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INTRODUCTION

Each year at Advent, Christians everywhere rewsitertain old
Victorian moral story. The images of snow-coveredjlish cobblestone
streets, the sentimentally-portrayed ragged pood the ever-more-
familiar plot line don't seem to grow tiresome tingh the years: Charles
Dickens's preachy little taleé Christmas Caroholds us captive like the
returning relative we have come to expect—evennyedd see every
holiday season. We've memorized Tiny Tim's prowarblessing at the
end of the story, and we can anticipate every wafrdebuke that the
spirits give to begrudging Old Scrooge. Year afesir, we sit in front our
TVs with big bowls of butter-drenched popcorn, waand comfortable in
the embrace of loved one or favored blanket, ahtthe best" of a dozen
dramatizations bring Dickens to our living roomsth€s prefer live
performances, secretly (and often unconsciouslg)lehging the director
and cast to create a better visual than the oneptlaged out in their
minds' eye the first time they held Dickens' treasno their hands.

The plot is, doubtless, melodramatic and unsomlaittd by our
modern standards. We could scoff at the corninéss sick child being
named "Tiny Tim." We could easily blame the Cratghack of ambition
and poor planning for their poverty. We would assutimat our modern
welfare system would take care of Bob Cratchit hisdfamily, if he were
really in need. Certainly, many modern Christiamald vehemently deny
any role in the Cratchit family’s poverty. We aret Scrooge...but how we
do enjoy rebuking him alongside the spirits!

As Christians, perhaps we should feel guilty abenjoying this
storyso much. The spirits and life situationsAnChristmas Carobeem
strangely out of place in any of our modern Evaicgél Christian
observance of Christmas. We may ask, "Where isntitevity story in
Charles Dickens'A Christmas Card@" The presence of spirits may seem
pagan: We don't believe in Ghosts, of course; sovea really call this
story Christian? We may blush at the degree to kvhie are drawn to the
sentimental imagery of this tale.



2 Introduction

But perhaps we shouldn't blusbmuch.A Christmas Caromay be
more Christian than it first appears. Believers magorporate this
tradition into their Advent celebrations because familiar imagery
echoes with ancient, Biblical truths: Most modernri€tians are unaware
that each of the spirits ik Christmas Carotorrelates directly to the
Church of England'Book of Common Prayer of 155%e church's Book
of Worship during Charles Dickens's time.

The spirits also correlate to the five traditionassons of Advent,
celebrated with the lighting of the Advent Candbéthe Advent Wreath.
These Advent lessons are Hope, Faith, Peace, lmyd@y and were used
to walk the believer through the nativity story.we listen carefully to
each of the spirits who visit Scrooge, we will h&@ase ancient lessons of
Advent resonating in their voices.

The Ancient Church gave us the Advent lessons tp tie church
prepare itself for the coming of Christ into theaheof the believer. That is
the celebration of Christmas.

Scrooge is woefully unprepared to welcome God (yoae else) into
his life. To him, the idea of Christ is an offerisrause love and affection
are alien concepts; so the spirits come, one by tonpreach the Advent
lesson and bring him to repentance.

Where is nativity in the story iA Christmas Card we may ask. It is
in the preaching of the redeemed and changedflig&cmoge through his
repentance. The spirits do not alarm us as Ghastause we intuitively
know that they are not intended to be interpretedactual Ghosts but
representative of the ancient lessons of Advente Buvent season
teaches us that God is not willing to let us resttentedly in our sins and
destructive behavior. Christmas teaches us ab@adawho loves us too
much to leave us alone. God's Spirit interferesdgy pokes and harasses
us in the Advent's lessons just as the spiritsod8drooge irA Christmas
Carol.

At Christmas time, God intercedes in our world,aifisg our rest and
contentment and changing the courses of our liwesugh the coming of
Christ. Our conversion in Christ leads us to theogmition of our sin—
and consequently, to repentance—as we turn towadl G this story,
Scrooge is struggling to recognize his own sin sncbunting the cost of
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living a life of repentance as greater than thastafying on his current
path, ruled by his own sin.

