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In one of the churches that I’ve served, it was always their tradition to have a crèche on the altar 

during the Advent and Christmas season. One year in Advent I decided that I would use the 

crèche on the altar to help teach the children of that church about the Christmas story. Since I 

was going to add figures to help tell the story each week, I left some out. For instance, I left the 

baby out of the crèche so that we could bring him in on Christmas Eve and celebrate the birth. 

 

One of my favorite things to do, however, was to put the wise men, or the magi, at the back of 

the sanctuary on the first Sunday of Advent. I pointed them out to the children and talked about 

how long they had to travel to get to Bethlehem. While several adults knew that their part in the 

story begins when the infant Jesus has become a toddler a couple of years later as they holy 

family has moved into a home, the children watched with excitement as the magi slowly traveled 

from the back of the sanctuary, around the side windows, to the front, and eventually to the altar 

on January 6, when we celebrated the Epiphany. 

 

Meanwhile, each week we saw new characters coming into the story in our altar crèche. It was a 

little different that year for those who expected the nativity to be complete throughout the 

seasons of Advent and Christmas, but I have to confess that it was quite fun to see the adults 

enter the sanctuary each week looking for where I had placed the magi on their journey. 

 

Since it’s not January yet, it seems a little out of place for us to hear the story of the entrance of 

the wise men this morning on the third Sunday of Advent. Yet, I wonder if their story might have 

something to tell us in this season of hopeful expectation. While their part in the story seems so 

far off since Christmas is before Epiphany, their story is told only in Matthew’s narrative of 

Jesus’ birth while the most familiar parts of the story are seated in Luke’s account. Perhaps 

Matthew has some light to shed on our Christmas narrative as well. 

 

In Dickens’ classic, A Christmas Carol, Ebenezer Scrooge hears the familiar clock bells toll as 

he prepares for the visit of the second spirit. Seeing a bright light coming from under the 

doorway to his bedroom, he shuffles over to open the door. Upon grasping the knob, Scrooge 

hears someone call out his name. He opens the door and discovers a room that clearly belongs to 

him, but has been transformed. The room looks the same, only different. 

The Redemption of Scrooge: 
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Dickens writes: 

 

The walls and ceiling were so hung with living green, that it looked a perfect 

grove; from every part of which, bright gleaming berries glistened. The crisp 

leaves of holly, mistletoe, and ivy reflected back the light, as if so many little 

mirrors had been scattered there; and such a mighty blaze went roaring up the 

chimney, as that dull petrification of a hearth had never known in Scrooge’s time, 

or Marley’s, or for many and many a winter season gone. Heaped up on the floor, 

to form a kind of throne, were turkeys, geese, game, poultry, brawn, great joints 

of meat, sucking-pigs, long wreaths of sausages, mince-pies, plum-puddings, 

barrels of oysters, red-hot chestnuts, cherry-cheeked apples, juicy oranges, 

luscious pears, immense twelfth-cakes, and seething bowls of punch, that made 

the chamber dim with their delicious steam. In easy state upon this couch, there 

sat a jolly Giant, glorious to see; who bore a glowing torch, in shape not unlike 

Plenty’s horn, and held it up, high up, to shed its light on Scrooge, as he came 

peeping round the door. 

 

“Come in!” exclaimed the Ghost. “Come in! and know me better, man!” 

 

Scrooge entered timidly, and hung his head before this Spirit. He was not the 

dogged Scrooge he had been; and though the Spirit’s eyes were clear and kind, he 

did not like to meet them. 

 

“I am the Ghost of Christmas Present,” said the Spirit. “Look upon me!”1 

 

Maybe it was the bright light, the large presence of this spirit, his own struggle to understand, or 

some other fear that caused Scrooge to turn away from the Ghost of Christmas Present as he 

entered the room. In any case, as he looks down, the spirit invites Scrooge with the words, “Look 

upon me!” In essence, his journey with this Spirit forces Scrooge to look and see the world as it 

is. Taking the robe of the Ghost of Christmas Present causes Scrooge to see his own impact on 

the world around him. 

