1
3

First Reading

Our first reading this morning is a series of words and lines 

From those whom we might consider to be prophets in our times.

What’s a prophet?

I love what Frederich Beuchner says about them, 

Prophet mean spokesperson, not fortune-teller.

This is how I want us to hear prophet this morning,

Prophet as teacher and preacher.

Let us listen in to this diverse array of prophets,

Speaking to us through the centuries:

“Seek good and not evil, that you may live…hate evil and love good,

and establish justice at the gate.” – from the prophet Amos, chapter 5 in the Hebrew Bible.

“Ah, you who call evil good and good evil, who put darkness for light and light for 

darkness, who put bitter for sweet and sweet for bitter.” – Isaiah, chapter 5.

“Do not wear yourself out to get rich; have the wisdom to show restraint.

Cast but a single glance at riches, and they are gone, for they will surely

Sprout wings and fly off to the sky like an eagle.” – Proverbs, chapter 23.

“We brought nothing into the world, and we can take nothing out of it.  Tell others to do

good, to be rich in good deeds, and to be generous and willing to share.  In this way

they may take hold of the life that is truly life.” – Paul, in the letters to Timothy.

“Watch out!  Be on your guard against all kinds of greed; a person’s life

does not consist in the abundance of their possessions.” – Jesus of Nazareth.

“Where your treasure is, there will be your heart also.” – Jesus again.

“Do not trouble yourself much to get new things, whether clothes or friends…

sell your clothes and keep your thoughts.” – Henry David Thoreau

“Goodness is the only investment that never fails.” – Ralph Waldo Emerson

This character description by author Sinclair Lewis, from his book “Babbit”

Published in 1922, which I thought timely in the current mortgage crisis:

“His name was George Babbit.  He was forty-six years old now, in April,

1920, and he made nothing in particular, neither butter nor shoes no poetry,

but he was nimble in the calling of selling houses for more than people

could afford.”

From an earlier version of our hymnal, in the section under “Prayers for Confession:”

“Forgive us for frantic buying and selling;

for advertising the unnecessary and coveting the extravagant,

and calling it good business when it is not good for you.”

A tough one, from Amos again: “Alas, for those who lie on beds of ivory,

And lounge on their couches, and eat lambs from the flock,

And calves to the from the stall, who sing idle songs to the sound of the harp…

Who drink wine from bowls, and anoint themselves with the finest oils,

But are not grieved…”

And now, because it can’t all be this bad, these speaking of dreams, of hope:

“They shall beat their swords into plowshares, their spears into pruning hooks;

nation shall not lift up sword against nation, neither shall they learn war anymore.”

· Micah, chapter, 4.

One for all the now desolate places on earth: 

“In the towns of Judah and the streets

Of Jerusalem that are desolate, without inhabitants, human or animal,

There shall once more be heard the voice of mirth and the voice of gladness,

The voice of the bridegroom and the voice of the bride.”

And finally this one, from Isaiah, that I always read for us

At least once in the midst of the holiday season:

“The people who walked in darkness have seen a great light.;

those who lived in a land of deep darkness – 

on them a light has shined.


A shoot shall come out from the stump of Jesse,

And a branch shall grow out of his roots.

The Spirit of the Lord shall rest on him,

The spirit of wisdom and understanding,

The spirit of counsel and might,

The spirit of knowledge.

The wolf shall live with the lamb.

The leopard shall lie down with the kid,

The calf and the lion together, 

And a little child shall lead them.

The cow and the bear shall graze,

Their young shall lie down together,

And the lion shall eat straw like the ox.

The nursing child shall play over the hole of the asp,

And the weaned child shall put its hand on the adder’s den.

They will not hurt or destroy

On all my holy mountain;

For the earth will be full of the knowledge of the Spirit

As the waters cover the sea.

 Second Reading

Our second reading this morning comes from the writing of the Unitarian Universalist

 Minister David Blanchard, in an essay titled “All I Want:”

As you listen to his words I invite us to think of all that we want and wish for 

This holiday season:

“This is a time of year when we ask – and are asked – 

what do you want?  Shall it be another tie, a new pair of gloves, a book?

We ask and we answer.

We shop, we wrap, we ship.

And the season usually comes and goes without us ever really answering

The question: What do you want?
Some of the things we want we might be afraid to ask for because we can’t be sure

What we would do if we got them.

Many things we want we don’t know enough to ask for.

Most things we can’t ask for because we know no one can give them to us.

Most people ask the question without any interest in really knowing,

Yet it can be a question for each of us to hold on to for a time in 

Mind and heart.

What do we want?

Not what would we like, not what we do want to get,

But what do we want to help give us a deeper connection with life

And to help us give expression to our love?

Not a long list of things, but a sense of clarity that illuminates

What it is we are doing and why.

Not outward signs of generosity, but an internal sense of caring

That guides us to give in any season.

Not just the reflex of always giving, but also of the courage

To truly answer some of those people who ask us, “What do you want?”

Dare to answer.  Think of things you want, 

And the things that others close to you would want.

Imagine the ways they might be give and received.

What do you want?

