Hear this word that I take up over you in lamentation, O house of Israel: “Fallen, no more to rise, is maiden Israel; forsaken on her land, with no one to raise her up.” For thus says the Lord God: “The city that marched out a thousand shall have a hundred left, and that which marched out a hundred shall have ten left.” For thus says the Lord to the house of Israel: “Seek me and live, but do not seek Bethel, and do not enter into Gilgal or cross over to Beersheba, for Gilgal shall surely go into exile, and Bethel shall come to nothing.” Seek the Lord and live, or He will break out against the house of Joseph like fire, and it will devour Bethel, with no one to quench it.                                                                    Amos 5:1-6
Do all things without murmuring and arguing, so that you may be blameless and innocent, children of God without blemish in the midst of a crooked and perverse generation, in which you shine like stars in the world. It is by your holding fast to the word of life that I can boast on the day of Christ that I did not run in vain or labor in vain. But even if I am being poured out as a libation over the sacrifice and the offering of your faith, I am glad and rejoice with all of you and in the same way you also must be glad and rejoice with me. I hope in the Lord Jesus to send Timothy to you soon, so that I may be cheered by news of you. I have no one like him who will be genuinely concerned for your welfare.  All of them are seeking their own interests, not those of Jesus Christ. But Timothy’s worth you know, how like a son with a father he has served with me in the work of the gospel. I hope therefore to send him as soon as I see how things go with me; and I trust in the Lord that I will also come soon.                     Philippians 2:14-24
     One lady waited until the last minute to send Christmas cards. She knew she had forty-nine folks on her list. So she rushed into a store and bought a package of fifty cards without really looking at them. Still in a big hurry, she addressed the forty-nine and signed them without reading the message inside.

     On Christmas Day when things had quieted down somewhat, she happened to come across the one leftover card and finally read the message she had sent to forty-nine of her friends. Much to her dismay, it said: “This card is just to say, a little gift is on the way.”
Seek the Lord
1. I wonder, what would your response be if I were to ask: “Why do you enjoy celebrating Christmas?” I guess, some would think that such a question makes no sense when asked in the church. So, let me rephrase it: “Why most people enjoy celebrating Christmas?” I believe, as strange as it may sound, the majority of people celebrating Christmas focus on something else than the actual birth of Christ. Our modern, so-called “enlightened” and “sophisticated,” society dismissed Jesus and not only from the public life but even from their personal life, relegating Him to a small corner of a “private life,” for those who want to believe in Him Unfortunately, disregarding Jesus Christ from a public life has been so detrimental to the functioning of the society as a community, that it brough nothing else but only a disastrous consequences. Immorality, unethical behavior, lack of respect for others, hedonism, self-indulgence, crime, these are only a few examples of what happens in life of those who reject Jesus and His message. A couple of weeks ago a young, Ivy League educated man murdered in cold blood a CEO of a health insurance company, and politicians, many on social media, the journalists hailed the murderer and blamed the murdered man not as a victim but as a perpetrator. Is it surprising then that in our society even Christmas lost the original meaning as a holiday and a spiritual celebration? 
2. More than once you heard me speak about the “commercialization” of Christmas and what I would say once again is nothing new. I believe it is not only important but even imperative, to say that as the  Church of Jesus Christ we must make a stand against any denigration of the meaning and the importance of Christmas, even and especially, in the public life today. Christmas is not all about Santa, the Christmas tree, or the proverbial “Turkey Dinner” (or some other traditional meal), but it is about the birth of Jesus Christ. Christmas was not yet known and celebrated in the prophet Amose’s times and was but of a distant future, still, Amos knew that the people, just like our society, have forsaken God to satisfy their own pleasures and whims. Through his prophecy Amos not only warned but also advised people: “Do you want to live? Seek the Lord!” Yet, although his words were loud and clear, people who heard them ignored Amos and did nothing to change their behavior. Writing to the Philippians Paul seems to have encountered sort of a similar issue. People focused on their own needs and sought everything and anything which seemed important to them, forsaking Christ, and His teachings, especially in regards to the Christian lifestyle as Jesus’ followers. Paul’s might have initially written his letter as an encouragement, but it eventually became also a warning. It was a letter of warning that hearing Christ’s message while ignoring it and not responding to it will bear tragic consequences. For both, Amos and his prophecy, and the Apostle Paul’s message in his letter, the lesson sound loud and clear: “We need to seek the Lord.” Both of the messages separated by the hundreds of years, once again sound alarmingly loud and clear today.
3. Amos’ prophecy was directed to the people of Israel, to the so-called the “Northern Kingdom of Israel and Samaria.” Israel was ethically and morally sinking, and Amos’ warnings was to stop this process and to make the people to once again return and to embrace God. According to the Scriptures however, the people of Israel did not want to hear the prophet’s warning and subsequently they ended up being destroyed as a nation. As Judea would be destroyed about too about two hundred years later, the “Northern Kingdom” in Amos’ days faced exile to Mesopotamia, by the powerful, “Neo-Assyrian Empire.” The consequences of Amos’ prophecy were actually reaching much further though, and in 70 AD, after the plunder and the destruction of Jerusalem, all the Jews were dispersed all over the world for nearly a two thousand years. Abandoning God and turning our backs on Him has indeed far reaching consequences, further than we may think. As the people and as the nation our society must be fully aware of the consequences of rejection of God. Our society cannot hide anymore behind the pretense of being “too enlightened, too sophisticated, and too well-educated,” to embrace the existence of any form of the supernatural, such as God or His Son, our Savior, Jesus Christ. Only a fool can do this. We need God in our lives, and we must “Seek the Lord.” 