 

I don’t know about you, but whenever I’ve seen portrayals of this spirit, he always appears with 

a sense of abundance around him. In this room that Scrooge enters there are plenty of food and 

resources for everyone. Yet, the message that this spirit brings to Scrooge is how Scrooge’s 

desire to hold onto the abundance that he has received affects those around him. 

 

It is this spirit that takes him to the home of his employee, Bob Cratchit, as he is celebrating 

Christmas with his own family. At Cratchit’s home, Ebenezer Scrooge discovers Tiny Tim. Not 

only does Tiny Tim grab each of our hearts, but he reaches in and takes hold of Scrooge’s heart 

from the first moment that Scrooge encounters him on this journey. 

 

Tiny Tim embodies the spirit of the Christmas season. When Tim and Bob return home from 

church and Mrs. Cratchit inquires how he behaved, Bob replies, “As good as gold and better. 

Somehow he gets thoughtful, sitting by himself so much, and thinks the strangest things you ever 

heard. He told me, coming home, that he hoped the people saw him in the church, because he 
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was a cripple, and it might be pleasant to them to remember upon Christmas Day, who made 

lame beggars walk, and blind men see.”2 

 

At the end of the scene, after a beautiful, yet simple, Christmas for the Cratchit family, Tiny Tim 

utters his famous line, “God bless us, every one!” as he sits holding his father’s hand. 

 

Scrooge, noticing the look of concern about Tim’s health on Bob’s face, asks the spirit if Tiny 

Tim will live. The Ghost of Christmas Present responds, “If these shadows remain unaltered by 

the Future, the child will die.” When Scrooge protests, the Ghost reminds Scrooge of his own 

words, “If he be like to die, he had better do it, and decrease the surplus population.”3 

 

In our Gospel lesson, as the magi from the east journey to Jerusalem seeking the one who had 

been born “the king of the Jews,” King Herod begins to get a little frightened. In fact, the 

scriptures tell us that all Jerusalem grew frightened with him. Of course, if the king is upset, then 

you had better be upset as well, right? So Herod sends for the wise men and points them in the 

direction of Bethlehem in order to search for the Messiah. He encourages them to return when 

they find him so that Herod, too, may go to Bethlehem and pay homage to this Messiah. 

 

Following the star, they discover the child with Mary and Joseph. By this time, the family is in a 

house rather than a stable. So they offer their gifts of gold, frankincense, and myrrh, returning 

home by another direction because they had been warned in a dream not to return to Herod. 

 

After Christmas, at Epiphany, we celebrate that the gift of the Messiah; the gift of Jesus; the gift 

of God’s presence with us (Emmanuel); is a gift not only for a particular people in a particular 

time.  Rather, God’s love for the world was so great, so abundant, that God had come in Jesus for 

the sake of the whole world. The presence of the magi, who were Gentiles, reminds us that the 

story was about God’s work to redeem the whole world. God had come in the flesh for them as 

much as for those who had been known to be “God’s own people.” 

 

In this part of the story, we come to realize the abundance of God’s grace which is available for 

the whole world in much the same way that Scrooge realizes that within his world, there is 

enough to share with others that can truly change their lives, as well. 

 

But the story doesn’t end with this visit. According to Matthew, Joseph is then visited by an 

angel of the Lord who encourages him to take his new family down to Egypt in order to find 

refuge from Herod, who will slaughter all of the innocent children who were two years old or 

under in order to maintain his power. In his fear of losing power, Herod takes the lives of 

innocent children. 

 

As Joseph follows the angel’s advice, the family finds sanctuary in the land of Egypt. Do you see 

the beauty in this part of the story, friends? Egypt was the land that had enslaved the people of 

God. Now it would be the land that provided protection for Mary, Joseph, and the young Jesus.  

