“Another Christmas Miracle”
This Week At Judson Sunday School

(12/18/10)
Happy Holidaze, Judson Elves and Elvises.
  

Well, the season is upon us, that special time of year when we pause and reflect on God's presence among us as we remember the miracle stories of: 
 

Hanukkah, and the oil which lasted for 8 days;
 

Christmas, and the birth of Jesus; and
 

The Hallmark channel.
 

And so, as we think about – wait, what was that last one again?  The Hallmark channel?  That's right, miracles are to the Hallmark channel what cigarettes are to French cinema:  de rigueur.
 

I’ll admit that I don’t as a rule watch the Hallmark channel.  I’m more of an ESPN, YES network, HBO kind of guy.  But having recently spent Thanksgiving week visiting my mom, I have become more than familiar with her favorite television channel.  The Hallmark channel is currently in the midst of its “Countdown to Christmas” campaign, which I believe begins every year about five minutes after Santa drops his load.  One Christmas movie after another:
 

“All I Want For Christmas”
“An Old Fashioned Christmas”
“A Christmas Carol”
“The Christmas Card”
“The Christmas Choir”
“A Christmas Visitor”
“A Grandpa For Christmas”
“Meet My Mom”
“The Santa Incident”
“The Santa Suit”
“Farewell Mr. Kringle”
“Finding John Christmas”
“A Dog Named Christmas”
 

And many, many more, each one, even my mom would admit, indistinguishable from the last, but every last one “the moving story” (or “STOW-ree,” as my mom would pronounce it.  I can tease her about that because we both say “IN-surance”) of something both “heartwarming and hilarious,” guaranteed to “rekindle” whatever it was inside you that got put out a long time ago.
 

Here’s the formula:
 

You start out with one rather cute but hard to place actress:  “Hey, wasn’t she that girl that used to be on “The Facts Of Life”?  Or “Isn’t that the pretty blond who is married to that Ben Affleck?”  “No, I believe she’s the blond who is married to Ben Stiller.”  Or “Which is it:  Meredith Baxter or Meredith Baxter Birney?”  Or “this must be the Valerie Bertinelli before she lost all that weight.”
 

Whoever it is, their character always seems to have had it up to here with “the big city” or “men” or “big city men,” and by some set of circumstances – a lost job, a bad breakup, an inherited house – she finds herself headed back home to the little town of Hope or Mistletoe or Bethlehem or Santaville, each one the most ethnically diverse small town in America.
 

Enter the handsome “long lost love” or “new found love” who is usually “a widower,” “a carpenter” or a lawyer who works for the Mistletoe homeless population.  Mr. Handsome is usually played by some actor you’ve never seen before – or Judd Nelson.  Oh, and he usually has a dog – most of the time, a lab.
 

Now it’s time for some conflict:  Valerie Bertinelli thinks to herself, “that Judd Nelson sure is a country bumpkin.  What am I doing in this tiny burg?”  And Judd Nelson thinks, “I really would prefer to be dating the skinnier Valerie Bertinelli.”  And somehow this all ties into the whole town having to come together to save Christmas.
 

But not to worry, because in every Hallmark channel small town there lives an angel, or Santa, or perhaps even God, usually portrayed by an older “once upon a time much more famous than anyone else connected to this project” actor, whose presence causes you the audience to exclaim, “Look, it’s _____!  I thought he/she was dead!”  As in “Look, it’s Peter Falk!” or “Patty Duke!” or “Ernest Borgnine!” or “Art Carney!” or even “Ed Asner!”  The next thing you know, the angel or Santa or God has performed a little of that voodoo that they do so well, and before you can say “the spirit of Christmas,” Judd and Valerie are kissing, the dog is nuzzling their ankles, my mom’s crying, and I’m declaring, “It’s another Christmas miracle!”
 

