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                                     July 25, 2021 
 
 
 

 
 
"Half Christmas”  
 
We’ve reached the Yuletide meridian!  What’s that, you say?  We are approximately as far away from 
Christmas as the calendar will allow.  This time of year, some folks celebrate Half-Christmas or Christ-
mas in July.  Elizabeth and I were walking through the 5 points area here in Amherst recently and saw 
a store having a Christmas sale this week.  There’s also a house in our neighborhood with an inflatable 
Minion character wearing a Santa hat and holding a candy cane.  In keeping with that same spirit, we 
are celebrating Half Christmas today! 

 
You can probably tell already that I love Christmas!  Elizabeth and I debate as to when the holiday 
season begins.  Her birthday is in November, when the stores already have Christmas decorations up 
and radio stations are playing Christmas music, which she says is too early.  She makes me wait until 
after Thanksgiving to put up the tree.  (I’ve actually gotten away with putting it up sooner if we visit 
with family at Thanksgiving!)  Once we get to the holiday season, I’m going to be all about it.  And we 
are definitely keeping the tree up through Epiphany. 
 
I want to take this opportunity, as far away from last Christmas and next Christmas as I can get, to 
confront the materialism that dominates the holiday season, so that when we get there, we can focus 
on the joy and majesty of the season.  Our Scripture today comes from two of the Gospels: 
 
Luke 12:13-15: 
“Someone in the crowd said to him, ‘Teacher, tell my brother to divide the family inheritance with me. ’
But he said to him, ‘Friend, who set me to be a judge or arbitrator over you? ’And he said to them, 
‘Take care! Be on your guard against all kinds of greed; for one’s life does not consist in the abundance 
of possessions.’”  
 
Matthew 7:7-11: 
“Ask, and it will be given to you; search, and you will find; knock, and the door will be opened for you. 
For everyone who asks receives, and everyone who searches finds, and for everyone who knocks, 
the door will be opened. Is there anyone among you who, if your child asks for bread, will give a stone? 
Or if the child asks for a fish, will give a snake? If you then, who are evil, know how to give good gifts 
to your children, how much more will your Father in heaven give good things to those who ask him!” 

 
In the passage from Luke, Jesus is asked to arbitrate between two brothers who are quarreling over 
their inheritance.  Essentially, they are arguing over the gifts they are to receive.  Jesus says to them, 
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"Take care! Be on your guard against all kinds of greed; for one’s life does not consist in the abundance 
of possessions.”  This is great advice for these two brothers who may lose the irreplaceable, precious 
relationship of being each other’s brother over what?  Some stuff?!  If they continue to quarrel over 
their father’s possessions, they risk losing their real birthright: each other.  In Luke’s Gospel, Jesus 
makes it clear that family is more important than stuff. 

 
I want to say all this now because once we get into the holiday season, it’s too late.  There is no way 
I can compete with the lights, the commercials, the music and everything that makes us go a little 
crazy during the holiday season.  And to be honest, I’m as guilty of getting caught up in Christmas 
mania as anyone else.  Growing up, I would get SO excited for Christmas!  I loved everything about 
it.  The cartoons back only came on once during the season.  You had to tune in to the CBS channel 
and watch for the word SPECIAL to come on screen.  “Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer,” “A Charlie 
Brown Christmas,” “How the Grinch Stole Christmas,” “Frosty the Snowman” - I couldn’t bear to miss 
any of them!  
 
I should tell you that when I was a kid, Santa was kind of like a priest to me.  I grew up in the Catholic 
Church.  When I went to confession, I would go into the little booth to speak to the priest.  He would 
ask if I had been a good boy.  I would tell him the bad things I had done: “I said some bad words, I 
told a lie, I punched my brother, I stole some gum.”  And then the priest would tell me to be good and 
say my prayers.  When Christmastime came around, I always looked forward to going to see Santa, 
who usually arrived in Fayetteville, NC in a dramatic fashion.  One year, he actually climbed down a 
rope ladder from a helicopter!  To me, going to see Santa was like confession.  I went in the little booth 
to speak to him, he’d ask if I’d been a good boy, I’d say I lied, I stole gum, I punched my brother.  You 
get how easy it was for me to confuse Santa with a priest, right? 