It is this lesson of repentance that draws Chnisti observe Advent.
We are not merely celebrating a child's birth; we eelebrating Christ
coming in the flesh to be our Savior.

The Church's celebration of Advent was never ingenid celebrate the
date on which Christ was born—in fact, the Scripsugive us no exact
date. During Christmas and Advent, we celebrateghsonChrist came.
Historically, Christmas has never been abeénJesus was born, but
whyhe was born.

The early Church began celebrating Advent arouedfdhrth century.
Advent means "coming,” and the fourth-century chuook a more a
holistic and Biblical approach to celebrating Ctsisoming than we do.
The early church's intention was to set aside sosefor quiet reflection—
a season that did not merely meditate on Christth I history. This
church celebrated something called Bsraousia, which means
“coming.” It focused on how Christ came in ghastthrough through the
predictions and cries of the prophets; how He comekepresentn the
heart of the believer; and how He will come in theirefor His final
reign. This sentiment of Christ transcending tinme His coming is
reflected in Revelations 4:8, which teaches us thtist's coming is
eternal.He is the Christ who was, the Christ who is, and th Christ
who is to come.

In ancient Rome, there was a celebration calledt&¥iBolstice where
the people worshiped the “Physical Sun of the Casimalso known as
“Sun of Righteousness” (Nasatlis Solis Invoct). ni#r Solstice took
place in the dead of winter, when the sun is fugth&way from the
equator; it had a direct connection with the fdfaeanomical fallout from
a long winter. In an agrarian culture, the unsealbnlong winters could
be devastating. Long winters meant failed cropsylting in loss of family
income and, in severe cases, even famine. As #,rédsa celebration of
Winter Solstice consisted of people making incaomst in pagan
ceremonies, beseeching the sun to return to earthas the people could
experience a shortened winter, a longer plantiags® and more plentiful
crops. These festivities often included drunkerstieg and reveling.
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This was the world into which Christianity was botn the Roman
world, people were at the mercy of the gods andféites. To avoid
tragedy, appeasing these gods was very importdm. first Christians
were common laborers and likely felt that they,, iwere at the mercy of
the elements. As a minority, Christians were alseha mercy of their
culture, which, as a whole, was quite leery of thésv faith. Yet despite
their unfavored status, these early believers esfus conform to worldly
standards: Taking a page from the book of the firsfessed Christian
Emperor, Constantine, they substituted the phr&s "of God" for the
standard "sun of the cosmos" in their winter ceddbns. The early church
developed Advent as a response to the pagan \\8notstice.

Advent is a time the church sets aside to pregaeChristians' heart
for the coming of the Son of God, Jesus Christ.oAs church ancestors
said,

“For this reason, for which the church doesn't nentier days or measure
her seasons so much by the motions of the sun abkebgourse of our

Savior. Who, being the true Sun of righteousnesgab now to rise in our

world.”

What a beautiful statement! The Christian worsltisone, true God,
not circumstance. We cannot measure our days bybliée seasons,
astrology charts, the stock market, job securitygavernmental power.
Our faith is built on a firm foundation of a chateges God.

It's interesting to note that the early church dit just celebrate the
one day of Christ's physical birth: Instead, thegdhan extended
celebration so they could allow time for prepanatias they put it,

“Even as you would prepare for celebrating thehliaty of great lord by
putting your house in order, so you should put ymause in order for the
Great Lord.?

While the Romans had feasts and revelries, thestdmi celebration
was intended to be pensive and full of self-reftactand prayer. The
season began with Advent on November 11 and cadinmtil December
25. Advent was a time Christians set aside to peeplaemselves for
Christ’s second coming by observing the chara@adsevents of the first
coming.

Originally during this time, three masses (worslservices with
communion) were celebrated. One mass celebratddtGteternal birth of



Hearing the Gospel through Charles Dickens’s “Aigthras Carol” 5

God before the world began; this was called “The s$leof the
Incarnation.” The second mass celebrated Chrisitth of a human
woman; this was called “The Virgin Mass.” The thidlebrated Christ's
"mystical birth in the believer's life" and thisstamass was known as
“The Christ Mass?

