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HEBREW SCRIPTURE READING: Isaiah 61: 1-3  
The royal line of David is like a tree that has been cut down; but just as new branches sprout from a 
stump, so a new king will arise from among David's descendants. 
The spirit of the Lord will give him wisdom and the knowledge and skill to rule his people. 

He will know the Lord's will and honor him, 
and find pleasure in obeying him. 
He will not judge by appearance or hearsay; 
he will judge the poor fairly and defend the rights of the helpless. 
At his command the people will be punished, and evil persons will die. 
He will rule his people with justice and integrity. 

 
EPISTLE READING NEW TESTAMENT READING:  Romans 15: 4-13 

Our New Testament reading is from Paul's letter to the church at Rome.  Paul is writing about 
how Christians are to treat one another, especially those who act or believe differently than we do, or 
those who do not have the strength and ability we do.  Paul recognizes that while we are all of equal 
value in the eyes of the Lord, we are not all the same.  Let us listen for God's word in Paul's words:    

Everything written in the Scriptures was written to teach us, in order that we might have hope 
through the patience and encouragement which the Scriptures give us.  And may God, the source of 
patience and encouragement, enable you to have the same point of view among yourselves by following 
the example of Christ Jesus, so that all of you together may praise with one voice the God and Father of 
our Lord Jesus Christ. 

Accept one another, then, for the glory of God, as Christ has accepted you.  For I tell you that 
Christ's life of service was on behalf of the Jews, to show that God is faithful, to make his promises to 
their ancestors come true, and to enable even the Gentiles to praise God for his mercy.  As the scripture 
says, 

"And so I will praise you among the Gentiles; 
I will sing praises to you." 

     Again it says, 
"Rejoice, Gentiles, with God's people!" 

     And again, 
"Praise the Lord, all Gentiles; praise him, all peoples!" 

     And again, Isaiah says, 
"A descendant of Jesse will appear; he will come to rule the Gentiles, and they will put their hope 

in him." 
May God, the source of hope, fill you with all joy and peace by means of your faith in him, so 

that your hope will continue to grow by the power of the Holy Spirit. 
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SERMON:  'Twas the Time Before Christmas: A Time to Accept 
Are you an inner or an outer?  I am not talking about belly buttons!  When we enter the 

sanctuary on Sunday morning, is this our house as well as God's?  What about Fellowship Hall?  Do we 
move comfortably among the people or hug the wall hoping someone will speak to us?  Are we insiders 
or outsiders at school or at work?  Do we have a regular lunch group, or do we enter the cafeteria 
looking for an empty table where we can hide with a book?  What about in the bosom of our families -- 
are we black sheep or prodigals?  During Advent, as the world gets ready for Christmas, do we feel like 
insiders, filled with warmth and joy, or outsiders, isolated by grief or loneliness?  Are we like children 
with our noses pressed against a store window, hoping for the unlikely gift?  Or are we like Joseph and 
Mary shivering on the doorstep, wondering if someone will invite us into the warmth?  Are we inside or 
outside the magic circles of family and friends, school or work, church and community?  

My guess is that, while some of us might answer "insider" or "outsider" for all those situations, 
most of us will categorize ourselves differently in different settings.  I would guess further that every one 
of us can remember more than one occasion when we were outsiders: new at school or work or church; 
ill when it seems every is healthy; too tired to get out of bed when others are rushing from tree 
decorating to parties to pageants; perhaps showing up at an office meeting to find everyone talking 
about a party to which we weren't invited; or perhaps recipients of a duty invitation, invited but not 
warmly welcomed or included.    

To be sure, an invitation is the beginning of hospitality, but an invitation is not hospitality's 
fulfillment.  There is more to hospitality than allowing someone to cross the threshold.  What is the 
fulfillment of hospitality?  St. Paul wrote in this morning's scripture reading: "Accept one another, then, 
for the glory of God, as Christ has accepted you."   Accept one another, as we have been accepted.  That 
is the fulfillment of hospitality.  