Now lest you think I doth protest too much, I will admit to actually liking one of these flicks:  “November Christmas,” a Hallmark Hall of Fame movie actually shown on CBS, starring Sam Elliott, John Corbett and Karen Allen.  I wasn’t planning on watching “November Christmas,” especially since my Mom fell asleep before it even started.  But I was kind of curious to see what Karen Allen looked like all these years after “Raiders of the Lost Ark,” and just between you and me, I have a giant heterosexual man-crush on Sam Elliott.  (I would kill to have his mustache.)  The next thing I know, two hours have gone by, the entire small town has come together to help create Christmas in November for the dying daughter of John Corbett, and I’m blubbering like a baby.  I don’t want to give away the ending but – spoiler alert - it is indeed another Christmas miracle.
 

I've been thinking a lot about miracles lately, especially since I bought my Christmas tree.  I'm spending Christmas in New York for the first time in a dozen years - intentionally, that is.  Thank you U.S. Air, December '09! - and so it's been a while since I bought a Christmas tree.  Let's just say that the prices have gone up.  But I got a pretty good deal from my corner grocery store where I bought it.  They gave me a five year adjustable rate mortgage, so I should have that tree paid off in no time.  Oh, and I have to stock shelves every other Saturday.

My Christmas tree is beautiful and it seems to be making itself more and more at home, the branches relaxing and expanding out further and further with each passing day.  In fact, my tree is so relaxed and expanded that it is now blocking the entrance to my living room, and that's why I'm in need a Christmas miracle of my own.  I think if I can just get a running start down my hallway and then hurdle the lowest branches, being careful to turn sideways while in midair, of course, lest I bang my head on the living room door post, I can make it.  But I haven't hurdled since high school, and that does nothing to solve the problem of once I'm actually in the same room as my Christmas tree, how do I get out?  Where is Peter Falk when I need him?
 

I don't know about you but I sometimes feel these days are less the "season of miracles" than they are the "season of distractions," what with all the shopping to be done, the cards to mail, the parties and pageants to attend.  My friend Chris Lucchese's mother and father, who live on Staten Island, are having a little Christmas pageant of their own these days.  Perhaps you've heard of all the wild turkeys presently roaming the highways and byways of Staten Island.  Suffice it to say there are tens and tens of these birds and they are everywhere.  Chris's mother called her the other day to say that there were 39 turkeys on their front lawn (they counted them), and that they were "crapping all over the nativity scene!"
 

Just last week my own mom called to tell me about her church's Christmas pageant, complete with a large choir, an orchestra (on tape), and actors playing Mary, Joseph, and even a real baby playing Jesus.  It seems this baby Jesus wanted no part of their celebration and began bawling at the first note.  So much for the old line, "but little Lord Jesus, no crying he makes."  The choir was undeterred, however, and kept right on singing, getting louder and louder, so that their voices might be heard over the shrieking Messiah, who in turn increased his own volume lest his gospel go unheeded.  By the time it was all over, my mom said, "I was shaking like a leaf.  I had to go home and take a nerve tablet." 
 

A couple of Sundays ago, my elementary Sunday School class and I were talking about Hanukkah and Christmas and the importance of light, especially during the dark days of winter.  We turned off the classroom lights, lit some candles, and the children told me how the candlelight made them feel:  "safe," "comforted," "able to distinguish what is true from what is scary."  We read a verse from the New Testament, 1 John 1:5:  "This is the message we have heard from him and proclaim to you, that God is light and in God there is no darkness at all."  We then talked about how we are called to be the light of the world and how important it is that others see a bit of God through the lives we lead.  Then one of the students, five-year-old Sebastien Railla-Duncombe, brought up how all this light vs. dark talk reminded him of “Star Wars,” and after he had recounted the entire plot, the Sunday School lesson was effectively over.
 

Here's wishing each of you your own Christmas miracle, or short of that, at least safe passage into your living room, a turkey free lawn, a quiet baby Jesus, a “Star Wars” DVD, or perhaps just the hope that you might be able to see through all the distractions of this season and recognize the true light of God's miraculous presence in our lives today.
 

Happy holidays!
 

Andy
Grand Poobah