This is why Christians celebrate Christmas. Ourtmsasred, practical
and cherished teaching is that Christ can be hamthe believer's life.
This is the most important of all the lessons ofi€tanity. We do not
merely celebrate a historical person who was barran ancient city
somewhere in Judea. We do not merely become sartimabout the
beauty of the human birth in the midst of poveMye do not merely
celebrate an abstract idea of the theology thad @®hild taught in
promoting human love for one's neighbor. We celebtiae living Christ
who is born in the heart of the believer. We cealébrthe believers’
transformations in Christ through their faith inr8h This belief is the
foundation of all Christianity.

Charles Dickens wroteA Christmas Carolin the shadow of
Parliament’s decision to reform the English Poowtan 1834. The Poor
Laws have a rich and complex history that go backhe Tudor Era.
These will be elaborated upon later in this book;rfow, suffice it to say
that at different times in history, these laws edithe standard of living
for the destitute but also oppressed the poor byapping them in
hopeless working situations. By Charles Dickensleti the “New Poor
Law" largely consisted of a system of orphanagesrkiouses and
debtors’ prisons. These institutions were often siged over by
"churchwardens" and ecclesiastical boards electgdlobal parishes.
Instead of ensuring that these institutions abidgdhe spirit of the law
(compassion and charity), these boards often pesfap punish the poor
rather than show them kindness and mercy. ChaildeBs has a word of
rebuke for these poor stewardsAirChristmas Carol

Dickens’ travels to America in 1843 inspired himwdte A Christmas
Carol. While in America, he was impressed with some Gians
abolitionists. He admired the American Church’'s @axhcy for child
education and prison reform, but was appalled andzad at the open
Christian religiosity in the face of the sinful appsion of slavery; but he
was appalled at some openly Christian, pious staveers. He could not
reconcile the Christian ethic with the oppressibslavery.
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He wrote that slavery created an atmospherelefdy and gloom®’
He even soured on abolitionists whom he found hsipoal by their
arrogant attitude. He later illustrates this vieAmerican in Abolitionists
who patronizingly viewed the African race as “arsaiol and inferior part
of creation,® in his bookMartin Chuzzelwit

In a letter to his friend, John Foster, CharleskBits rebutted the
American idea that slavery was sanctioned by SaeptHe found it
ridiculously naive for anyone to believe ; he félod could and would
protect slaves if their masters were benevolent abddient to the
Scriptures. When a Christian defended the belistesy of the day by
citing Ephesians 6:5-9, Dickens’ rebuke was,

“All human beings knew that there were bad mastemsel masters and
masters who disgraced the form they bore, (theseg watters of history,
whose existence were undisputed as slaves theras@lve

His clear point was that not all masters would awehtoward their
slaves as though they were answerable to God,gasitcruel and absurd
to expect slaves to obey their masters "as theyldvtau Christ" while
claiming Scripture to defend that stand. Dickenléelbed that oppression
of the weak was the great sin of Christian soci€fyristians "disgraced
the form they bore," the image of God who is fdlgoace and love, when
they exploited and oppressed people who were caatéhe image of
God.

Dickens’ convictions are found in Scripture. Jelsusself told us:

“What you've done to the least of these, you'veedanmto me.” Matthew
25:45

We dishonor God’'s image when we dishonor peoplatecein His
image. The simple instinct of kindness that Godegiws tells us that
exploiting people is wrong.

It enraged Charles Dickens that Christians couldnvelved in the
calloused materialism of slavery. This is reflelcia his bookMartin
Chuzzlewithput few have taken notice that it was at this tilme,wrote
the moral taleA Christmas Carothat encouraged the miserly Scrooge to
look outside his locked bedroom door to care ferrtheds of others.

The title A Christmas Carolvas intentional. Carols have a rich history
of using imagery and metaphor to communicate Goatiemptive work in
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the Incarnation. The namfe Christmas Carois pregnant with meanings
from Church history.

Carols have always been more of songs of the pabatesongs of the
Orthodox Church. They arose out of Catholic “pasgitays” which were
performed to illustrate the Scripture, but theyctlyi took on a life of their
own, as common people took ownership of and ensheli them with
pagan imagery from the Winter Solstice. In spiteto$, the songs were
distinctly Christian and celebrated the redemptjurality of the Incarnation.

