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Introduction

As| reflect onthecoming Christmas season, | redlize tha everything | loveabout
Christmas has more to dowith thesodal traditionsthan religiousones. As a Christ follower, |
have joined with those who feel asense of guilt as each Christmas rolls around.l knowthat it
should be more aboutJesus, theimplicationsof theincarnation, and theimpact of hiskingdom
But to behonest, | really don®know how to celebrate this holiday differently than | always have.
| lovethe shoppig, thelights, soundsand smells, the hudle and budle of the season. But where
does Jesusfit into all of this?

In this paper, | am gaing to discuss how thelove of the TriuneGod trandorms
Christmas by breaking down the sodietal structures tha equae love and fulfillment with the
purchase and consumption of produds. | will do this by pointing out the problems tha come
with a consumer based sodety, by showing tha Jesushas no roomin the Innof our consumer
structures and explaining how God@ love trandorms the Inn to allow usto give ourselves
relationdly.

Consumer Madness

Theolder | ge, themore readlize tha there is amadness that overcomes usduring
Christmas. We are bonbarded with advertisements everywhere we turn, even Christian venues.
Everything, it seems, isfor sale. We are influenced by the market to Ghop until we dropCand we
are up to our necks in debt. Orhe average American spendsaround$8000n Christmas gifts. The
credit card debt generated aroundthe holidaysis not pad off until thefollowing July, and 25%
of American consumers report that it takes them until Octobe to findly pay off the Christmas
debt.d Thisis madness!

We have become a nation of consumers. The problem istha our consumption
doesn®jug affect us We have outsourced the produdion of mos of wha we consume to

produdng third world counties. Oro attract investment, poorcounties enter a spiraing race to
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the bottom to see who can provide lower standards, reduced wages and cheape resources. This
has increased povaty and inequdity for mog people.3 Large corporationsare exploiting the
poorto make a profit from our greed. We can®jug blame the corporationstha do this; aslong
as we demand the lowest price possible, they will continueto supply that low price. We
paticipae in these structures withoutany concern for wha it cogs us our families, or the poar
who are exploited.

While this may cause many to stop and think, we are warned by econonists tha the
welfare of owr county ultimately rests uponour level of consumption duringthe
Christmas season. GBlack FridayQtheFriday after Thanksgiving, is so called because it is the
traditiond beginning of the Christmas shopping season and is suppo®dly the time when many
busnesses movefrom thered into the black, theentire profit margin for theyear depending upon
Christmas-related sales.§ So we arein adilemma. If we stop our consumerist ways, we arein
dange of sending this country into arecession that will affect our own bottom line If we don®
stop our ways, we will continueto exploit the poa to satisfy thedemandsof our consumer
appdites.

| think that theissue goes degpe still to the commodification of such thingsas love
and fulfillment. | remember tha my grandfather, avery loving and giving man, would take my
sister, my cousnand| tothe TG& Y depatment store, give useach a shopphng cart and $50.00,
and send us off to spend it on whatever we wanted. We did this every year. While this may
soundfineand goodto mog, | think that it represents how we have come to show love at
Christmas time. We are more focused on the gift, as a representation of how much we are loved,
than we are onthegiver of thegift. Love has come to be demondrated by thequdity and/or
quantity of gifts.*

Another facet of thisissueistha we find fulfillment from buying and consuming
produds.” By my early teens my family developed atradition tha came to berecognized and
planned; each year we would make atrip to thecity to go shopping togeher. Thistradition, and
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our annud trip to the department store with my grandfather, mixed a sense of loveand family
togaherness with the act of buying. This equaion produces consumers who will seek outthose
experiences Christmas after Christmas. This kind of fulfillment comes easily in a consumer
nation. These issues leave me wondeing what place Jesushasin our current traditionsof
Christmas. It has |eft alot of people wondeaing. There seemsto be noroomfor Jesusat
Christmas, which has spavned campagnsto (Put Christ back in Christmas.(3 But do these

campagnswork?

No Room in the Inn

Thehistory of Christmas in this country has been impacted by Christianity oneway or
another. When the Puritans and Presbyterians came to this county, they hdd an al outban on
Christmas, dueto its assodation with Catholicism and its excess of immorality. By the middle
18008 Chrigtians started to observe the holiday, but were notready to give it the status of a holy
day for Christians With theturn of the 20" Century came theturning of many religiousmindsto
the spiritud significance of celebrating the birth of Christ at Christmas. Almogs immediately,
there were voices tha spokeout againg the commercialization and excesses of the holiday.”
However, they were speaking out againg the very aspects of the holiday that they hdped to
create. Orhetradition of holiday purgaionEbequesthed amodd of thoroughdesacralization that
actudly heped Christmas go its secular way.$3

While Christians continued to warm up to theideaof a sacred holiday, the voices agang
the evils of it continued to grow. GBuch sentiments finaly codesced in 1949into a quite visible
movement that went unde the still-familiar banne, @ut Christ back in ChristmasO3 This
movement grew over the next decade. But how successful wasit? An athast writer, Augin

Cling gives an al too true assessment. He says, Qook at how successful they@e been: the
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buying season is notonly longe, but more central both to Christmas and the econony.3° It
seems tha the movement has largdy failed to impose thereligioussignificance of Christmas
onto the sodety as awhole. Why? Besides the fact tha theformer ban on Christmas actudly
hdped it to develop into the commercial beast it istoday, the efforts to changeit have dways
been from within the structures fought

