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Marley was dead: to begin with. There is no doubt whatever about that. The 

register of his burial was signed by the clergyman, the clerk, the undertaker, and 

the chief mourner. Scrooge signed it: and Scrooge’s name was good upon 

’Change, for anything he chose to put his hand to. Old Marley was as dead as a 

door-nail. 

 

Mind! I don’t mean to say that I know, of my own knowledge, what there is 

particularly dead about a door-nail. I might have been inclined, myself, to regard a 

coffin-nail as the deadest piece of ironmongery in the trade. But the wisdom of 

our ancestors is in the simile; and my unhallowed hands shall not disturb it, or the 

Country’s done for. You will therefore permit me to repeat, emphatically, that 

Marley was as dead as a door-nail.1 

 

Charles Dickens’ classic, A Christmas Carol, begins with an emphatic reminder: “Marley was 

dead.” Several times in the first few pages, Dickens reiterates the point so that the reader will not 

forget that Marley was no longer alive; he was dead. It’s a cold way to start one of the most 

loved Christmas classics of all time. Yet, this harsh beginning is key not only to emphasize 

Marley’s return as a ghost later in the story, but also to point out just how cold is the heart of 

Ebenezer Scrooge as the story begins. If, indeed, this is a story of redemption, it needs to be a 

story of one whose life is in need of redeeming. From the start of the story, one feels the cold 

“sting of death.” 

 

 “Bah! Humbug!” 

 “Merry Christmas! What right have you to be merry? What reason have you to be merry? 

You’re poor enough.” 

 “If I could work my will, every idiot who goes about with ‘Merry Christmas’ on his lips 

should be boiled with his own pudding, and buried with a stake of holly through his heart. 

He should!” 

 “Are there no prisons?” 

 “And the Union workhouses? Are they still in operation?” “Those who are badly off must 

go there.” 

 “If they would rather die, they had better do it, and decrease the surplus population.” 

The Redemption of Scrooge: 

 “BAH! HUMBUG! MAKING CHANGE” 

Isaiah 9:6-7; Luke 1:46-47, 52-55 
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These classic lines of Ebenezer Scrooge chill our souls and our spirits to this day. They cause us 

to wonder how anyone can be so cold and uncaring at such a beautiful time of the year. Whether 

you have read the book, seen a play, or enjoyed one of the many movies based on this timeless 

classic, we have all met Ebenezer Scrooge at some point in our lives. Each time, we cringe at the 

mention of his name. 

 

Just as Jacob Marley’s heart had stopped beating, so too had Ebenezer Scrooge’s heart stopped. 

He lived lifelessly, selfishly focused on the next penny that he could make or pinch out of what 

he had made. All the while, he had forgotten that none of his wealth would go with him into the 

grave…that is, until the night that Marley’s ghost visited him first. It is at the visit of the ghosts 

that Scrooge’s redemption story begins to unfold. 

 

Lest we think that our own Christmas story from the scriptures begins on a more positive note, I 

would remind you that the story that is traditionally shared on Christmas Eve begins: “In those 

days a decree went out from Emperor Augustus that all the world should be registered. This was 

the first registration and was taken while Quirinius was governor of Syria. All went to their own 

towns to be registered. Joseph also went from the town of Nazareth in Galilee to Judea, to the 

city of David called Bethlehem, because he was descended from the house and family of 

David. He went to be registered with Mary, to whom he was engaged and who was expecting a 

child.”2 

 

As we prepare to celebrate Jesus’ birth, God coming to us in the Babe of Bethlehem, it is 

important to note that all was not right in the world at the beginning of the story. The Romans 

were counting the people so that they might be appropriately taxed. Who would save them from 

this oppression of the Romans? Who would turn the tables on the powerful? 

 

Our story actually begins before the trip to Bethlehem that we hear on Christmas Eve. Luke is 

the one writer who gives us some background on Mary. Having heard the message from the 

angel, Gabriel, Mary travels from Nazareth to visit her cousin, Elizabeth (the mother of John the 

Baptist), whom Gabriel had confirmed was also with child.3 When they encountered one another, 

Elizabeth mentioned that the baby in her womb leapt for joy upon hearing Mary’s greeting.4 

 

It is here where our scripture begins this morning with Mary proclaiming what has come to be 

known as the Magnificat. Mary says, “My soul magnifies the Lord and my spirit rejoices in God 

my Savior.” 

 

In the depths of her being, Mary proclaims that God’s work is enlarged through her. Like a 

magnifying glass helps us to see things better, Mary’s “yes” to what God has done through her 

allows the world to see God more clearly. In fact, the eastern church still refers to her by the 

Greek theotokos, or “God-bearer,” because she brings God to us in Jesus Christ. 