In the Middle Ages, Christmas carols were sungraydling troops or
peasants at lords’ and ladies’ homes during tlaeilf/'s festivities. The
carols were little moral tales created by lay peogpho sang them. These
moral tales tended to embellish the biblical Clmess story, and caroling
became associated with the reveling of the famibgtifities that
resembled Winter Solstice more than the pensiverghace of Advent.
Because of this, the Church started to discourhgesinging of carols
outside of formal worship services. In spite obthrobation, however, the
carols remained a part of Christian culture. Whiltey often did not
directly tell the nativity story, they often usedliday symbolism to speak
of God’s redemptive work in humanity.

The carols we sing at Christmas teach us the Adessbns. In many
Christmas carols, Christ is represented in the thastigh prophecy, in the
present in our lives, and in His future coming.

By the time Dickens wroté& Christmas Carolcaroling had fallen out
of fashion. To the Victorian readek, Christmas Carolvould have simply
meantA Christmas Son@r A Christmas GreetingBut if this story is a
Christmas greeting, it is a Christmas greeting waithite. By using the
lessons of Advent in the voices of the spirits, K@its conceals scriptural
rebuke for the church. Christians, let us take Heefdre we take offense
at such rebukes so that we may be good stewartteedbospel message
we bear.

Charles Dickens uses the name Ebenezer with a grigeowell. In the
Old Testament, when biblical prophets and the atnis passed through a
trial, they would set up an altar or a stone of eethrance, to remind
themselves how God had led and sustained themghreir trials. These
stones were called Ebenezer (1 Samuel 7:12) whiciptBre define as
“the Lord is my help”. These stones were a witnes&od’s sustaining
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power in a believer’s past and His promise in hosvwbuld lead them in
the future. They were used as a tangible signtahgible truth that these
believers had learned about God'’s leading, providemnd care.

Charles Dickens’s primary religious training cameni a school he
attended which was run by William Guiles, a Baptitister in Chatham.
As an adult he became a Unitarian. But Dickens ueedy visited
churches of all denominations. As a literate Bhitisitizen, Charles
Dickens knew the Advent lessons of the Church ofl&md’'s Common
Book of Prayer. The Church of England was Englargisernmentally
sanctioned Church and was the most common churteoday. Dickens
was taking a swipe at English culture by placing @hurch of England
Advent lectionary in the mouths of his rebukingriépi

Charles Dickens played the prophet in his own stprgclaiming the
ancient truths of charity, compassion and justitéctv are cloaked in the
lessons of Advent. He was preaching to the Chnisti@ his day who had
shut out the poor, and he was neither subtle nologptic about his intent
to make the English Christian world uncomfortabyehlaunting them with
the Advent lessons. He prefaced his book by writing

“I have endeavored in this Ghostly little book &ise the Ghost of an idea,
which shall not put my readers out of humor witkrttselves, with each
other, with the season, or with me. May it haurrtthouses pleasantly,
and no one wish to lay it

As believers were encouraged to examine their litlesugh the
Advent lessons to prepare themselves for the comfrghrist into their
lives, so Scrooge is being prepared to welcomdetbsons of Christianity
into his life through the coming of spirits.

In this family devotion, may we, too, be haunteltie by the Advent
lessons of Christmas, that we may be reminded ofisCh divine
admonition: “That what we do to least of these weehdone unto him.”

In this devotion, we will look at the Advent lessotlirough Scrooge’s
eyes. We will learn the traditional Advent lessarfisHope, Faith, Peace
and Joy and the scriptural lessons from the ElitetveBook of Prayer. As
we travel through the lessons of Advent in the aiiethan Prayer Book, it
will become clear how these lessons are preachiedgh as illustrated in
Nativity story. We will also notice how Dickenstisaching us in showing
how Ebenezer needs the lessons of Advent in leis lif
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Each week’s Devotion consists of a scriptural lassom the Church
of England’s Common Book of Prayer and a sectiomfCharles Dickens
A Christmas Carol which illustrates the passage.