 
Now I still believe in Santa – just in a different way than I did when I was a child.  I suspect I will always 
believe in Santa in my own way.  But I want to make it clear that God is not Santa.  So often, we read 
the passage from Matthew and assume that we will get what we want if we just keep asking.  Verses 
7-8 say, “Ask, and it will be given to you; search, and you will find; knock, and the door will be opened 
for you.  For everyone who asks receives, and everyone who searches finds, and for everyone who 
knocks, the door will be opened.” 

 
Often when we read this Scripture, we conclude it is that simple.  Just make a list of things you want, 
send it to God, stay off the naughty list, and you’ll get everything you ask for, just like Santa.  God is 
not Santa, though.  He doesn’t sit down with a list, check it twice and give the nice kids everything 
they want while the naughty ones get a lump of coal.  If this were the case, bad things would never 
happen to good people, and people who are not so nice would always immediately get what they 
deserve.  We know this is not how it works. 

 
Matthew’s Gospel says that we should knock, ask and expect to receive “good gifts” from our heavenly 
father.  So, what are “good gifts?”  I’ve come to understand that God knows our needs better than we 
do ourselves.  Often we set our hearts on things that are not what we need, or on things that don’t 
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necessarily make us better people.  Let me give you an example.  Years ago, my parents once sat 
me down and asked if I could have anything I wanted, what would it be?  I answered, “Maskatron!”  
Maskatron was the bad guy from the 6 Million Dollar Man show.  I wanted to add him to the collection 
of action figures I played with.   My parents weren’t expecting that answer, though.  They said they 
didn’t get me Maskatron, but I should go out in the yard and look for a surprise.   
 
When I went outside, I saw my cousin’s old bike and asked my parents, “What is Todd’s bike doing 
here?”  They said, “Surprise!  It’s your bike now!”  I have to admit I was not impressed with a hand-
me-down bicycle, especially since I would have much preferred to have gotten Maskatron at that point.  
But what my youthful self didn’t understand at the time was that my parents had given me freedom.  I 
could now explore my neighborhood.  I could go to my friends’ or cousins’ houses on my own.  I didn’t 
get what I wanted, but I got something better: what I needed.  This was the good gift my parents gave 
to me.  Another action figure would not have brought me nearly as much happiness as the bike I rode 
for several years growing up in North Carolina. 

 
We often convince ourselves that we need things we don’t really need.  This is why Luke’s Gospel 
says, “Take care! Be on your guard against all kinds of greed; for one’s life does not consist in the 
abundance of possessions.”  We often find comfort and short-term happiness in our possessions, only 
later realizing they are insufficient for real, sustainable joy.  Another way to illustrate the difference 
between needs and wants is by contrasting minimalists with hoarders.  Minimalists don’t accumulate 
a lot of material goods.  Their possessions are intentionally limited, to the point where many of us 
would find it uncomfortable to live in a minimalist home for any length of time.  On the other end of the 
spectrum are hoarders.  Have you ever watched the show Hoarders?  These folks pile up stuff from 
floor to ceiling, fearing what will happen if anything gets thrown out.  They can’t get around their houses 
easily and even have doors or entire rooms they can’t use because of the junk piled up everywhere.  
But let’s be honest here, folks.  We don’t have to be hoarders to place too much emphasis on stuff.  
We are afraid not to have stuff because we find false comfort and a false sense of security in our 
possessions.   
 
When we put too much of our trust in our possessions and our money, we are at risk of making them 
our god.  Remember the story of the rich young ruler who asks Jesus what he must do to have eternal 
life?  He is told he should keep the commandments, which he asserts he has always done.  Then 
Jesus tells him to sell what he has and give the money to the poor.  When Jesus confronts the young 
man, Jesus was asking this man to put his faith in Jesus, not his possessions.  When we place our 
trust and our joy in our possessions, we no longer own them; they own us. 
 
Some years ago, I was watching a documentary about monkeys.  When people sought to hunt or 
poach them, they would create simple monkey traps out of things that were hollowed out, like a small 
log or empty coconut.  They would then place fruit or some other food of a similar size inside.  When 
a monkey came across it, he would smell the fruit and reach in for it.  But the opening wouldn’t be 
large enough for the monkey to pull the fruit out with it still in his hand.  In fact, so long as the monkey 
held the fruit, he couldn’t remove his hand.  The monkey’s desire for the fruit was so strong that even 
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when people approached and he was frightened, he wouldn’t let go of the fruit so he could snatch his 
hand out and run.  He was trapped.  Now there’s nothing wrong with that monkey trying to get that 
fruit.  But when holding on to it will lead to his capture and downfall - when simply letting go it means 
freedom - then his desire is indeed sinful.  When we can’t let go of things that lead to our destruction, 
be it material possessions we can’t afford, unhealthy relationships we are scared to let go of, harmful 
addictions we are afraid we can’t live without - we are like that monkey clinging tenaciously to that 
forbidden fruit. 

