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	I am holding in my hands one of my favorite Christmas books, Dr. Seuss’ How the Grinch Stole Christmas! 

	I suspect many of you remember how it starts: “Every Who down in Who-ville liked Christmas a lot . . . but the Grinch, who lived just north of Who-ville, did NOT!”

	I also suspect that Dr. Seuss’ story is more familiar to many of us than the nativity story handed down to us in by Luke in another book, the one we call the Bible, which is why I want us to think about it. Because I believe that Dr. Seuss’ book is at heart a profoundly Christian story, one with lessons for us that go far deeper than the idea that Christmas is really about more than receiving gifts.

I’ll bet you each have your own favorite part of How the Grinch Stole Christmas! 

For some, it is because the Grinch is so thoroughly and deliciously wicked. Many of us just love a good villain, be it Darth Vader, Heath Ledger’s Joker, the Wicked Witch of the West, or, yes, the Grinch. The Grinch not only steals all the Christmas gifts from the villagers, but he also takes the Who’s feast, the Who-pudding, the roast beast, even the last can of Who-hash,  leaving only a crumb too small for a mouse. No half-measures for this mean old Grinch! So if you like a good villain, the Grinch does not disappoint. 

For other folk, their favorite part is that moment when the Grinch repents – when he has a change of heart – when his heart actually grows three sizes. And that might make for a very fine sermon on its own, because repentance, turning around, taking a new and better path, that is at heart what the Christian story is all about – how it is NEVER too late to turn towards the accepting, welcoming, loving face of God.

But for me, the favorite part comes in two scenes, both happening down in the village of Whoville. 

The first takes place on Christmas morning, when instead of crying about the stolen Christmas presents and trees and feast, all the Whos join hands and lift their voices in joyous song, singing just because Christmas has come. 

They sing because they know that at bottom Christmas is not about the presents and the feasting, so that it cannot be stolen from them, because no one can take away the good news that on Christmas morning long ago God came to be with us as a baby born to Mary and Joseph in a stable, born to teach us, born to save us.

My second favorite part comes when the Grinch, having had that change of heart, comes down off his mountain of solitude, and the whole village reacts – you remember how – not by condemning the Grinch, not by vilifying him, not by punishing him – but by welcoming him to the circle of love, forgiving him, and even in their joy placing him at the head of the table, so that he – the Grinch – he himself! might have the honor of carving the roast beast.

 This is what Christmas is all about – about a welcoming, inclusive, loving community, brought together by the love of God, where all are welcome, where all are included. As West Parish’s Statement of Welcome proclaims, all are welcome, regardless…..

It is that scene pictured in the Gospel According to Luke: huddled around that manger full of straw, a feed box holding baby Jesus wrapped up in bands of cloth, are Mary and Joseph, and those strangers from the hillside, the shepherds, and the animals, and soon even those travelers from the east, the magi. No one is excluded.

It is that scene you remember from the end of Charles Dickens’ A Christmas Carol, with the whole family gathered around a table and even old Scrooge himself, a Grinch if ever there was one, presiding over the Christmas goose.

My friends, the lesson is, Christmas is something that happens in and for community. 

Think about it: we live in an amazingly and almost terrifyingly fragmented world. Gone are the days when the clan, the extended family, all lived in the same town, and so could support one another when the times were tough, when the baby was sick, when a parent lost their job, when tragedy occurred. Now families are scattered around the country, if not the world, and fortunate indeed are the grandparents who don’t have to travel by air to see the grandkids. 

We are a mobile generation, with very few us remaining in our hometown after we are up and out of college or otherwise in the workforce, and then having to move time and again because of the demands of employment. 

Back in the day, as they say, there were all sorts of organizations in the community in which folk could come together: bowling leagues, bridge clubs, the Elks and Rotary and so on. 

But today, not so much. Our technology can even further this fragmentation – for all the benefits of Facebook and Instagram and texting in connecting us with distant friends, the perverse downsize is our fixation on our devices can isolate us even further from human contact.

In the face of this fragmentation, the Christmas story, the nativity account, reminds us that God’s vision for the world and for us is one of community, a community of radical and extravagant welcome, a community that is as diverse as this world in which we live, where there is room for everyone at the manger – the shepherds, the magi, the animals, the little drummer boy, and yes, even the Grinch. 

And so, even you, and even me. 

And so just as all the Whos down in Whoville responded to the joy of Christmas by standing and singing together, let us stand and sing together, Joy to the World! 
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