We should think of the early church’s celebratidnttee coming of
Christ in Advent and remember that they celebralbedChrist who was
born in the voice of prophets, the Christ who wamhn the virgin womb,
and the Christ who is born in our hearts todaysTistill our celebration
today, brothers and sisters! For the Christian,m@rist comes into our
lives and is born in our hearts, He becomes thel lofrour past, present
and future. Keeping this thought in mind, Charlegk®ns’ spirits of
Christmas past, Christmas present and Christmasefuake on a whole
new meaning in our lives.






CHAPTER ONE



PART |

FIRSTLESSON OFADVENT,
THE LESSON OF THEPROPHETS
WHERE WE MEETISOLATED,
UNREPENTANTSCROOGE

“We light this candle to remember all the prophetsld that God sent us
to tell us of Christ's coming. We light this canttteremind ourselves that
many people are still waiting for the coming of $hiin their lives. We
light this candle to remind ourselves that as Ghnias foretold to come in
the past so He is foretold to come in the futurd,ame, the church await
His Second Coming.”

“Oh he was a tight fisted hand at the grindstorep&ye! A squeezing,
wrenching, grasping, scraping, clutching, covetolss sinner! Hard and
sharp as flint, from which no steel had ever strogkgenerous fire; secret
and self-contained, and solitary as an oyster.cbi@ within him froze his
features, nipped his pointed nose, shriveled heekhstiffened his gait;
made his eyes red, his thin lips blue; and spokesioewdly in his grating
voice. A frosty rime was on his head and on hisbeyes, and his wiry
chin. He carried his own low temperature alwaysualvath him; he iced

his office during the dog days and didn’t thawriealegree at Christm&s.

Our first glimpse of Scrooge finds him white knuokl his way
through life. He is alone in the world and selfiaet. How hard it is for a
solitary being to huddle in the cold. Scrooge sust one, neither God nor
man. Because Scrooge does not trust the gentledfaddd’s providence,
his hands are clinched tightly around, for surveratake, his own
resources. He thinks that he is his only provi&cause he has to grasp
so tightly, he can not open his hand in fellowslip God or man.
However, as we follow Scrooge to his home, we discdhat Scrooge is
not just a greedy, selfish man; he is a lost sob Ws hiding from his
world:
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“He lived in chambers which had once belonged toddceased partner.
They were a gloomy suite of rooms, in a lowerin @f building up a

yard, where it had so little business to be, tmegt could scarcely help but
fancying it must have run there when it was a yohngse, playing at
hide-and-seek with other houses, and forgottemvtheout again.”

What a sad metaphor! Here is a picture of a chid willingly hides
in a game of “hide and seek” with the anticipatibat someone will look
for him, but nobody does and he is forgotten. Ariemwthe child wishes
the game to end and seeks to be found, he redhatse is no longer
hiding, he is lost!!

This metaphor of an abandoned child will appearlat this story, and
is an important picture that we ought not to mdsiooge is alone later in
life because he was abandoned in his early lifeheyadults that were
called by God to protect and guide him.

Dickens gives us this metaphor for a reason; befegeare given a
chance to become lost in distancing ourselves froahristian, grimacing,
greedy old Scrooge, we are shown a picture oftaalod vulnerable child.
Through this illustration we are reminded that widkold Scrooge is not
so far removed from his childhood, and that, acogytb Scripture, we all
begin our faith journey as one of the lost.

However, this story does not end here, becauseGmd is in the
business of saving the lost. Scrooge locks hissjdmrt redemption cannot
be barred out of his life. No locked doors can kéep lessons of the
Scriptures out. While he does not seek redemptiaiemption seeks out
Scrooge.

“Quite satisfied, he closed his door, and lockeddslf in which was now
his custom. Thus secured against surprise, hedffdks cravat; put on his
dressing gown and slippers, and his nightcap; ahd®wvn before the fire
to take his gruel.”