In the 19503 the GPut Christ back in ChristmasOcampagnwasin full swing. In order to
promote the message, (orofessiond advertising men, copywriters and art directors, who loaned
ther skills undintinglyOwere used. The message ultimately succumbed to the marketing
dtrategies that were used to spread it. Marketing, according to George Barna, Gncompasses all of
the activities tha lead up to an exchangeof equdly valued goodsOThose goodscan be produds,
images or messages.™ Themessagewindsup beng sold itself as a commodity, as we seein the
form of T-shirts, Christmas ornaments and lighted signs or themessageis used to create a
feeling or experience to sell merchandise. The author of Consuming Religion, Vincent J. Miller
asserts that, QAdvanced capitalism has shown itself to be strangdy immuneto ideological
criticism. It seems capable of selling anything, induding the values of its mog committed
opponats.3? Such was the case in the 1950@where busnesses began to display the QPut Christ
back in ChristmasOmessage alongwith nativity scenes. That message began to be used to sell
merchandise. So the GPut Christ back in ChristmasOcampaign, with the commercidization of its
message, paticipaed in thevery structures tha it oppogd.™® Celebrating the birth of Christ,
therefore, cannotbe donefrom the vantage point of this participation.

If we want to make Jesus the QReason for the SeasonQit mug be donefrom outside

the consumer structures tha control theway we live. Luke@ gospd tells ustha Mary laid Jesus
in amange because there was no roomfor himin theinn. (NASB, Luke 2:7) Symbolicaly,

there has never been any roomfor Jesusin the Inn (the world®@ systems). Jesus, the King of the
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Jews, comes in weakness and dependency. This King does not conform to the political structures
of theworld. He does not play by Herod@ rules. Jesus establishes his own kingdom It isa
subversive kingdomthat bringsuphewval to theworld@ systems. Jesus teaches another way to
live.** We can®continueto participate in the oppressive structures of consumerism and give lip
service to Jesus, nor can we QPut Christ back in ChristmasOfrom within those same structures.

Theeisnoroomfor Jesusin tha Inn.

From the Inn to the Manger

Now tha | am afather, | think abouthow | am teaching my daughter to know Jesusand
follow him. Will sheknow hislovefrom theway | love ha? What will shelearn from my
actionstha might bedifferent fromwhat | tell her aboutfollowing Jesus? As my daughter turns
three this December 12", | want to know how | should celebrate Christmas with my family. As|
have pointed out before, my Christmases have dways been a paticipaionin thejoyousfestival
of conaumption while sprinkling alittle Jesuson top. To continueto celebrate Christmas in this
way would only teach her tha Jesusis jug an afterthoughtto howwe live. | don®want to pass
tha onto my daugher.

Since what drives usto consume, consume, consime is ur endless desire for self-
expression, experience, and fulfillment,Othe problem comes down to our Giutononousself-
determinationCapart from God ™ Autonony is the opposte of relationsip. Ingead of finding
our Gelf-expression, experience, and fulfillmentOwithin the context of aloving relationship with
God, we are finding those thingsas individud consumers. As| have said earlier, we cannot
begin to address the excesses of Christmas from within the structures of our consumer culture.
Theonly thing tha truly breaks down those structuresisthelove of Godin Jesus We mug move
fromthelnnto themange. We mug movefrom our participationin theconsumer structures to
experience the profoundlove of God manifested by the Incarnaion. Only when we are

consumed by Hislovewill we find our Gelf expression, experience, and fulfillmentOin Him.
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Then we can say with the Apodle Paul, But whaever thingswere gain to me, those thingsl
have counted as loss for the sake of Christ.O(Philippians 3:7, NASB)

It never failstha the chdlengeto stop our consumerist ways labdsthechdlengea asa
crooged Perhaps our concern over wha we won® get for Christmas shows how desply webe
entrenched in its madness! Our Gutononpusse f-determinaionQeads usto give and receive
fromfalse notionsof love but thelove of God leadsusto give andreceive in his patern.
Speaking of theeffects of God®@lovein our hearts, Paul Louis Metzger says, GEt he unilateral
relationship between thevertical and horizontal dimensgonsimpliestha a conveated heart will
manifest itself in concern for the neéghba (1 John4:7-21).3° This tranformed heart motivates
usto give to others as God has given to us

Giving andreceiving are part of Christmas. Theproblem istha we tend to give
autononoudy from God and others. Our lives are whirlwindstha leave little roomfor Jesusor
others and so, by our giving of commodities, we try to demondrate our love which is often
lacking dueto our absence. Our focusis wrongly on the gift, as an expression of love rather than
onthegiver. God,ontheother hand, gives himself relationdly to usthroughthelncarnaion of
the Son. (Isaiah 9:6) As| am consumed by thelove of God, I, in turn, am free to loveothers and
give mysdlf to them relationdly. Thisiswhat giving isall about To loveisto give, not produds,
but ourselves. God is our example. (Romans5:8)

Moving fromthelnnto themange starts within my own heart. God gives me hislove so
tha | cantruly love othes. (Romans5:5) And hislove has moved me to start some new
traditionswith my own family. Instead of traditions of shopping for tha right gift that says @
loveyouQl can say it while | spend time with my family. We can make gifts for each other
ingead of goinginto debt. We can worship together and reflect on God@ unfailing love and the
gift of his son. When we aren®boggel down in the hudle and bugle of holiday consumerism we
will have much more time, energy, and resources to give ourselves to our family and othe'sin
need.

®Paul Louis Metzger, Consuming Jesus: Beyond Race and Class Divisions in a Consumer Church (Grand
Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2007), 92.



Conclusion

| started this pgper discussing theills of Christmas celebrated in a consumer culture. The
problems of this culture run deep to the very essence of love, the expression of love and our
source of fulfillment. Many have tried to bring about changein variousways but have often
woundup condoning thevery evilsthey oppo®d. But, as| have found,changecomes from God
who trandorms our hearts to love and give as he does. He consumes uswith hislove so tha we
can celebrate JesusObirth free from over-consumption and greed. In this way there is roomfor

Jesus at Christmas.
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