Christmas with the Classics #2

“Blue Christmas’’

Matthew 2:13-18
Like many holidays, Christmas is associated with certain colors—green and red, or sometimes white (as we saw last week). But about fifty years ago, Billy Hayes and Jay Johnson introduced a different hue to the holidays with their song, “Blue Christmas”:

I'll have a blue Christmas without you
I'll be so blue just thinking about you
Decorations of red on a green Christmas tree
Won't mean a thing if you're not here with me

And when the blue snowflakes start falling
That's when those blue memories start calling
You'll be doing alright with your Christmas of white
But I'll have a blue, blue Christmas

I'll have a blue Christmas, that's certain
And when that blue heartache starts hurting,
You'll be doing all right with your Christmas of white,
but I'll have a blue, blue Christmas
This song, first recorded and made popular by Elvis Presley, may have been a novel approach to Christmas, but behind the cute idea of a “blue Christmas” lies a fact that most of us don’t think about—or want to think about—during the holiday season. 

The Reality of Sadness

The truth is, for many people the Christmas holiday is anything but “the most wonderful time of the year.” They may have no family, no presents, perhaps even no home. They may be separated from loved ones by death, disgrace, or merely distance. They may have recently suffered a breakdown of a marriage or the death of a loved one, and the joy of those around them only adds to their misery. 

Those already dealing with mental illness find the holidays challenging. Sixty-four percent of people with mental illness indicate that the holidays worsen their condition. Holiday depression can include sadness, isolation, and poor self-esteem. It can also accompany seasonal affective disorder (known by the acronym SAD), a condition that affects some people during the winter months.

The National Alliance on Mental Illness (NAMI) reports that 68% of people surveyed felt financially strained; 66% experienced loneliness; 63% felt too much pressure; 57% had unrealistic expectations. 55% found themselves remembering happier times in the past contrasting with the present, while 50% were unable to be with loved ones.

Here are some potential signs that you or a loved one may be dealing with holiday depression:

· Increased sadness or apathy

· Agitation and frustration within interpersonal relationships

· Feelings of excessive guilt

· Overeating or excessive drinking

· Sleep problems (sleeping too little or too much)

· Physical complaints like headaches or stomach pains

· Mood swings

· Feeling particularly tense or anxious

· Losing interest in pleasurable activities or relationships

Some common causes of holiday may include:

· Preexisting history of depression or anxiety

· Family conflicts

· Financial stress

· Societal pressures around shopping, celebrating, and giving gifts

· Travel-related stress

· Significant changes in routine (causing one to neglect self-care)

· Previous traumas or losses surrounding the holiday season

Even people who don’t typically experience depression can feel depressed over the holidays. This is because many people feel pressure to feel a certain way over the holidays. For example, they may believe they’re supposed to feel happy, loved, generous, or connected to others. But if expectations fall short, it can lead to feelings of sadness, anger, and uncertainty, which can trigger depression.

But what does that story of Christmas offer to those who are suffering at this time of year? Can they find comfort in the familiar texts?

The passage we will consider this evening is not often presented in Christmas plays or even preached. I am certain this scene will never be depicted on a Hallmark Christmas card. Some scholars have openly questioned the validity of this account.
 Yet Scripture records it as fact. And I believe we can learn from this text whether we are having a blue Christmas ourselves or someone we know is experiencing this.

Matthew 2:13-18 records the grisly scene:

When they had gone, an angel of the Lord appeared to Joseph in a dream. “Get up,” he said, “take the child and his mother and escape to Egypt. Stay there until I tell you, for Herod is going to search for the child to kill him.” 

So he got up, took the child and his mother during the night and left for Egypt, where he stayed until the death of Herod. And so was fulfilled what the Lord had said through the prophet: “Out of Egypt I called my son.”

When Herod realized that he had been outwitted by the Magi, he was furious, and he gave orders to kill all the boys in Bethlehem and its vicinity who were two years old and under, in accordance with the time he had learned from the Magi. Then what was said through the prophet Jeremiah was fulfilled: “A voice is heard in Ramah, weeping and great mourning, Rachel weeping for her children and refusing to be comforted, because they are no more.”

Not a pretty picture, is it? Should this text be forgotten or overlooked simply because it is unpleasant? Paul wrote in 2 Timothy 3:16 that “All Scripture is God-breathed and profitable…” so it would seem that even these dark verses have meaning for us today.