 

Mary’s words help us to see more clearly what God is doing in and through her. She goes on to 

proclaim, “[God] has brought down the powerful from their thrones, and lifted up the lowly; he 

has filled the hungry with good things, and sent the rich away empty. He has helped his servant 

Israel, in remembrance of his mercy, according to the promise he made to our ancestors, to 

Abraham and to his descendants forever.”5 
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In the Magnificat, Mary makes it clear that God’s order is different from the order of the world 

that they experience. God upends the powerful to lift up the lowly, the powerless. God fills the 

hungry while those who’ve had their fill are sent away “empty,” hungry. Ebenezer Scrooge 

might not be so happy about the way that this story is turning out here. For Scrooge, the poor 

lack a strong work ethic. He fails to see how he contributes to the systems of injustice in his own 

time that prey upon the poor. 

 

Mary’s words ring out God’s establishment of a new order for the world. Through the life that 

she bears, God is bringing new life and a new way of living into the world; a way that leads 

towards justice and care for those who are tossed aside. God is setting right the wrongs that have 

led to the oppression of the “least of these.” Mary rejoices that God is transforming the world.  

Isaiah’s prophecy reminds us that this happens through the unlikeliest change agents: a child. 

 

The other day, Dawn and I were standing in line to finish our purchases for the Angel Tree 

ministry that you heard about last week. It was getting to be late and I was tired as we got to the 

front of the store for the checkout lanes. When I went to find a nice lane…a lane with no one in 

it…I realized that they were all full. Every last lane had about five people in it with carts were 

piled high with stuff. I knew that we were going to be there forever. 

 

I motioned Dawn over to a lane and we stepped in behind the person who was there. As we did, 

we realized that we were blocking the main aisle for another woman who appeared to want to get 

through with her cart as she was looking for a lane. Dawn backed up the cart a little bit and the 

woman stepped into the line in front of us. In no time at all, I shot a glare back to Dawn as if to 

say, “Did you see what she just did? She just cut in front of me.” Dawn, who is fluent in Elbert’s 

glare language, said softly, “Elbert, it’s just one person.” 

 

That didn’t help, friends! I was a little bothered by that point. What made matters worse was the 

woman in front of me turned around to talk to me. She proceeded to tell me how the lines at this 

store are always so long. She hadn’t even realized that she just cut in front of me. Either that, or 

she didn’t care! Every time I looked back at Dawn, I heard, “Elbert, it’s only one person.” 

 

It wasn’t long before someone stepped in behind us who was laughing and filled with the joy of 

the season. It was almost as if he didn’t realize that he and his wife had just stepped into the end 

of a very long line. At that point, the cashier turned off his light so that he could go home after he 

finished with all of us. As we waited in the long line, the guy behind was so funny; he kept me 

laughing. By the time we were to the front of the line, I let go of my minor frustration that 

seemed so big only moments before. 

 

That night, I realized how easy it is to get so caught up in the hustle of this season that we lose 

our own focus on what’s really important. Can you believe it? I was buying gifts for children 

with an incarcerated parent. My minor delay didn’t mean a thing in the overall scheme of life 

when compared with what the kids for whom I was shopping live every day. While money 

wasn’t necessarily my issue that night, I had become stingy with my time. I was tired, but that 

night I needed a change. 
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As our lives get busier at this time of year, I wonder if we sometimes struggle with a little of 

Scrooge in each of us. Maybe our issue isn’t money or power, but time or patience. What are 

those things that, like Ebenezer Scrooge, we cling to so tightly that they steal away the life and 

peace that God intends for us? What is the transformation that God desires for each of us this 

Christmas? What might God do through us together as a church? 

 

Last week, many of you took some of our Candy Cane invites with you so that you might share 

them with friends, neighbors, coworkers, or family. It’s one of the ways that we seek to be more 

invitational in the life of our church. It’s an easy way to tell people about the great things taking 

place at Birmingham and Berkley First in this beautiful season of Advent. 

 

This year, our children had a similar invite to share with their friends for our children’s 

Christmas party. It included a marshmallow snowman rather than a candy cane. Last time that 

we hosted this party, we had 76 kids attend. This year, we had 238 children attend the party on 

Friday. We also had 32 youth helping out. That’s triple the number of the last time we did this 

event. 

 

When I spoke with Kelly Willian about it this past week, she told me that when the kids received 

their invitations and their parents were picking them up, they already had in mind the names of 

their friends they would invite. I don’t know about you, but I’m not sure that when I picked up 

my candy cane invites I knew to whom I would give them. Yet, our children did. This is how 

God transforms us and our world, my friends…through our children. 

 

Mary reminds us that God is at work transforming our world, often in the most unlikely of ways.  

As you hear the sounds of bells throughout this season, may they be a reminder for you, as they 

are throughout Dickens’ classic, of the change: the transformation that God is bringing about in 

you, in me, and through us in our world. And when you remember that, know that the miracle of 

Christmas has just begun in YOU for the sake of the world. God bless us, Every One! 

 

 

 

                                                 
1 Dickens, Charles. A Christmas Carol (Wisehouse Classics - with original illustrations) (p. 7). Wisehouse. Kindle 

Edition. 
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5 Luke 1:52-55, NRSV 

 