“It was a very low fire indeed; nothing on such iteb night: He was
obliged to sit close to it, and brood over it, refbe could extract the least
sensation of warmth for such a handful of fuel. Tineplace was an old
one, built by some Dutch merchants long ago, anggall around with
quaint Dutch tiles, designed to illustrate the fwnies. There were Cains
and Abels, Pharaoh’s daughters, Queens of Shebgelidnmessengers
descending through the air on cloud like feathedsbeAbrahams,
Belshazars, Apostles putting off to sea in boatsdneds of figures to
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attract his thoughts; and yet that face of Marksyen years dead, came
like the ancient prophet’s rod, and swallowed titebe.™°

Notice the biblical imagery that Charles Dickenssugo assist in
describing Scrooge’s fireplace. The painted figuaes telling of the
Scriptures and the faith journeys of those withi@ Scriptures. It is in this
setting that Marley’s face appears to Scrooge tjinaihhe prophet’s rod.
Who are these prophets? These are the people who.....

“Those wandered about in sheepskins and goatskiesg destitute,
afflicted, tormented — They wandered in deserts modintains, in dens
and caves of the earth.” Hebrews 11:37-38

These are the voices of the scriptural prophetspatdarchs who are
crying out to the impoverished Scrooge in the midgdtis own wealth.

All images are swallowed up in the prophet’s roa. ¥du recognize
the term “prophet’s rod” from the book of Jeremidh?he Old Testament
there is little distinction between the Hebrew wdod staff and rod. We
know about the shepherd’s rdtfhat does a shepherd use his rod for?

“Your rod and your staff protect and comfort mesain 23:3

A shepherd uses his rod to comfort and protectshisep. But the
prophet Jeremiah’s rod is a harsher rod, becauss leading the people
into a harsh place for righteousness’ sake. Thephw portrayed on
Scrooge’s fireplace mantle is tasked to speak filwthword of God for the
sake of correction. The fireplace tile which iliiges the prophet’s rod
conjures up for us images of the rod that Jerers&@ in a vision in an
almond tree. This rod was given to Jeremiah aga ai God’s authority
that God would use his prophecy:

“To pluck up and to break down, to destroy andwerthrow, to build and
to plant.” Jeremiah 1:11

Jeremiah used his prophetic voice not only to bupdGod’s people,
but also to destroy them. God’s people had seraézk fgods and were
now being given over to be slaves of the people sdwved these false
gods. God’s people would now experience firsthaoa false and cruel
these gods were by being forced to live in serdtudtheir culture. God
wants to build complete loyalty and zeal in His jpleo but He will not
build on a cracked and shaky foundation.
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Sometimes for God to build something new, He meat down and
destroy old patterns and loyalties. Scrooge isgsant a prophet to help
Him tear down old attitudes so something new cahdre.

Did you ever wonder why in the first chapter of Bespel of John,
God sends John the Baptist before Jesus? If Jesaally all we need for
salvation, why was there a need to send someopeefmare the way for
Him?

God sends John the Baptist and prophets like himprépare us for
God’s salvation. John the Baptist's job was to makeoked paths
straight. Much like Jeremiah, John was going tou¢fl up and break
down” so God could “build and plant.” For God taildinew roads in our
lives and create new patterns of behavior, He teastdown the old ways
of thinking and the false gods we worship. Johnledalpeople to
repentance which means “to turn from sin to God.”

The prophet who speaks to Scrooge is an old busipagner. Like
Scrooge, he had “white knuckled” himself throudgk by hanging on too
tightly to the resources that God had given himwiétsn’t that Marley
didn't see the human need around him; he was tighténed to share
what he had with others. Like Scrooge, he saw Hims® his only
provider and therefore felt he had no safe waypenoup his hands and
share with others. Marley’s prophecy to Scroogghésefore one of regret
and of lost opportunities and chances to be usgftihe lives of others.
Listen to Marley’s regretful prophecy of his logtpmrtunities:

“Oh captive, bound and double ironed,” cried thambm, “Not to know
that any Christian Spirit working kindly in itstlé sphere, whatever it may
be, will find its mortal life too short for its vameans of usefulness. Not to
know that no space of regret can make amends figls Iopportunity
misused! Yet such was I! Oh! Such was I.”

