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Samuel 2:18-26 

    Samuel was ministering before the Lord, a boy wearing a linen ephod. [19] His mother used to make for him a little robe and take it to him each year, when she went up with her husband to offer the yearly sacrifice. [20] Then Eli would bless Elkanah and his wife, and say, "May the Lord repay you with children by this woman for the gift that she made to the Lord"; and then they would return to their home. 

    [21] And the Lord took note of Hannah; she conceived and bore three sons and two daughters. And the boy Samuel grew up in the presence of the Lord. 

    [22] Now Eli was very old. He heard all that his sons were doing to all Israel, and how they lay with the women who served at the entrance to the tent of meeting. [23] He said to them, "Why do you do such things? For I hear of your evil dealings from all these people. [24] No, my sons; it is not a good report that I hear the people of the Lord spreading abroad. [25] If one person sins against another, someone can intercede for the sinner with the Lord; but if someone sins against the Lord, who can make intercession?" But they would not listen to the voice of their father; for it was the will of the Lord to kill them. 

    [26] Now the boy Samuel continued to grow both in stature and in favor with the Lord and with the people. 

Col. 3:12-17 

    As God's chosen ones, holy and beloved, clothe yourselves with compassion, kindness, humility, meekness, and patience. [13] Bear with one another and, if anyone has a complaint against another, forgive each other; just as the Lord has forgiven you, so you also must forgive. [14] Above all, clothe yourselves with love, which binds everything together in perfect harmony. [15] And let the peace of Christ rule in your hearts, to which indeed you were called in the one body. And be thankful. [16] Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly; teach and admonish one another in all wisdom; and with gratitude in your hearts sing psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs to God. [17] And whatever you do, in word or deed, do everything in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through him. 

Luke 2:41-52 

    Now every year his parents went to Jerusalem for the festival of the Passover. [42] And when he was twelve years old, they went up as usual for the festival. [43] When the festival was ended and they started to return, the boy Jesus stayed behind in Jerusalem, but his parents did not know it. [44] Assuming that he was in the group of travelers, they went a day's journey. Then they started to look for him among their relatives and friends. [45] When they did not find him, they returned to Jerusalem to search for him. [46] After three days they found him in the temple, sitting among the teachers, listening to them and asking them questions. [47] And all who heard him were amazed at his understanding and his answers. [48] When his parents saw him they were astonished; and his mother said to him, "Child, why have you treated us like this? Look, your father and I have been searching for you in great anxiety." [49] He said to them, "Why were you searching for me? Did you not know that I must be in my Father's house?" [50] But they did not understand what he said to them. [51] Then he went down with them and came to Nazareth, and was obedient to them. His mother treasured all these things in her heart. 

    [52] And Jesus increased in wisdom and in years, and in divine and human favor. 

Puttin’ on the Ritz

Well, tonight is New Year’s Eve, the night for stepping out on the town, getting all dressed up and, as the old Irving Berlin song put it, puttin’ on the ritz. “High hats and narrow collars/White spats and lots of dollars/Spending every dime/For a wonderful time.” Or, at least that’s what I hear. My wife and I have never been real party animals, and especially now, with young kids at home, we rarely get all dressed up and head out. Heck, it’s a memorable event when we even stay awake until midnight on New Year’s Eve.


So, what do we make of this tradition we have of putting on our finest clothes and kicking off the new year in high style and late night celebrating? How does it follow the birth of a tiny baby in a humble stable, surrounded by the lowly shepherds, an event that we celebrated just seven short days ago? The world tends to move on rather quickly, putting away the Christmas decorations until next year, but we in the church move a little more slowly. We still sing the Christmas carols, we still ponder the meaning of the birth of Christ in our midst. In fact, much of the theology and liturgy of the church is rooted in the incarnation, the birth of Christ, so this is an event we should celebrate not just during a few short weeks of the year, but all year long.  How do we do this?  How do we keep the spirit of Christmas alive each and every day?

