November 25, 2007
Pastor: Jody Taualofai
“The Frantic Rush”
1 Kings 19:11-13

Introduction by Pastor Richard:

We developed this focus for Advent.  First, have you seen the movie “Christmas with the Kranks?” It’s kind of a cute movie. It is an entertaining film. After I saw the movie, I decided I was going to read the book. It is based on John Grisham's book Skipping Christmas. I think the book is better than the movie. I decided to use what the book captures as a launching point. 
I have heard Christians say, “It is all secular, it is all pagan. Go back and look at history.  It is a Christian compromise.”  I have found some people have “put the baby out with the bath water,” and have lost a lot of the depth that many Christmas traditions have. We want to capture that in this focus: Are there some things that we should skip or could skip?  Are we going too far and are we losing some of the richness and depth of two millennia of Christian tradition and history that has been handed down to us as ways of repairing and capturing the meaning of Christ’s first Advent?
We are going to explore that throughout the month of December, even starting today.  What, in our current practices can we skip?  We can ask ourselves, “Can we do without that or would we really be missing out if we were to lose it?”  
We are going to really focus on the meaning behind a lot of our traditions.  I think a lot of people grew up in homes that just didn’t pass down the meaning of the things that we do- like the Christmas tree, the lights, or the Christmas cards.  Why do we do some of the things that we do?  Are they just simply busy work that we can do without, or is there a real richness that if we just understood the underpinnings of it, we would get a greater experience of Christ during our season? That is our focus. I am going to have the ushers pass out these Study Guides.  If it helps you just let them know if you want one.  There is a section for today’s message with Jody or if you want to download one later on, that is fine as well.
Pastor Jody:
While the ushers are passing those out, I want to commend them to you.  This is a very well-written document.   Although Pastor Richard gave me credit, he did most of it.  I was reading it over the past couple of days. It will bless you, so I really encourage you to read it and use it this week.  
We are going to start today by looking at the first part of the series, which is called The Frantic Rush.  I was with the deacons on Tuesday night when they handed out all of those Thanksgiving baskets. What an honor to be part of this church that blesses the community in that way.  I didn’t do any of the work. The deacons do a phenomenal amount of work.  It just brings me to tears because so many families wouldn’t have anything if it were not for those who poured out the blessing....and do you know there is a list of things that go into that Thanksgiving basket?  It is a long list, and the people that do this put more than that in the basket, because they know the families have children, and this is a chance for them to be a blessing.  I want to thank the deacons for that tremendous ministry that is pouring out from us here.  It was a blessing for me to be with you on Tuesday night.  

In this time of our calendar year as a church, it is a very busy time.  Just to be a part of the church and all of the ministries that flow out from us along with all of the things that we do with our normal families.  It is a very busy time so I want to do something to just settle our hearts.  It is often very difficult to be still and be quiet.  This is when our engines are going and we keep chugging along and chugging and chugging and chugging.
I was remembering you Brad Porter, you were such a blessing to me last year.  Brad came up and talked about how busy he was and how he didn’t have any time for his family, and how frustrated he was because of that.  He wanted time with his family, but they had so many things to do.  Finally, he said they were able to sit down and have a bit of a time together and how important that was.  As he shared that with us, I was blessed that that was his top priority during such a busy time.  I will never forget when he came and shared his heart as a lay leader.  It really blessed me because he shared from his heart.  He shared his struggle. He was honest, and he just put it out there and said, “I am going to try to make this Christmas not like last Christmas.  

How many went shopping Black Friday? You had to go out?  A lot of people like shopping Black Friday.  Richard loves shopping on Black Friday. I make sure I have enough bread and eggs on Wednesday!  I don’t go out.  I can’t stand it, but you can go out on Black Friday and still go out and have peace.  You can have a conversation with your kids and let them know to expect the crowds, expect the traffic, and you just spend the day together in that kind of an atmosphere.  There are a lot of people who love that and often have a peaceful attitude about it.  That is not me, but it is all about our attitudes.  
So here we are, the week after Thanksgiving, and before Advent (which starts next week), and we have an opportunity to re-evaluate how we are going to spend the next four or five weeks of our lives.
I want us to be still....to get centered... to get our minds right and our focus in the right place.  That is going to take a whole lot of energy.  Last week Pastor Richard spoke about a key figure in history which I think many of us know well, William Wilberforce.  He challenged us to be like that man, who stood against the cultural tides, financial tides, the morals of the day, and to stand up against slavery and the injustice done to other human beings.  That’s a pretty hefty call, isn’t it?  How much this year, can we come and step up against that tide of our culture that steals our joy?  That steals our peace?  Let’s make a commitment to not let it happen this year.  Let’s make a commitment to ourselves, to our family, and to God.
Let’s take a look at our scripture this morning, 1 Kings 19:11-13.  Hear the word of the Lord.  This is a story about Elijah, which is familiar to many of you.  This is a time when Elijah ran away to get some peace and clarity of mind.  
He said to Elijah, 
"Go out and stand on the mountain before the Lord, for the Lord is about to pass by." Now there was a great wind, so strong that it was splitting mountains and breaking rocks in pieces before the Lord. But.... the Lord was not in the wind. And after the wind an earthquake. But.... the Lord was not in the earthquake.
And after the earthquake a fire. But.... the Lord was not in the fire.
And after the fire came a gentle whisper. Now when Elijah heard that gentle whisper, he wrapped his face in his mantle and went out and stood in the entrance of the cave where he was hiding and then a voice said to him…….
It was after that gentle whisper came to Elijah that he went out and listened for the word of the Lord.  When was the last time, besides here today, you were still enough to hear that still small voice...that gentle whisper of God?  Our culture steals every moment we have.  Our culture makes sure we fill every moment with something.   It is hard work to make room for the time that we need to spend with the Lord.  Make that room every day with the Lord.   It is a challenge for me.  I have got to re-arrange things and I know and I think this is true of many of you, I pray all day long.  We are lifting up prayers all day long, but there is still something special about setting some time just for the Lord.  Can you say Amen to that? Can you say Amen to how hard that is?  
As Pastor Richard called us to this place last week, there were a flood of things that went through my mind as to what it takes to be a person like William Wilberforce.  It takes a listening to God.  It takes God in that gentle whisper to call us aside.  It  takes two things that we can hear in that gentle whisper.  It is commitment and it is courage.  Those two things.  W e need to make a commitment.  This is where I am challenging you and this is where the study guide is so helpful.  They help give some kind of purpose for you to come aside and read some things that can help you to focus on what’s coming ahead.  The single most important commitment that we can make is to make up our minds that we are going to spend some time with the Lord.  

