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he gave power to become children of God....

him, who believed in his name,

Almost everywhere we turn these days, we are' reminded that Christmas
is just around the corner. Walk into a store, and you will see all sorts
of Christmas displays. Turn on the radio, and unless your children or
grandchildren have left it tuned to a rock station, you will hear Christmas
music. Ride down almost any street in town, and you will see Christmas
lights and decorations on virtually every block, far more of them this year
than I remember seeing a year ago. And, of course, here in church, you can
see the wreaths, the trees, the pointsettias, and sing "0 Come All Ye
Faithful" and "Silent Night."

Unless I miss my guess, most of us find ourselves beginning to thrill
to the signs of the season. Perhaps we are not as excited as we remember
being when we were little children, but the spirit is there, nevertheless.
Each day the excitement builds, even in the hearts of those for whom the
Christmas season means more work and less energy, until a week from
tomorrow, on Christmas Eve, when most of us will become like little
children again, if only for a few hours.

Such is the magic of Christmas. No doubt we have all felt it at one
time or another, and I dare say that most of us are probably beginning to
feel it again. Perhaps, that's why Christmas is far and away our most
popular holiday, even among those who are not generally very religious.
Because it can take the most frustrated, the most harried, the most
inhibited of us and make us feel young and gay and enthusiastic again,
however briefly.

And I suspect that's also one of the reasons we never really grow
tired of Charles Dickens' wonderful story, "A Christmas Carol." No doubt
there is a bit of Scrooge in all of us, and we know, almost instinctively,
our own need to undergo his Christmas transformation. The Spirit of
Christmas Past reminds us that, however unintentionally, and often even
without our even knowing it, something has died within us, too. And like
Scrooge, we find ourselves asking the Spirit of Christmas Yet to Come
whether we still have the power to change, to change the world around us by
changing the world within.

The Good News is that we do. Listen again to the words of this
morning's Scripture reading. "The true light that enlightens every man was
comiag into the world. He was in the world, and the world was made through
him, yet the world knew him not. He came to his own home, and his own
people received him not. But to al1 who received him, who believed in his
name, he gave power to become children of God. ..." That was what John
had seen happening in himself and in those around him. But it is more than
mere history. It is also a great promise. A promise that, no matter who
or what we have been up to this point, no one needs to stay the way they
are. No one needs to remain frustrated, or lonely, or unhappy, or
frightened, or guilt-ridden. To all who receive him, who believe in his
name, he gives power to become children of God.

And it has always been that way. Many scholars point out that the