If we're going to accept others as we have been accepted, we need to remember how we have 
been accepted. What we remember first is that we didn't do it for ourselves.  A name, a note, a hug.  In 
the wink of an eye, an insider reached out to bring us inside their magic circle.  A simple but powerful act 
that moved us beyond our invitation into the genuine acceptance and welcome that lets us know we 
belong.  Someone acted and through that action, we experienced an acceptance that is more than mere 
tolerance – more than a nodding acknowledgement of our existence.   

Acceptance is an affirmation of who we are.  It is joy at our presence and a celebration of our 
gifts.   St. Paul reminds us that no matter how good it feels, such human acceptance is a mere shadow of 
the acceptance we have from God, who created us in God's image and named us good.  Such acceptance 
is a reflection of the deep welcome Christ made for us in our baptisms into the family of faith.  We are 
accepted.  

Now!  When we remember being outsiders, when we remember being unacceptable; and when 
we remember the ones who showed us that we belong; Now! when we know ourselves to be accepted; 
Now! we can hear and do St. Paul's charge to "Accept one another, as we have been accepted."  It is now 
that we can embark on faith's adventure of acceptance.    

For the last two Sundays, we have invited God to tend to our wounded spirits and bruised hopes. 
 Last Sunday, as we do every communion Sunday, we closed our worship service by clasping hands and 
forming our own magic circle.  

This week, we are asked to prepare to give love -- to turn our circle so that it is facing outward.  
We are asked not to watch silently through the peephole, hoping those in need of welcome will leave, 
but to open the door wide to those shivering on our doorstep.  We will be humbled to see that their 
deepest desire is what we already have and have the power to give --  a sense of belonging, the 
knowledge that like us, they  are accepted and loved. 
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I'd like to tell you a story I was told about our choir.  Last week, in the time before the Lessons 
and Carols service, at its rehearsal, there was a young man with some disabilities who was confused 
about where he might find his choir.  One of our choir members invited him to sing with our choir.    The 
young man had a powerful if untrained voice and sang full of the joy of life.  When he joined the choir for 
the rehearsal of their piece of music, other choir members showed him the music and even took time to 
initiate him into the "way of Jared" – including the importance of blending in.  He went on his way and 
after he did, Jared led the choir in a discussion of their response if the young man returned to sing with 
them during the service.  The choir concluded that they would welcome him to sing with them – 
recognizing that his inclusion might affect the quality of the music that they had practiced and that all 
the other skills they had worked so hard on this season might be less than evident in this community–
wide concert.  They decided that a music ministry is something bigger than just the music they make, 
however it might glorify God and lift spirits, and that they had an opportunity to impact a life.  While the 
young man reconnected with his own choir and didn't join ours, the choir did affect a number of lives 
that night, including their own, and now ours today. 

While it doesn’t take a group or even a discussion, it might only take a hug or a nod or a note, 
nonetheless, we might hold that example before us as we make our way through the remaining days of 
Advent.  To help us accept one another as we have been accepted, we should each find a gift tag taped 
to the inside cover of our bulletins. On it is a short verse by Edwin Markham: "He drew a circle that shut 
me out -- heretic, rebel, a thing to flout.  But Love and I had the wit to win.  We drew a circle that took 
him in!"  

Here's how we can use it.  First, let's each identify that place where we feel most accepted; 
where we are sure of our spot inside the magic circle.  Is it with family? or perhaps friends? at work? at 
school? in church? or somewhere else in the community?  Where are we insiders? 

Then hang or place the gift tag somewhere associated with our place of acceptance -- on the 
car's rear view mirror so it is in view on the way to work or Christmas shopping; clipped to our book bag 
carried to school; on the front of the refrigerator, so we see it as we plan holiday meals and parties, on 
the Christmas tree, reminding us of the One who was born so that we might be drawn into the circle of 
this community. 

Let the tag serve to open our eyes to all those on the outside looking in -- the people at work 
who still haven't found their way; the fellow students who hover at the edges of the crowd aching to be 
asked to play; the ones who, without our generosity, will not celebrate Christmas; the people who eat 
not only holiday meals, but all their meals, alone; the neighbors who are so lost they don't even know 
church is a place where they might be found.  As individuals and as a congregation, how many circles can 
we draw that will take someone in? 

Do we want a holy adventure in acceptance this Advent? Then let's partner ourselves with Christ; 
let's partner ourselves with Love, and see if we have the wit to win.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