“Take the Nearest Exit Off Route 9: A Sermon for the Holidays”

In seminary, in preaching class, they always taught to us save ourselves

For the big finish at the end,

To hold a little back and slowly build our message with evidence

Until we bring it all together with a dazzling, climactic finish,

To help keep you engaged, we were taught,

To help keep you on the edge of your pews.

But I’ve been doing this long enough now

That I think I deserve the right to break convention once in a while.

So let me just lay this sermon out for us.

Everything I want to say is being said with my title,

The title that came to me one day recently – what was I thinking? – 

When I found myself over near the new mall in Natick,

The car seemingly having driven itself there to send me a message,

The message and my title and this whole sermon in one line being this:

“Take the Nearest Exit Off Route 9,”

and by Route 9 I mean that Shoppers World,

that mecca of bright lights where the credit card limits stretch

as long as the traffic jams.

You’re thinking: is this the kind of sermon where the preacher

Speaks about the evils of materialism, warns us against shopping,

Bemoans how the whole meaning of these sacred festivals of Christmas

And Hanukkah and the Winter Solstice have been lost to Walmart

And Target and that new venue for retail therapy on Rt. 9 that is the Natick Collection?

Is this one of those sermons?

Maybe.  My only problem is that in order to preach that message

One has to come to it with some authority, some cache’,

And gauging at least from my own shopping habits and Christmas list

This is something I may be deficient in.

It just doesn’t feel right to me, on the one hand, 

to quote Jesus saying “Watch out!  Be on guard against your greed,”

and then, on the other hand, know that I can’t pass a Brooks Brothers Store

without thinking ‘I sure would look good in that!’

So here is a sermon that I join you in needing to hear.

Take the nearest exit off Route 9, 

take the nearest exit away from getting and spending more than we need,

more than is fair,

remember those who are less fortunate that ourselves, 

for there is always someone less fortunate,

asking what do we really want this season, 

what we do really want that we cannot buy?

These are instructions meant for me as well as you.

I’ve said it before on other Sundays,

That now you can imagine me the preacher right there with you in the pews,

Hearing a message we might all need to hear.

To help us with our discernment about this message, 

This week I went outside my usual repertoire of resources

And spent some time on the U.S. Census Bureau website.

Who knew there was such good religious inspiration there, 

That their numbers could speak to us like Amos and Micah and Isaiah,

That they could speak to us of the prophetic?

I typed in Holiday Season, type in ‘Rush to the Stores,’

And this is what I got:

In December last year $31.4 billion in sales was registered at the nation’s 

Department stores,

$21 billion in sales were transacted by electronic shopping and mail-order houses,

and – thanks to Google – $35.3 billion was spent on total e-commerce

for the fourth quarter of 2006.

$512 million was earned by Christmas tree farmers in 2006,

and decorating all those branches was $142.6 million worth of ornaments

imported from China.  I’m thinking: watch out for the lead paint.

This year the average family will spend around $730 on gifts for friends and family,

A slight rise from last year even though folks are being squeezed by energy and housing costs.

Turns out that Bureau research shows over the years that folks 

Always have a hard time scaling back, even when they promise themselves they will spend less

Over the holidays.  Easy access to credit cards are thanked and blamed.

Helping us spend this $730 are the 48,695 malls and shopping centers

That dot America’s landscape, a total which has increased by 12,000 since 1990.

To this number we can add one more; it’s shimmering walls and fountains

And valet parking calling out to us along Rt.9.

In an article published this week in the Milford Daily News, Tiffany O’Dwyer of Upton

Put voice to one meaning we get from all these numbers, all these statistics.

“Christmas is Christmas,” she said, “and you start getting in the spirit of things,

and you don’t worry about it until January.1st.”

And when I read this I heard Tiffany literally,

Hearing her say ‘spirit of things’ and thinking that’s what this has become,

A season, a spirit, of things.

How about putting these numbers in stark relief?

I read a sermon recently where Abraham Heschel, the great Jewish theologian

Of the mid-twentieth century, is quoted as speaking of religious faith in terms of embarrassment,

In terms of helping feel embarrassed at ‘profanation of life, 

at some things that are so out of sync.”

In my research this week I found some embarrassing, out of sync numbers.

On the Census Bureau website, I take an exit off their version of Route 9,

Meaning I click the button that closes the Holiday Season in 2007 section,

And I type in Poverty and Hunger,

And this is what I find:

We learn that the population percentage considered severely poor,

Poor as in not enough income to eat properly,

Poor as in living on $5,250 a year or $437 a month,

Or $7.14 a day for food,

Has reached a 32-year high, at 16 million Americans.

We learn that another 35.5 million households struggled

Against hunger in 2006, an increase of more than 300,000 compared

To the year before.

What learn what being hungry means.  

Hungry means millions having difficulty

Affording healthy and adequate diets, 

it means a lot of .99 cent McDonald’s hamburgers, 

in some cases it means one or more people in the household

Being hungry over the course of the year because they can’t afford enough food.

And we learn that no demographic is immune.

We learn the severely poor are more likely to be of working age

Than young or old, and a large share of the truly poor are children

Under seventeen.