In Egypt, the land of abundance where a pharaoh had abused his power, God’s very presence 

among us would find refuge. God was now redeeming the land and the people who had treated 

God’s people harshly. 
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Scrooge’s story, the Gospel story, Herod’s story, the Christmas story, and the Epiphany story all 

remind us how God blesses us with an abundance. God’s grace is available to all—to the 

Gentile; even to Egypt. In our passage from Deuteronomy which comes out of the story of the 

exodus, God reminds us that with the abundance God has given to the world comes an 

expectation that we will care for those who are in need. 

 

In this holy time of the year, when our hearts and our lives turn towards the crèches in our 

homes, we are especially reminded of the need to care for others. We buy gifts for children in 

need. We provide food baskets for families. The other day, our Christian Life Center was filled 

with children and families who live at the shelter at Cass. It was beautiful to see our own 

children and adults giving them a moment where they could escape the difficulties of life. When 

an older sister took a scooter away from her younger sibling, the younger sister started to cry. 

Not too much later, Mom came by and set things right, giving the scooter back to the toddler. 

 

The journey with the Ghost of Christmas Present, however, reminds Scrooge that what’s 

required is more than simply the alleviation of the symptoms of poverty. What’s really needed is 

a change in the systems that keep people in poverty and struggling with injustices. As the mother 

at our Christian Life Center noticed the injustice and corrected it for both of her daughters, the 

Ghost of Christmas Present helps Ebenezer Scrooge to recognize his own hand in Tiny Tim’s 

future. If Tiny Tim is to survive, then Scrooge must change as well. 

 

Matt Rawle, in his book The Redemption of Scrooge, states, “When the poor are vilified or 

assumed to be lazy, when the only solution to systemic poverty is working harder in a system 

that favors the prosperous, when our mission and outreach only consist of a meal for the poor 

instead of a place at the table with the poor, we risk God’s kingdom being foreign to us.”4 

 

One of our greatest blessings at Birmingham and Berkley First is that we take seriously not only 

the need to be in mission in ways that help to alleviate the symptoms of poverty and injustice but 

also the importance of raising our voices against the systems that keep people bound up in 

poverty. The work of our missions teams is just as important as the work of our Church and 

Society Ministry which raises awareness and works to end the injustices that people of our world 

experience. 

 

Granted, we may have different ideas about how we work against those injustices, but 

nevertheless, our missions, our voices, and our actions come together at Birmingham and 

Berkley First in order to bring the good news of God’s life-giving presence in the world. Our 

words and our actions align to alleviate suffering and to address the root causes of suffering in 

our world. It’s not enough to simply be in ministry to the poor and oppressed. We are called to 

work to make a place at the table to be in ministry with those who struggle because that is what 

God has done for us and for the world in Jesus Christ. 

 

A few years ago at Christmas, Dawn and I decided that in addition to giving our nieces and 

nephews gifts for themselves, we would also give a gift for missions in their honor. As they 

opened their presents that year, we took the opportunity to share with each of them how much 

they mean to us and how that year we were helping others in their name. We didn’t want to just 

give gifts in their honor, but help them to be transformed as well that year. We shared with them 
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about the mission that we supported and why it was important to share our gifts with others 

throughout the year. 

 

The Ghost of Christmas Present and God’s presence with us in Jesus Christ move us to ask 

ourselves, “What if we modeled our lives as if we actually believed that God has already blessed 

our world and in fact, every one, with enough and we are called to make visible and tangible 

those blessings?” How might we live differently this Christmas and throughout the year? 

 

When we move from fear of scarcity to an understanding that God’s abundance is a gift to be 

shared throughout the world; when we decide to put love into action; when our lives reflect 

God’s love as surely as Jesus is God’s presence in our midst; then the miracle of Christmas has 

just begun in you; in me; in us; for the sake of the world. God bless us, every one! 
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