4. When Paul wrote his letter to the Philippians he emphasized the importance of focusing on Jesus and His teachings. Paul’s words are so very important especially today, because as humanity in general, we have a tendency to focus on what the other people say rather than on what God says in His “Holy Word.” It is so easy for us to get excited about our personal quests, personal searches, and personal interpretations, and to forget what God says and how important role He plays in our life. Paul saw how easily people may be distracted and how easily they might have change their views and their opinions. He also knew how feeble people’s attention to the truth might be. It is so evident in the modern society, in our political, social, informative, and even spiritual systems. Our world has become a world of a "post-Christian" era, where the influence of Jesus Christ’s teachings on people’s lives has drastically diminished. I am not advocating the returning to the times of Church’s “iron clad rule” over the western civilization as exhibited for centuries through the dark or the middle ages, but I am talking about the necessity of re-establishing the personal relationship with Christ, one that true believers have had for ages, from the days of Jesus’ disciples forward.
5. It is with great sadness that I see people focusing and seeking only their own interests, not those of Jesus Christ and of others. I also see Christmas as one of these important traditions and celebrations that has lost the true meaning and becoming simply just another celebration with the family gatherings, the gifts exchanging, the Christmas tree lighting, the turkey dinners, and the home decorating in the center. We have become so preoccupied with the preparations for Christmas that we forgot the true reason for it. The candle we lit today emphasizes “Joy,” but why are we joyful about? Is it because we have plenty on our tables and under the Christmas tree? Is it because we enjoy peace in our neighborhood, in our country and within our families? Or is it because with the birth of Jesus Christ, the greatest gift God has given to the humanity has arrived? Are we rejoicing because we have the assurance of the eternal life through the forgiveness of our sins this little baby born on Christmas Day brought us? In reality, this is exactly what the Christmas celebration is all about. This is the true reason for “Joy,” the celebration of Christmas offers. To understand this however, people must first to accept, and to embrace the fact that Jesus Christ was born, and He offered us a possibility to reconcile with God.  
6. It is natural that people want to have a wonderful and meaningful life, after all our life is God’s gift to us, the gift we received as the result of the Creation. But life makes perfect and true sense only when our lives are filled with the presence of God in them. The experiences of fear, of bitterness, of resignation and of sadness are not horrible to us anymore, because God takes care of them. This does not mean that as Christians we are not exposed to them and do not or would not experience them, but it means that He is the “One” who takes care of them by carrying us in His arms through all of these difficult experiences. It means that we cope with all of them but in different ways now. It means that now we have Jesus Christ taking care of them. People may try to hide from God or to ignore Him, and we see a lot of this in our society today, but the truth is that nobody can truly hide from God or to ignore Him. Adam and Eve tried to hide from the Lord, but He still found them. Israel tried to ignore God, and in the result ended up paying a terrible price for that, not only in a temporary “Exile,” but with the two millennia’s long “diaspora.” We may try to hide or to ignore God, but in the long run as the society, we will not be able to do so. Sooner or later people will have to face the Lord and as the old saying indicates: "face the music." Just because people try to ignore the law does not mean they are immune from the consequences of it.
7. Prophet Amos said: “Seek the Lord!” and Paul added: “Seek God's interests.” We may celebrate Christmas focusing on whatever our needs are and with whatever form of celebration it might be. We may even celebrate Christmas the way we were used to including all the preparations like the decorations, the Christmas trees, the festivals of lights and the family gatherings, but we must not only include our Lord in all of these, but also to seek His guidance in our life and in our celebrations. It might be worth knowing that even the tradition of Santa Claus, the tradition which seems to be so overwhelming today all across the globe and dominating the "modern Christmas celebrations,” is deeply rooted in the Christian tradition. St. Nicholaus was a real person who wanted to share the joy of Christmas with the less fortunate. Yet not many people today know the origins of that tradition, and where this tradition comes from. Our society might celebrate Santa and usher him to the central figure of the Christmas celebration, but as a real person in life, St. Nick was just a humble man who followed the call of Jesus to serve those who are in need. Just as Jesus said: “Truly I tell you, just as you did it to one of the least of these brothers and sisters of mine, you did it to me.” (Matthew 25:40) The world today celebrates Santa, who is known as Santa Claus, St. Nick, Father Christmas, Kris Kringle, Saint Nicholaus, but does not realize his Christian implications. In reality God touched the heart of St. Nicholaus of Myra, a Christian bishop and the legend of Santa was born. 
8. Christmas is the wonderful time, the time of preparations, the time of sharing, but it is also the time of learning and teaching. Blessed with the presence of the Lord Jesus Christ in our lives we are fully equipped to undertake all these responsibilities, but are we ready? Paul’s message to the Philippians was clear: “Take care of God's business.” Ebenezer Scrooge learned from one of the ghosts that humanity was his business, but he did not want anything to do with it. He preferred to take care only of his own business. It took the terrible visits by the three ghosts before he understood and was changed. We do not need the visits from the ghosts of Christmas Past, Christmas Present and Christmas Future, because we have Jesus Christ who once upon a time visited us, and made us responsible for the people around us, teaching us that "humanity" is our business. The message of Christmas, the one we are called to carry to the world, is that Christmas is the celebration of Jesus Christ's birth, and the first step in the "Grand Finale" of God's plan of Salvation that was fulfilled on the cross of Calvary followed by the “First Resurrection Sunday.” So: “In this Christmas Season, seek first the Lord, and of His interests.” 