“Why did | walk through the crowds of fellow beingsth my eyes turned
down and never raise them to that blessed Starfwaitthe Wise Men to
a poor abode! Were there not poor homes to whihight would have
conducted me*

Ah, here is the “Nativity Story” in A Christmas @dir

Perhaps no portion of Scripture has been as ermshetlias much as
Luke 2:7
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“While they were there, the time came for the babye born, and she
gave birth to her firstborn, a son. She wrapped iniothes and placed
him in a manger because there was no room for thehe inn.”

In Christmas lore, we have added a warm stabléhit dcene with
friendly animals that have maternal human chareties. We now tell
our young children that a friendly innkeeper, affently turning Mary and
Joseph away, cleaned out his stable so Mary areplasould not have to
spend the night in the cold out of doors. It makescer picture than Mary
giving birth in the middle of a field or in a maragn a public family
room or town square. But Scripture gives us noupé&cbf a private indoor
stable. We've added that shelter. We don't like pieure of the holy
family being homeless.

But the reality is that Mary, Joseph and Jesus imaxgt looked like an
abandoned young family at Jesus’ birth. There nihzste been some
surprise among the shepherds, to see the chilaittggls praised living in
this seemingly abandoned state. But God did natddraHis only son. He
provided, but not in the way that we would haveetpd Him to provide.
Worshiping the Christ child born in a manager alows to look
differently at the children born in low estate ur avorld.

Christian, it is right that we contemplate the woed children of the
world during Christmastime. A visit to the stabie Bethlehem naturally
leads us to the outcast of the world. The starwuald have led Marley
to Christ would have also led him to other homespoferty. Our
encounter with Christ often causes us to encoumieistry.

In the storyA Christmas Carol,Scrooge has to prepare himself for
Christ’'s coming into his life. For Scrooge to latything into his life
means he must open his tightly clenched hands. Wilibe no easy task,
because in order for Scrooge to open his handsjust first trust another
power to hang on when he cannot.

In Scrooge’s case, to prepare himself for Chrisgming he must get
rid of his old gods of stinginess. This may meaat tBcrooge will have to
face his fear of poverty and abandonment. He teash to look up and to
focus his concern on others, instead of simply amsalf. Like many
people, Scrooge has gaping wounds that have béeonattended. His
wounds have embittered him and it is painful forddge to look at the
world around him, because he has not dealt witholia pain. Now a
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screaming Ghost from his past will not let him rbat torments him to
look at his past.

In the middle of Marley’s grief over his sin, Scomotries to legitimize
it for him. He attempts to comfort Marley by teljirhim that he was
always a good businessman, but Marley rebukes hintebing him,
“Human kind was my business.”

What kept Scrooge so closed up, barricaded inffiecand bedroom
and separated from humanity? Perhaps it was fearegction or
abandonment. He clearly needed a healing toucksibrbken and hurting
past. But whatever the cause, Scrooge’s isolatiadenhim a poorer man,
who lacked the basic human compassion that is tayg@hristianity.

For a Christian to follow Christ means that we aatrire self-sufficient
and completely dependent upon ourselves for ouresscand happiness.
The gift of dependence on God, rather than ourseligethe realization
that our resources are not our own: that they lgetorGod. We are not the
ones solely responsible for our survival! God ismetely responsible for
our care! When we realize this truth it is easeeopen up our hands and
let go of the resources that God has given usderoto share them with
others. Christmas cannot just be about rewarding loved ones and
ourselves with presents. Christ came to createeatgr purpose and we
must live for a greater purpose. Just like Scroegecannot truly join or
minister to others until we feel safe to do so layihg Christ touch our
hurting past.

As we light this next candle, let us give anew toi§& our unanswered
qguestions and ask Him to touch us with His lightisTis the Prophet's
candle. It calls us to listen to the word of pragheho call for repentance
and healing so that we might prepare a way fors€ercoming.
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THE FIRSTLESSON OFBOOK OFPRAYER,
THE PROPHET S CANDLE OF HOPE
MORNING PRAYER ISAIAH ONE:
THE RAGING PROPHET

The first chapter of Isaiah is a harsh beginningoir Advent
contemplation because it presents us with a ragioghet. This is not the
nice God that we put on greeting cards and speak dfentimental
sayings. This is the impolite God, the one we warttide from our overly
educated, exotic coffee-drinking, suffocated friend@his is the God who
has expectations of His people and here He imteHis people that if
those expectations are not met there will be caresees that they will
have to bear. In this passage, God is not pleagadHis people. In fact,
He says they don’t even know Him anymore.