If we take an exit, any exit, off Route 9, we notice some of this.

Go past Dick’s Sports Store, a favorite of mine,

Past the Ben and Jerry’s, past the new Cheesecake Factory restaurant

And we drive through the center of Framingham, 

We’ll notice some of these faces behind the numbers, 

And, as Heschel says, we might be embarrassed.

I know I am.

We’ll find South Middlesex Opportunity Council or SMOC 

running programs there, 

Off those exits, for 21,000 poor and disabled people;

SMOC who is now suing the town because it believes the town 

Is discriminating against its clients. 

Caught in the middle is someone like disabled veteran Kurt Nasta, 44,

Who lives in SMOC housing and recently told a Boston Globe reporter:

“I’ve been sitting on a bench on Park Street, and seen looks from 

people walking by.  It’s not a look of pity,” he said.  “It’s disgust.” 

This is a sermon about getting off Route 9 this Holiday Season.

Not about telling us not to shop.

But telling us to notice where and how our culture seems to have its priorities wrong,

A sermon asking us to pause in the midst of the mall,

To pause in the midst of collecting gifts at the new Natick Collection,

To ask: 

When is enough enough and how much is too much?

Are there others not on my list that I might be forgetting?

A clarifying moment from my week that brought this together,

Making this more than just a sermon I had to write and deliver.

My son comes home from school on Wednesday telling me 

That he has decided he only wants one gift this year from Father Christmas,

Our name for Santa.

It’s a robotic dinosaur, a two-foot-tall Velociraptor that is, to quote him directly,

‘so cool.’

The reason, he says, that he only wants this is one gift is that 

It costs $100,

And $100, he has heard from someone, is around what Father Christmas is

Willing to spend.  

I’m thinking: I need to have a talk with Father Christmas.

And then the phone rings.  It’s someone I don’t know who lives in Natick,

Someone who called the church and, because I wasn’t there, called me at home.

“You don’t know me,’ they say, ‘I’m not from your church,

but I’m disabled,  I lost my job in October, and I don’t have enough money

to put oil into my furnace.  I’m on the waiting list at SMOC, they say,

I’ll have to wait one or two months until they can help me with heating assistance.

I haven’t had any heat since Saturday, they say.  

Is there any way the church can help me?”

Let me pause here and tell us that I get these calls all the time.  

Not all are legitimate.  Not all can I help.  

Our church gives me as your minister funds to use for just these

Kinds of circumstances, but the funds are limited.  

I am constantly having to make choices.  

In this case I choose to see what I can do.

“I’ll see what I can do,” I tell them.

There is time before dinner.  I get in the car and go to my local Heating Oil Company.

I also take my son with me, explaining on the way where we are going

And why.

I tell the manager that our church wants to provide this person with some assistance.

He says he can make it happen, I give him the address,

And as my son and I are leaving the manager says, “there are so many people like this;

I get these calls every day.”

Later, at dinner, the clarifying moment comes.

It’s our family’s practice to go around the table expressing thanks before eating,

And when it’s his turn Emerson breaks custom and asks us

To think of the woman who is in her home that very moment without heat,

How he just heard there are many like them.

He seems surprised and also sad about this discovery.

Sitting there hearing him I think its because as a child he still believes in fairness,

As a child he still expects that everyone will have basic things like shelter, heat and food.

I’m thinking: Maybe this is what Jesus meant when he said we should see as a child sees,

We should feel as a child feels.

Does all this mean that our children, our loved ones shouldn’t expect a very cool,

Not inexpensive gift this holiday season, because there are so many who are struggling,

So many who are doing without?  

Am I now the Grinch who stole Christmas?

I hope not.  I hope what this means is that we need perspective,

That its healthy to know what we’re asking for,

And how this relates to what others need.

Emerson now knows that $100 doesn’t just buy a robot dinosaur.

It also buys almost 33 gallons of heating oil, which isn’t even close to being enough.

If he gets that toy I know he will appreciate its worth,

That he will have perspective, that he will have a harder time

Taking the gifts for granted.

It’s a perspective that leads me to ask,

On the way to that Big Finish: What do you want for the Holidays?

What do you really want?

How about a world that we’re less embarrassed by?

How about a world with fewer onramps to Rt.9,

With less glitter for the sake of glitter, less consumption for the sake of consumption,

Less accumulation, less coveting,

And more exits that will help see how so many others are living

And wanting and needing this season.

How about a world with just a little more justice, just a little more fairness?

How about a world where Natick Collection doesn’t just bring to mind malls,

That it also brings to mind collections for the needy, the hungry?

How about more towns willing to share Framingham’s outreach to the poor and disabled?

How about the U.S. Census numbers I quoted this morning being posted up

Next to the sale signs?

How about more prophets, prophet meaning here spokesperson, meaning teller of truths.

How about you and me doing something prophetic during our Holiday season?

Prophet meaning something as simple as asking ourselves and others 

What do you want for the holidays?

What do you want that we cannot buy?

Let’s take the nearest exit off Route 9;

Together let’s find our answer.

Amen.

