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It was a small event that quickly escalated from surprise, to shock, to grief. Just a 

couple of days after Christmas someone dumped a tree unceremoniously in the corner of 

a back alley. And while it’s no surprise to find trees in the trash after Christmas, this was 

different. Because this tree was still decorated with lights & ornaments - the whole 

works. And that was too much to bear, for at least one person. So even though it was a 

small event, the response quickly moved from surprise, to shock, to grief. And here’s the 

interesting thing. The response wasn't just anger about a cluttered alley, or the 

wastefulness of lights & ornaments (though it was a waste). The response was grief, 

because for at least one person, the scene was undignified.  

It was grief not for the tree itself but for the story behind the tree; grief for the 

reason it was discarded in the first place. That alley was a “sad place for a Christmas tree, 

[and I quote] especially one that hasn’t even been given the dignity of a ritual 

undressing.”  For at least one person, whoever dumped that tree wasn’t “just [wasteful] 1

with material things, but [wasteful] of tradition.” For at least one person, “Un-decorating 

the tree [may be tedious] but necessary. [Because, here’s the point, he says] The meaning 

of an ornament is directly tied to its preservation.” The meaning is tied to preservation. 

It’s true. The ornaments we use to decorate our trees rarely have any value 

themselves. They’re usually pretty cheap; trinkets to provide a festive glow for a few 

weeks, before they go back into an egg crate or some other random box for the rest of the 

year. Some ornaments are so cheap, it’s amazing they survive at all. One of my parents’ 

 https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/arts-and-entertainment/wp/2015/12/28/a-merciless-end-to-a-christmas-tree/1



Rev. Eric Hillegas  Christmas 2 Year C 2015 
St. Chrysostom’s, Quincy 

oldest ornaments was a figure of St. Nicholas that I made as a young child using 

construction paper, cotton balls, and a cardboard tube from a roll of toilet paper. They 

kept that St. Nicholas toilet tube for 30 years. Which is not only surprising, it’s kind of 

disturbing. But I know why they did it. And so do you. The only reason my parents kept a 

cardboard tube for 30 years is because I made it. And I’m their child. So it meant 

something. The meaning had nothing to do with the quality of the ornament; certainly not 

the quality of the materials! The meaning was simply tied to the preservation of that 

ornament. And long after the cotton had worn off and the color of the paper had faded 

away, my parents gave that ornament dignity simply by keeping it. 

We keep things that matter. It’s the kind of thing that happens all the time. We keep 

things, sometimes, long after they could have - or maybe should have - been thrown 

away. We keep them if they mean something. And by keeping our nick-knacks or 

ornaments year after year, we give them a kind of dignity. That’s why, even though 

dumping a fully decorated tree is a small event, it’s easy to understand the grief because 

all those trinkets & nick-knacks could have become a source of dignity. 

In our Gospel: the Word became flesh and dwelt among us, and we have seen his 

glory, the glory as of a father’s only son, full of grace and truth (Jn. 1.14). 

Today’s Gospel, as much as any other, stands behind the great Christian doctrine of 

the Incarnation, the message that God’s own self became human in the birth of Jesus. The 

message that God’s own self dwelt - or tabernacled - as an unassuming peasant in our 

midst. And it’s that same doctrine, the doctrine of the Incarnation, as much as any other, 



Rev. Eric Hillegas  Christmas 2 Year C 2015 
St. Chrysostom’s, Quincy 

that stands behind our assurance of God’s love and human dignity. Because here’s the 

interesting thing. At the Incarnation, at the birth of Jesus, we learn that human life is 

never disposable in God’s sight. To the contrary, at the Incarnation human life gains an 

entirely new form of meaning & dignity. And it’s all tied to our preservation in Christ.  

“When the Word became flesh, Jesus took on the diseased flesh of the [leper], the 

wrinkled flesh of the elderly, the tender flesh of the infant. [God’s] embrace of our 

humanity”  bestows an entirely new dignity - even glory - to every stage and every form 2

of human life. Because from now on, God’s future, God’s own self, is intimately tied to 

the preservation of all creation. The Incarnation doesn’t just have consequences for us. It 

has consequences for God too. God’s future is now tied to the preservation of all creation. 

Forever. 

