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How many of you have already done all your Christmas shopping? How much time do we spend buying presents and getting gifts for Christmas? So much of our Christmas preparation is surrounded by our concern for buying gifts and presents. The time we devote, and the anxiety and stress we create, from all the shopping during the month of December is immense.   

For many people, especially children, Christmas literally means “gifts”. And yet, should gifts be the central focus of the Advent Season? Do you think we should spend so much time thinking about gifts?!?

Well, I have to say YES! YES, we may equate Christmas with gifts IF we understand the greatest gift that Christmas truly offers!
I read a beautiful story about a man who came to understand the true meaning of gifts. This man related how, as a young boy one Christmas Eve, after his family read the Christmas story, he and his siblings opened all their presents. Then his father asked for quiet, and said to his children, “Of all the presents you received tonight, which is your favorite. Choose one present and set it in front of you.”

Each of the children carefully examined their pile of gifts, and placed their most precious present before themselves. “Now,” the father continued, “Think of someone you know who is less fortunate than yourself, someone who might not receive presents as you have. Tomorrow we’re going to have the joy of giving this person the presents you have chosen as your very best.”  

Silence filled the room as each child began to reflect on why they would be asked to give their most precious gift away.

The person who shared this story admitted that although it was quite hard for him to accept doing that, he never forgot the experience. Through that action, he discovered the true meaning of Christmas gifts. He realized that God was the first to give humankind the very best gift He possessed – the gift of Himself to the world!
The season of Advent, or the 40 day Christmas Fast, as we Orthodox call it, is a season when we prepare ourselves by focusing not on gifts we will receive, but moreso on God’s most precious gift to us – the gift of Jesus Christ.
During my years as a missionary in Albania, I was blessed to see how priceless this gift truly was for people denied the right to openly practice their faith. People willingly suffered, went to prison, and even accepted death, just so they could practice and preserve the gift of their faith! They understood the gift of Christmas, and they cherished that gift as the greatest treasure of life. A gift even greater than life itself!

But what does that gift mean to us today, in our contemporary lives in America?
Well, let me tell you what it means to me this past week as I visited two parishioners who are dying - one whose possible death has come quite suddenly upon her family. When we’re confronted with the possibility of death, everything in life takes on a new perspective. Many things we thought so important, urgent, or essential suddenly don’t seem that vital. One’s mortality causes us to reflect not only upon the dying person’s life, but upon our own time here on earth. What is this brief life all about?  How do we make any meaning out of an existence of 70, 80, or 90 years, and sometimes much shorter? What happens after our earthly existence? What is the purpose of our lives? 
Many questions arise. And yet, we find answers precisely in our Christmas celebration! Not in the commercial superficiality of Christmas, but in the deeper meaning of God’s Incarnation – God becoming human, becoming one of us, to show us what life is all about. God became man in order for us to find the path that leads back to Him. He revealed to us divine love, and then through His life of love confronted and conquered the evil of the world! He conquered death itself, the epitome of evil. Our Lord Jesus accepted Himself to taste death, the most horrible and cruel death. Yet death did not have the final word. Instead, Christ broke the gates of Hades, freed the righteous souls held under the bondage of the devil, and opened up the gates of paradise.
Precisely through His coming on earth at Christmas time, through His perfect life of love, and through His victorious death and resurrection, our Lord has given the world the gift of HOPE.

Our two parishioners confronting death, and their grieving families, can find extreme comfort knowing that death is not the end. The time to say farewell has come, but not forever. And they can find great console knowing that their loved ones will be dwelling in the kingdom of heaven, surrounded by the unimaginable and blissful divine love of their Creator.

This Christmas gift of hope is central to our celebrations this time of year! As the angel said to the shepherds, “I bring you good news of great joy that will be for all people. Today in the town of David a Savior has been born for you. He is Christ the Lord.” (Luke 2:13) 

So Christmas is about gifts, the gift of HOPE, the gift of GOOD NEWS, the gift of JOY, and ultimately the gift of SALVATION.

Truly understanding Christmas, and the significance of God becoming human, helps us also receive the gift of PURPOSE and MEANING in life. We will find little substantial meaning in the illusory pursuits of the world. Walking with Christ, though, and striving to imitate His life of love in the world around us - sincerely loving and serving one another, including even our enemies - turns our brief sojourn on this earth into a deeply meaningful and exciting cooperation with God. We become His instruments in sharing His gifts with the world around us.
So, YES, Christmas is about gifts, but not the ones we buy in stores.  Christmas is about the greatest gift which God gave the world - the gift of His son Jesus Christ and the gift of a living relationship with Him which brings HOPE, GOOD NEWS, JOY, SALVATION AND MEANING. May we all prepare ourselves to receive these most precious gifts as we celebrate our Lord’s Birth this year!
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