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Luke 2:1-20

Someone gave me advice a long time ago that has always stuck with me.  I don’t remember who gave me the advice – only what they advised.  Perhaps you were given similar advice at some point:  “Better to be a giver than a taker.”  Sound familiar?
From my experience, “takers” are those who are always focused on getting what they think they deserve or is owed to them.  They tend to focus on those who have more, and resent them, and are quick to speak of the unfairness in life.  They tend to be poor tippers and try to get by by giving as little as possible.  If they do give, it is usually for the tax deduction, or the public recognition – and they tend to give with strings attached.
On the other hand, “givers” are those who focus more on those who have less than those who have more.  They are slower to resent what they don’t have and quicker to give thanks for the blessings that they do have.  They give not because of what they will receive in return – whether it is a tax deduction or public recognition – but because of the need they see.  They don’t tend to give with strings attached or to keep score.  They step up to help, without trying to determine if others should be doing more.  They tend to stand last in line rather than first.
“Better to be a giver than a taker” – good advice.  But reading the familiar words from Luke again this week, I am reminded that this advice does not go far enough.  Indeed, it is better to be a giver rather than a taker.  But it is even better to be a giver and a receiver.  Indeed, when it comes to the most important matters in life, our ability to be a giver is dependent on being a receiver.
You know the words of Luke 2 are so familiar that we can say or read them without really paying attention to them.  Sometimes it can help to see Luke’s account of Jesus’ birth through the eyes of an outsider.
In his book, Jews and Christians, Rabbi Michael Goldberg says that as a Jew he is struck with how utterly passive the actors are in the nativity story – Joseph, Mary, and the shepherds.  As a Jew, he answers to the story of the Exodus, a story of how God liberated the chosen people through the enlistment and prodding of people like Moses, Aaron, and Miriam.  But the Christmas story, in contrast, implies that what God wants to do for us is so strange, so beyond the bounds of human effort and striving, that God must do something strange, unexpected, and mysterious.[endnoteRef:1] [1:  Cited by William Willimon in “”The God We Hardly Knew,” in Watch for the Light: Readings for Advent and Christmas (Farmington, PA: Plough Publishing House, 2001), 146-47.] 

Hear the words of the angel again: “Do not be afraid; for see – I am bringing you good news of great joy for all the people: to you is born this day in the city of David a Savior, who is the Messiah…”  At the manger, the shepherds – and we – discover the great gift we have been given – a gift that we can only receive – not give or take.
Receiving gifts – that can be hard – especially for those of us who try to be good givers.  Think about how much we – or others – turn away a compliment, rather than just saying “thank you.”  If we are honest, don’t we find it hard to admit our weaknesses to others, to acknowledge our needs, to receive from others more than what we have given?  We like our independence and self-reliance.  We don’t want to receive a gift, unless we can repay it – and repay it quickly to get back to even, or even one-up.
Indeed, sometimes when we perceive ourselves at the receiving end only and not at the giving end, we can grow resentful.  I heard a report from someone who works in the alumni office of a university say one time that some of the most antagonistic alumni are those who came on full scholarship.  It is hard to be a receiver.  We would much rather stand on our own and take charge.  We would rather give to others and be reminded that we are better off.  That resistance to receiving also applies to our relationship to God.  John Wesley once said that “nothing is more repugnant to capable, reasonable people than grace.”  
Christmas is a giving season.  Not just to our loved ones and friends – but to those in need.  Ever since Charles Dickens’ A Christmas Carol, we have applauded those who have stepped up to help those in need – and we have wanted to do so as well.  What a treat and blessing it was to see all of those gift bags under the Christmas tree in the Community Room – and know that 144 children in our community would have a brighter Christmas.  And like many of you, I was so moved when I read about the growing number of anonymous givers who have gone into K-marts all over the country to pay off the lay-aways of those who were struggling mightily to buy even the smallest of gifts for their loved ones.
Christmas is a giving season to be sure.  But even before that, it is a receiving season.  “For unto us a Son is born.”  This is the great gift that we – and the whole world have received, the gift we can do nothing really to earn or achieve or pay back.
What Christmas reminds us is that not one of us is self-made, self-reliant, or self-sufficient.  We are all dependent on what God, and only God, can give us – what God does indeed give us in that strange, unexpected, and mysterious birth in a manger.  All we can do is do what the shepherds do: run to the manger empty-handed, fall on our knees, shut our mouths, and marvel at God’s wondrous grace.
Throughout Advent, when we brought forward our offerings, we sang the final verse of Christine Rosetti’s poem, “It Came Upon the Midnight Clear”: “What can I give Him, Poor as I am?  If I were a shepherd, I would bring a lamb; If I were a wise man, I would do my part; Yet what I can I give him: Give my heart.”
The truth is, it doesn’t matter if we are a shepherd or wise man, or the richest man or woman on earth, when we come to the manger, we all must see ourselves for what we are: “empty-handed recipients of a gracious God who, rather than leave us to our own devices, gave us a baby.”[endnoteRef:2]  The most we can give, the only thing we can give, is our heart.    [2:  Willimon, 149.] 