There is no season without Jesus is there?  China wants to celebrate Christmas, but they want to celebrate Christmas in the giving of gifts, and they don’t even know why they are giving the gifts because they don’t have the Jesus part of Christmas.  We have a Dish Network and so I get CCTV which is China’s English channel television, and it has all of these ways that China is preparing for Christmas. Well, what is Christmas without Jesus, except the giving of gifts?  They just want to be like us, and isn’t that sad that what they see about us doesn’t have the Jesus part in it?  So the single most important thing that we can do in our commitment this year to spend time with Jesus.  That and that alone will make us stand out at Christmas.  
Deuteronomy (many of our translations have changed this one particular word) talks about the people of Israel as being God’s “treasured” possessions.  In the KJV it is translated a little differently and says that we will be God’s “peculiar” possession.  Well, are we going to be so peculiar that people stand up and notice.  What are you doing that for?  Why are you celebrating Christmas that way?  You do more than just give gifts....what is that about?  It makes us “peculiar” people because we are different.  We need to reconsider our Christmas.  What part of our Christmas makes it out of step with Christ’s birth....like China?   What parts of our Christmas really accentuate his birth?  As you prepare for Advent and in the coming weeks, think about those things.  I have a hunch that those things that really don’t reflect Christ in our Christmas are the things that burden us the most.  That would be my hunch.  I want to ask you to reconsider those things.  
And the third thing I want you to do is to reflect Christ.  Jesus Christ has come into the world as the Light of the world, and the Light of the world is the love of God.  Are we reflecting that light to those around us...to our families...to our communities?  As individual families tucked away in this little neighborhood where we live… are we peculiar?  Are our traditions honoring of God and showing that we are Christians, that there is something different about our Christmas celebrations?  Are we reflecting that light in who we are?  
And, we need to remove things....we need to remove things from our Christmas that have absolutely nothing to do with Jesus.  These are the things that bind and weigh us down.  What are the things we need to do to simplify our lives and bring us peace? 

We need to make a commitment to do these four things:  Spend time with Jesus, reconsider our Christmas traditions, make sure we reflect the light of Christ, and  remove the things that have nothing to do with Jesus.  If we do those four things alone, we are going to stand out this Christmas. 
You know what we need in order to do that? We need courage.  Courage is contagious. It is inspiring.   If you make a decision to celebrate your Advent a little differently this year, then people are going to look at you and they are going to say “Wow, I wish I had the courage to do that.”  We have lots of good things in our Christmas traditions.  We are just asking that you evaluate those things.  Hold on to the good things, but if you need to let go of things...let them go.  Have the courage to do that because you will inspire somebody else to do that as well. It is contagious. Courage is contagious and it is not so easy, is it?  I pray for courage.  I pray for courage to walk the way I need to walk.  I don’t always feel like walking the way I am supposed to walk.  I need courage to keep walking that way.  

In your time alone with the Lord this week (how many thought that minute was a really long time?)  just sit quietly.  If a minute felt like nothing to you ...you can stretch it a little bit and just sit quietly and hear the Lord.  You know, it’s not in that earthquake or in that fire or in that strong wind that God comes sometimes.  But it’s in that gentle wind, that still, small voice.  
There is another part of our Christmas celebration that can hinder the joy that comes.  It is a wonderful time but often a very stressful time, because within our families there are broken relationships...sons and daughters, sisters and brothers, parents.  This is probably the hardest thing I am going to ask you to do today.  I am going to ask you if there is any brokenness and if there is anything you can do about it...if you want to move in the real Spirit of Christmas and the Light of the World, He who sheds his love on us to forgive us. I am going to ask and challenge you to move in that kind of forgiveness, and I guarantee you it will change your Christmas.  Whether or not that person responds...you, you  are not responsible for that....you are responsible for you. 
 Let’s Pray.
Prayer