Prior to the text we just read, Matthew records the visit of the magi and their now familiar gifts. When they arrived in Jerusalem from a distant land, they had inquired about the newborn King of the Jews. The resident king, Herod the Great, was understandably concerned about such a question. He called in the wise men and asked them when the star had appeared. He asked his religious advisors about prophecies regarding the Messiah’s birth. Then he sent the foreigners to complete their search and to inform him of the Child’s location “that I too may go and worship him” (Mat 2:8).

Of course, Herod had a different design on the newborn threat to his power. When God informed the magi of his despicable plot and they returned home without telling Herod of Jesus’ location, the monarch reacted by ordering his soldiers to go to Bethlehem and murder all boy babies under two years of age.

We sing of the “little town of Bethlehem,” and indeed it was a small town in Jesus’ day. Historical studies place the population of Bethlehem at the dawn of the first century at about two thousand people. In a town of that size, there were probably between a dozen and two-dozen baby boys under the age of two.
 Imagine the horror of the parents as soldiers appear at the doorway, swords drawn. Any boy under two years old was taken and run through with a sword while mother and father watched helplessly. In the wake of the soldiers come crying, wailing, and sobbing in uncontrollable anguish. Friends and neighbors gather at the homes of victims in frustrated silence, wondering about the atrocity. As Warren Wiersbe writes, “Very few people today think of Bethlehem as a burial place; they think of it as the birthplace of Jesus Christ.”
 Yet for those families whose baby boys were brutally murdered, there was nothing merry about that first Christmas.
Why? What does this mean?

Dietrich Bonhoeffer, who knew firsthand about the reality of sadness, wrote in a sermon entitled “The Cross Over the Manger,”

With immeasurable agitation and jealousy, Herod now ordered the murder of all the children of Bethlehem under the age of three. He thought that in this way he would be sure to catch the divine child. But clever and gruesome as this massacre was, it failed in its objective. Herod wanted to get rid of the Christ, but Christ lived on and in his place the children were massacred for him. The innocent children of Bethlehem died to protect the life of their Lord and King who was the same age as they were. They were the first martyrs of Christendom, witnesses dying to save the life of Jesus Christ, their Savior. All per​secution has as its aim to get rid of Jesus Christ, to kill the Christ child, but it can never harm him. Christ lives, and with him are the martyrs of all time.

When the Lord Jesus Christ is pursued and persecuted, great suffering, crying, groaning, and howling come over the people, as in Bethlehem when the innocent children had to die. Again and again, when the people of God are in trouble and distress, tears flow.

Paul writes in Romans 8:22, “We know that the whole creation has been groaning as in the pains of childbirth right up to the present time.” The reality of sadness is all around us. It may be closer than we even realize.

The Recognition of Suffering

What makes the sorrow even more difficult for these folks is the added sense of isolation during holiday seasons. After all, who wants to be around sad people during such a joyous time? If we who are not experiencing grief don’t send that message (and we usually don’t intentionally), those who are suffering will think it themselves. They pull away from family, friends, or anyone who might be able to help.

How can the church respond to the reality of suffering? We ought to begin by recognizing the suffering so many around us are experiencing. Too often we want to focus on the blessings of Christianity (of which there are many) to the exclusion of anything negative. Those who teach the erroneous “Word Faith” doctrine often shift the blame for suffering on those who hurt, just like Job’s “friends” did.

This is not the Christian approach to suffering. God never whitewashes the reality of life’s hurts and disappointments on this cursed planet. Through the introduction of sin, death and sickness and suffering have been unleashed on our world. Terrible, tragic events are now commonplace because of the curse of sin. Unfortunately small children find themselves in the crossfire of evil, and innocent people suffer.

Rather than glossing over suffering as either not real or the fault of the sufferer, God offers hope to those who hurt. Psalm 34:18 promises, “The Lord is close to the brokenhearted and saves those who are crushed in spirit.” Psalm 30:5 says, “weeping may remain for a night, but joy comes in the morning.” Our God is a God of hope.

Let’s not get so caught up in the hustle and bustle of the season that we overlook those who feel they don’t have much to celebrate. Let us not fear that our Christmas spirit might be doused by those who may not be so joyful. Let us recognize the suffering of those around us.