That’s where the second lesson appointed for today, from Colossians chapter three, is so helpful.  Let’s hear again these powerful and helpful words:  “As God's chosen ones, holy and beloved, clothe yourselves with compassion, kindness, humility, meekness, and patience. Bear with one another and, if anyone has a complaint against another, forgive each other; just as the Lord has forgiven you, so you also must forgive. Above all, clothe yourselves with love, which binds everything together in perfect harmony. What would it mean for us if, instead of clothing ourselves with our best and fanciest garments tonight, we clothed ourselves with compassion, kindness, humility, meekness, and patience?  What would it mean for us, instead of “puttin’ on the ritz,” to put on Christ?


Well, first, it may not feel all that natural, or comfortable.  I know for myself, I feel pretty out of place when I get have to wear a tuxedo or even a suit and tie.  Just like I used to feel when I first started wearing a clerical collar out in public.  I usually wear the collar not only when I’m leading Sunday worship, but also during the week, whenever I’m visiting someone in the hospital or bringing communion to a homebound member.  When I first started out as a pastor, I remember being very self-conscious wearing my collar when I was out in public, especially when I was driving.  I wanted to be sure not to drive too aggressively, or to respond too vehemently when another driver cut me off.  As the years have passed and I have grown more accustomed to my role, I find it easier to always drive as if I were wearing my collar, and to be safe and courteous behind the wheel regardless of what I’m wearing.   My wife will tell you that I still have some work to do in this area, but I’m getting better.

My point is that, even if clothing ourselves in compassion, kindness, humility, meekness, and patience doesn’t feel natural at first, we need to give it time; it will grow on us, or perhaps better said, we will grow into it.  This becomes even more likely when we take into account the other item that Paul encourages us to put on:  love.  He writes, “Above all, clothe yourselves with love, which binds everything together in perfect harmony.”  This may seem to be a rather easy thing to do during the Christmas season, when the whole world seems to be focused on spreading love and joy and thinking of those less fortunate.  But what would it be like if, every time we got dressed, not just in our New Year’s Eve finest, but every single day, no matter what else we were wearing, we also clothed ourselves with love?  What would it mean to let love guide every single thing we do, every single day of the year?  What would it feel like if we sought to love not just those who were loveable, or who were able to love us back, but to love as Christ loved, loving the poor, the outcast, the single moms and illegal aliens, the teenagers and young adults who have rejected or abandoned the church, and all those who have never heard the Gospel message of grace and forgiveness?  How would our lives be different if we did not just focus our love on those who came here seeking that love, or who were already within our circle of love in our family or close circle of friends, but we actively carried that love out into the world, into our schools and workplaces, on our streets and in our homes? 

There is another tradition, in addition to ringing in the New Year decked out in our finest threads, and that is the practice of making New Year’s resolutions.  These usually have to do with living a healthier life, either by eating better or working out more, or by giving up something we know to be unhealthy.  As noble as these intentions are, I would guess that the overwhelming majority of New Year’s resolutions peter out before Groundhog’s Day.   I saw a sign last night, posted at an area restaurant, that gave a new twist to this tradition by asking the question, “Resolution or revolution?”  They were talking about their commitment to serving healthier, more organic food, but it got me thinking:  what would it mean for us in the church to make resolutions that didn’t just tinker with the edges of our lives, but were truly revolutionary?  How would our world be different if all of us who have committed our lives to following the prince of peace, the newborn king of love, resolved to live every day clothed in the compassion, kindness, humility, meekness, patience, and love of Christ?  

This may not sound all that revolutionary, committing ourselves to be compassionate, kind, and loving, but trust me:  if we ever lived out the full meaning of these words, we would turn the world upside down.  Decked out in these clothes, we would usher in not just a new year, but a new era, a new kingdom, one that would shine with all the brightness of the Bethlehem star for all time, and for all the world. Thanks be to God.  Amen.