 
Too often, what we want is based on what others have and not our real needs.  In psychology, there 
is a concept known as relative deprivation.  We often find contentment in our lives until we compare 
ourselves to others who have something we don’t.  All of a sudden, we’re not content anymore, though 
nothing in our lives has actually changed.  I remember there was one year where I got everything on 
my Christmas list.  I was so happy - until I saw the Juicemobiles that my brother got.  You may re-
member these athletic cleats that supposedly made you as fast as OJ Simpson - “The Juice.”  Well, 
my brother got those for Christmas.  Suddenly, he could run better than he ever had.  And by contrast, 
I felt deprived.  Even though I had gotten everything I asked for, my joy was diminished by comparing 
my gifts to my brother’s.  A sense of relative deprivation stole from me the full joy of the holiday. 
 
I wish I could say that we leave envy behind when we become grown-ups.  Unfortunately, our society 
and economy are set up to make us feel relative deprivation all the time.  Systematic images on TV, 
the internet and social media convince us that we don’t have enough, we aren’t as fit as we should 
be, we don’t have the latest and best of everything.  These images feed our sense of scarcity; they 
fuel our coveting.  When we look at the Ten Commandments, “Thou shall not covet” doesn’t seem as 
serious as the other sins like stealing, lying, adultery, and murder, right?  But I want you to take note 
of something here: the tenth commandment is the only one that cannot be observed externally.  Rab-
binical wisdom suggests that the ability to not covet - to be content and happy - is the reward for 
obeying the other 9 commandments.  Proverbs 14:30 says, “A heart at peace gives life to the body, 
but envy rots the bones.”  When we are afraid of not having enough, when we give in to scarcity 
thinking, when we are discontent because of what others have and we give in to envy, it steals all our 
joy.   

 
One of my favorite Christmas shows is “How the Grinch Stole Christmas.”  The Grinch hated Christmas 
so much!  It bothered him to hear all of the clanging and joyful singing from the Whos down in Whoville.  
So, he snuck through their houses at night and stole the presents, the decorations - even the Roast 
Beast!  But the silence and tears of woe he expected to hear did not come.  Instead, he heard the 
Whos down in Whoville singing the same joyful Christmas songs they always sang.  It melted his 
heart.  And he was invited to join their wonderful community, which became family to him. 

 
If the Grinch really wanted to steal Christmas, he could have just whispered, “You don’t have enough” 
in their ears over and over again until they believed it.  If the Grinch really wanted to steal Christmas, 
he could have whispered, “He got more than you did” in their ears Christmas morning.  He could have 
whispered, “Hers is better,” or “They’re having more fun than you are.” 
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Scarcity thinking is dangerous.  Envy is dangerous.  Both steal our joy, not just at Christmas, which is 
only 153 days away.  Envy and fear steal from us every other day of the year as well.  We must heed 
the words of Jesus: “Be on your guard against all kinds of greed; for one’s life does not consist in the 
abundance of possessions.”  I want to finish with a song by Joshua Radin that sums up what I’m trying 
to say, in the hope that this will help all of us cope with scarcity thinking and coveting.  It’s called “No 
Envy, No Fear.”  Here are the lyrics: 
 
Some are reaching, few are there 
Want to reign from a hero’s chair 
Some are scared to fly so high 
Well, this is how we have to try 
 
Have no envy and no fear 
Have no envy - - no fear 
 
Brother, brother we all see 
You’re hiding out so painfully 
See yourself come out to play 
A lover’s rain will wash away 
 
All your envy and your fear 
Have no envy - - no fear 
 
When your sister turns to leave 
Only when she’s most in need 
Take away the cause of pain 
By showing her we’re all the same 
 
Have no envy and no fear 
Have no envy - - no fear 
 
And every day we try to find 
We search our hearts and our minds 
The place we used to call our home 
Can’t be found when we’re alone 
 
Have no envy and no fear 
Have no envy - - no fear 
 
Merry Half-Christmas!  Amen. 