The Reaching to the Sorrowful

Recognizing their suffering is only the first step, though. Most people in pain will not take the initiative; we must reach out to the sorrowful. We must take the first step toward them.

“But I don’t know what to say!” some might object. In truth, words are often not necessary. Job’s friends were mentioned earlier, criticized for what they said to Job in the midst of his anguish. But a look at their initial display of compassion to their friend gives us a simple, effective guide. Job 2:11-13 states, 

When Job’s three friends, Eliphaz the Temanite, Bildad the Shuhite and Zophar the Naamathite, heard about all the troubles that had come upon him, they set out from their homes and met together by agreement to go and sympathize with him and comfort him. When they saw him from a distance, they could hardly recognize him; they began to weep aloud, and they tore their robes and sprinkled dust on their heads. Then they sat on the ground with him for seven days and seven nights. No one said a word to him, because they saw how great his suffering was. 

Notice what these friends did: They went to Job, taking the initiative upon themselves; they wept with Job, sharing his grief; and they waited on Job, keeping their opinions to themselves, allowing Job to express himself in his terms and in his timing. Verse thirteen states they waited a whole week in sympathetic silence! 

Paul tells us in Romans 12:13 and 15 to “Share with God’s people in need. Practice hospitality… Rejoice with those who rejoice, mourn with those who mourn.” We should do this all the time, but what better time to practice this than Christmas?

This year, think of someone or some family for whom this season will be a season of sadness. You probably won’t have to think hard or look long. They are out there. Ask yourself, “What can I do for this person?” It may include having them to your home or taking Christmas dinner to them or any other labor of love you can think of. It may be sharing a few tears with a sorrowing brother or sister. Perhaps this season of sadness might not be quite so sad this year.

As a church, we can also reach out to those in the community who find more mourning than merriment in this season. One local congregation recently hosted a “Blue Christmas Service” advertised “for anyone who has suffered a death or other loss. Service will include gentle music, a candle lighting ceremony, and others who care that you are hurting. Silent participation welcome.” Reaching to the sorrowful in Jesus’ name.

And as we reach out to them, let’s not neglect to share with them the truth of Christmas. Jesus Christ came to earth to conquer sin and death and to give us life and hope. True, “the wages of sin is death, but the gift of God is eternal life through Jesus Christ our Lord” (Rom 6:23). What better Christmas present could we offer anyone than the gift of eternal life?

Bonhoeffer concludes in his message, 

The weeping over the witness unto death of Jesus Christ rises and will not be silenced throughout time, until the end. It is the weeping over the world, estranged from God and hostile to Christ, over the blood of the innocent, over the world’s own guilt and sin, for whom Jesus Christ himself came to suffer. But in the midst of all this inconsolable weeping, there is a great consola​tion: Jesus Christ lives and we will live with him, if we suffer with him.

The massacre of the innocents in Bethlehem, for all its godless horror, must ultimately serve God in bringing his promises to fulfillment. Suffering and tears come over God’s people. But they are costly to God, because Christ has gathered them to himself of his own will and Christ takes them and carries them into eternity.

We are to not only recognize the reality of sadness and suffering around us and reach out to the sorrowful, but we can give them the hope of the holiday season. The Baby whose birth we celebrate at Christmas came from Heaven to Earth to identify and experience for Himself the sufferings we experience and to take upon Himself the sin that causes it all. Through His death, sin is conquered. When He returns, the effects of sin—including death, sickness, suffering, and sadness—will be eliminated forever. Revelation 21:4 promises, “And God shall wipe away all tears from their eyes; and there shall be no more death, neither sorrow, nor crying, neither shall there be any more pain: for the former things are passed away.” That is a merry thought! And it is only true because of what we celebrate at Christmas.

One Christmas carol, “I Heard the Bells on Christmas Day,” was written by Henry Wadsworth Longfellow. The second verse of that song is rather somber, though painfully accurate:

But in despair I bowed my head,

“There is no peace on earth,” I said,

“For hate is strong and mocks the song

of peace on earth, goodwill to men.”

Yet the message does not end there; the third verse reveals the truth beyond the reality of our present world: 

Then pealed the bells more loud and deep:

God is not dead, nor doth He sleep.

The wrong shall fail, the right prevail

With peace on earth, goodwill to men.

This is the true message of Christmas for this year, and every year. This is the message we need to share for so many people who are having a “Blue Christmas” this year.
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