“The ox knows his master, the donkey his owner'sigea, but Israel does
not know, my people do not understand. Ah, sinatlon, a people loaded
with guilt, a brood of evildoers, children given ¢orruption! They have
forsaken the LORD; they have spurned the Holy Ohnlsrael and turned
their backs on him.” Isaiah 1:3-4

Imagine worshiping a God that you can no longeoge&ze. These
people can no longer recognize God because theye Hekewed
perceptions and values. The Scripture diagnosespitiblem as! The
whole head is sick. And the whole heart is faint.”

“Why should you be beaten anymore? Why do you peisirebellion?
Your whole head is injured, your whole heart affigt.” Isaiah 1:5

They have a sickness in their heads that has mheie hearts
calloused. Yes, poor thinking can lead to a weakrtheAnd in this
passage, God’s peoples’ calloused behaviors weeetdd, as many cruel
actions are, toward the most helpless in theiredpciThese people have
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not protected the orphans, nor do they hear theo€rpity from the
widow’'s mouth.

“Your rulers are rebels, companions of thievesyth# love bribes and
chase after gifts. They do not defend the caus¢heffatherless; the
widow’s case does not come before them.” IsaiaB 1:2

Christian Judean faith demands from its followdrsnan compassion.
“Love for your neighbor” was not born in the Newstament; it resounds
in the Old Testament as well. Throughout Scrip@os reminds us that
He will hold us accountable for how we treat thempand if we do not
speak up for the poor and helpless, God will.

But in the middle of this prophet's rage, thereais invitation for
repentance if they will only hear the reason foldGooice of repentance
and compassion.

“Come now, let us reason together," says the LORBough your sins
are like scarlet, they shall be as white as sntwugh they are red as
crimson, they shall be like wool.” Isaiah 1:18

“I will restore your judges as in days of old, yotwunselors as at the
beginning. Afterward you will be called the City &ighteousness, the
Faithful City. Zion will be redeemed with justickeer penitent ones with
righteousness.” Isaiah 1:26-27

God’s call for the people “to reason with Him” isall for His people
to be in conversation with Him. As love was noteanted in the New
Testament, neither was a personal relationship @@t a completely new
idea. In the Scripture, we watched the faith’s jetp, the Psalmist and
mothers and fathers struggle with knowing and serod by behaving
responsibly toward God’s people.
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EVENING PRAYERSISAIAH TWO:
WHEN GOD REIGNSIN OUR REPENTANCE

Isaiah Chapter Two is about God's final, ultimagégn over all the
earth. But this Scripture is more than just a npFegliction of the future:
this Scripture has lessons for us today. As thesggges begins, God
proclaims the day of His sovereign reign. God'gymeis witnessed by
humans worshiping the one, true God and yearnikgdov His ways.

“Many peoples will come and say, “Come, let us gaathe mountain of
the LORD, to the house of the God of Jacob. Hetedth us his ways, so
that we may walk in his paths” Isaiah 2:3

If you wish to make a change in this world, dontars with
committees, elaborate plans or fundraising. Stagrayerful thought and
worship. Scrooge’s repentance doesn’t begin witthden change in his
views toward the poor, but first with a thoughtfubk inside himself.

God is more interested in a changed life thaneafiifl of actions. But
by the same token, a changed life will lead to casspnate actions. God
works to transform our lives by first transformiogr minds.

“Do not conform any longer to the pattern of thisorld, but be
transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then yall be able to test
and approve what God's will is — his good, pleastmgl perfect will.”
Romans 12:2

In Isaiah, God’'s people had thought wrongly; therefthey behaved
wrongly. Their calloused minds led to cruel heafime with their Maker
would soften hard thoughts and create compassideaies.

If you want to change this world, begin with prayéirwas out of
Quaker prayer meetings that slavery was challenged eventually
brought down through the abolitionist movement. Téecond great



