and the brightest


of God’s people have been taken to exile in Babylon.

Whether they are in Israel or Babylon.


the people of God


are now living in a world



that is a nightmare.

The temple is no more.

God didn’t save them.

God didn’t protect them.


God didn’t rescue them


from their own selves.

Truthfully, they had it coming.

That just didn’t make it any easier.

The prophet has every right to say,


“nah, nah.nah.nah, nah... told you so!”


Instead, there are words of promise and comfort.

There is someone coming, he promises,


whose mission it will be


not to rub your noses in it more.

He will gently hold your broken hearts


and wrap the pieces back together.

He will set free


those who are imprisoned


no matter if the bars of their jails are bars of iron


or the bars of guilt and regret they carry around.

those who mourn


shall be comforted


and more than that


will one day find themselves at a party


they are now ready to share.

He will heal.

He will repair.

He will lift up.

He will rebuild.

Our passage in Luke has been a favorite


for painters through the ages.


The mature looking Mary


whose great, alabaster skin


testifies to the fact


that she probably never went out without sunscreen


with an spf of 20 or more.

She’s calm and serene.

She’s ready to embrace this startling news


without batting an eye


or having a second thought.

But that not’s the picture we get at the beginning.


She is perplexed and confused.


And surely she is scared


by all of this strangeness


because the angel has to say to her,


“Don’t be so scared.”

Confusion.

Fear.

That feeling in the pit of your stomach



that lets you know 


that your world will never be the same,


you just don’t know what this new world will look like.



Off balance.



Perplexed.

Maybe you know the feeling?

The gospels begin with an angel saying,


“You don’t have to be so scared”


And they will be the words



that the grown-up Jesus will say



again and again and again.

You don’t have to be so scared.

You don’t have to be so scared.

you see,

I think maybe we’ve got things backwards.

All of the folks


who gather at all of the churches


all over the country


for services of blue Christmas -


I think maybe there’s a feeling



that this is what we do


for the people who don’t quite fit in


with the rest of the holiday.

But friends,


you are the poster children for advent.

You know about waiting -



for something,


for anything -


as if your lives depended on it.


Because sometimes they do.

Who better to sing about the promise of light


than the people who are struggling


with darkness?

Who better to hold onto the promise


of a healer who is coming


than those who are hurting?

Who better to hear an angel say,


“Don’t be afraid”


than those who are dancing with fear?

You are not out of step with the season.

You are the heart of the season.


As we all are, sooner or later.

Sooner or later


all of us find ourselves


dropped into the foreign country of grief.

Sooner or later


we all hear words


that we thought we could not bear to hear.

In a thousand different forms,


sooner or later,


for a moment or for a year


we all find ourselves


in that place of deep darkness.

And we will be the ones 


for whom Advent is meant.

For we wait and remember


and believe 


that the  time will come again


that in the deep darkness a light has shined.

And the light is so powerful


that the darkness can neither understand


nor conquer it.

Wherever you are today,

know this.

This....

All this....

All  this Advent is for you.

Maybe not  so much the hallelujah chorus of it,


but the quiet visit


of a healer who has come


just to see you.

The grand love of a God


who willingly suffers


just as we suffer



so that our comfort



and our healing



will be without exception.


The great gift of a God


who even in our most alone places


will not leave us there


but invites us



to keep putting one foot in front of the other


 
until we follow our way out.

Do what you need to do for yourself.

Give yourself permission to sing the carols - or not.

To join in the traditions - or to take a pass this year.


And when your heart grows too heavy,


allow someone else to help carry the load.


Most of all, be kind to yourself.

And remember...


all of this is for you.


just for you.

It had been eight months of working non-stop weekends


and whatever days

I could cobble away from work.

It was my deadline day for having our old house cleaned out.

As I worked in the basement,


a man shouted his hello upstairs.

Coming down the steps, 


he introduced himself.

He didn’t mean to startle me,


but the school that had bought the property


had given him the house.

He was going to move it


to some land


for his son and his wife.


They had a new baby,


and needed a place in which to raise their family.

“I didn’t mean to upset you,” he said hurriedly.

“No,” I said, “you’ve just made me very happy.”

“It’s kind of hard to tell,” he said, “what with the tears and all.”

But it did make me happy


to know that these walls would not be demolished


but would once again shelter


a young and growing family.

Some months later I was on my way to ride my bike


on an early Sunday morning


when I saw the traffic stopped ahead.

I got out of my car and grabbed my phone


with its camera.

Because,


serendipities of all serendipities,


our old house


was coming down the street,


turning out of our neighborhood


on its way


to a new home.

So wherever you are today, it is where you are.

But the healer is coming


and the world will be changed


and things will not stay the same.

And as you wait,


you may find 


that where you thought possibility was demolished,


new life is beginning.

And God may surprise you with


gifts as absurd and healing and unexpected


as a brick house rolling down the street.

As you wait, remember -


this is all for you.


For you the light is coming.


For you.