Here’s how it works in Christian faith. Here’s the summary or the formula for our 

value & dignity in Christ. At the Incarnation we discover that whenever we dispose of 

God, God still preserves us. Whenever we dispose of God, God still preserves us. It’s a 

message that’s deeply woven into each of today’s readings. 

We see it in Jeremiah, the character in Scripture known as the weeping prophet 

because Jeremiah laments over the rejection of Israel’s God. In Scripture, Jeremiah is like 

the character who wakes up after Christmas and discovers that God’s people have 

unceremoniously dumped all of God’s gifts in the trash. So he weeps. He weeps for his 

people who seem to care so little for the God who loves them so much. That’s the story of 
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Jeremiah.  

And today’s reading is a surprising sliver of joy in the midst of Jeremiah’s 52 

chapter lament over Israel’s carelessness, hypocrisy, and wastefulness. Today Jeremiah 

celebrates a future, a date unknown, when God will someday gather the people again - 

even when they dispose of God. God says, “see, I am going to bring them from the land 

of the north, and gather them from the farthest parts of the earth, among them the blind 

and the lame [the least capable], those with child and those in labor [the most vulnerable], 

together; a great company, they shall return… I will turn their mourning into joy, I will 

comfort them, and give them gladness for sorrow.” And best of all - I will give the priests 

their fill of fatness! Amen. (Jer. 31.7-14).  

The message couldn’t be more clear. Even in the midst of their exile and suffering, 

even when they were as good as dead; God preserves the people. He’ll seek them out to 

the ends of the earth. If there’s anything we learn in the Old Testament, the Hebrew 

Scripture, it’s this: God always preserves his people, even when they wander or dispose 

of God himself. 

Ephesians takes that same theme (the theme of God’s preservation) and plays it in 

a whole new key. Because with Jesus that age-old theme of God’s loving preservation for 

his people takes on a whole new meaning & dignity. In Ephesians we hear that we’re 

blessed in Christ, chosen in Christ, adopted in Christ, redeemed & forgiven in Christ, 

given wisdom & insight in Christ - you get the point. And then at the climax we hear this:  

God set forth in Christ, as a plan for the fullness of time, to gather up all things in him, 
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things in heaven and things on earth (Eph. 1.10).  

Everything is gathered up in Christ. That’s the heartbeat of the Incarnation. The 

God of our faith keeps, preserves, cherishes, and protects everything in heaven & earth. 

Because all of creation means something to our God. To use the previous analogy, it 

means infinitely more than a cardboard toilet tube for some loving parents. The meaning 

that God finds in creation may have nothing to do with the quality of our 

accomplishments or our lives. But God gives us infinite meaning simply because he made 

us. And that great dignity is preserved in the Incarnation. Forever. Long after our beauty 

has worn off or the color of our lives has faded away, God still bestows dignity simply by 

keeping us, preserving us, and cherishing us. Even after we die and find ourselves 

undressed in the grave. God still preserves us. That’s the doctrine of the Incarnation. 

It’s a doctrine that comes with great dignity. It also comes with responsibility  for 

you & me. Because God’s love only works if we share it with the world. Unlike the 

ornaments that we use to decorate a tree, we can’t simply preserve God’s love like a 

pretty trinket. We can’t simply treat God’s love like a prize that we keep for ourselves. It 

only works if we share it. It only works if we “demonstrate God’s love toward others, 

regardless of who they are, where they come from or what [they do].”   3

That’s how we become children of God (Jn. 1.12). It’s costly. And sometimes it 

really hurts. We know that. Living under the shadow of terrorist attacks at home & 

abroad. Struggling with national debates about immigration policy, economic policy, the 
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blessings & perils of law enforcement and the tangled web of race relations. We know the 

costliness of demonstrating God’s love to others. But whatever the cost, we don’t ever 

have to worry. Because whatever happens to us; whatever parts of our family or lives feel 

like they’ve been discarded or lost, disposed of or thrown away; whatever hopes have 

been kicked to the curb; whatever dreams have been unceremoniously dumped into the 

back alleys of our world; whatever the cost of sharing God’s love, the doctrine of the 

Incarnation assures us that all things in heaven & on earth, are gathered, preserved, 

protected and given infinite dignity in Christ. So go, and share God’s love with the world; 

whatever the cost. That’s the doctrine of the Incarnation. Merry Christmas. And amen.  


