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Advent 3, 2009
Preached:  December 13, 2009 at St. Mark’s, Citrus Heights, CA

Nehemiah 8:9-18
Festivals are for Celebrating
1. for Feasting

2. for Sharing

3. for Gathering
4. for Hearing the Word

Have you ever felt guilty for celebrating Christmas? I know I have. I’ve sat down to Christmas dinner, and I’ve thought, “Jesus was born in a stable; He was laid in a manger; He was wrapped in strips of cloth; and here I am enjoying all this good food, in a beautifully decorated house, with all these presents. Is there something I’m missing here? Am I just not grasping what Christmas is about? Am I just observing a bunch of customs that I don’t even understand where they come from or why I do them?”
Today’s Old Testament Lesson was very thought provoking for me this week. It addresses how the people of Israel celebrated one of their festivals long before Christmas was ever celebrated. There are some interesting parallels about this festival, called the Feast of Tabernacles or Feast of Booths, that I just couldn’t help comparing with how we celebrate Christmas.
This incident took place at a very crucial time in the history of Israel. Nehemiah had just returned to Jerusalem from the Babylonian Captivity. Over 100 years before this the army of Babylon had swarmed into the land of Israel and wiped out the city of Jerusalem. The temple of Jerusalem had been completely leveled, and the leading citizens had all been carried away into Babylon. But when a generation later the Persians defeated the Babylonians, the Jews were released from their captivity. And gradually they made their way across the Arabian Desert back to their beloved Jerusalem. Nehemiah was one of the later captives to return to Jerusalem. By the time he returned, the Jews had already rebuilt the temple, though it was only a pale imitations of the original one. But the wall around the city wasn’t finished yet. So Nehemiah pitched in and encouraged the people, and within 52 days the wall was completed.
Then he and the priest Ezra undertook a fresh start of Israel’s religious life. They built a big platform in the town square by the Water Gate, the gate on the east side of Jerusalem overlooking the Kidron Valley and the Mount of Olives. From the platform Ezra read the Law of Moses to the people—the first five books of our Old Testament—Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers and Deuteronomy. The people could no longer understand the Hebrew language these books were written in. Living in Babylon for so many years, they had learned the language of the Babylonians, Aramaic. And so as Ezra read the books to them, he evidently would pause from time to time, and the Levites would translate what he read so that the people would be able to understand it. 

The more Ezra read, though, he noticed the people one by one starting to cry. What he was reading to them reminded them how much of their religious heritage they had lost. They began hearing about religious festivals that the Lord had commanded them to celebrate that had been completely forgotten. No doubt the book of Deuteronomy also reminded them of why all this had been lost. They had not been faithful to the Lord. They had given up on Him. They had gone over to worshiping other gods, gods like Baal and Asherah. It was because of their unfaithfulness that the Lord had punished them and had sent the armies of the Babylonians to destroy them. The people were weeping in sorrow over their sins. The Lord had given them such a rich faith, such a rich country, such blessed families. And they had thrown it all away.
But Ezra and Nehemiah said to them, “Do not mourn or weep. . . . This day is sacred to our Lord. Do not grieve, for the joy of the LORD is your strength.” The very month that Ezra did this reading of the Law to the people—their seventh month, Tishri (around our months September and October)—the Lord had commanded that they celebrate a festival called the Feast of Tabernacles or the Feast of Booths. During the days of this week-long festival they were to go out into the country to gather branches from olive trees and palms and myrtles and other trees. They were to build booths for themselves that they were to live in during the festival. It was to be a reminder to them of how they lived out in tents another time that the Lord had rescued them from slavery. The Feast of Booths was to remind them how the Lord had brought them out of their slavery in Egypt and how they had lived out in the wilderness in tents. The Feast of Booths was there to remind the people how good their God had been to them. He is not just a God who punishes sin. He knows how fragile His children are. And He saves them when they get into a fix. And then too, the Feast of Booths came at a time when they had just brought in the fall harvest. So they were out in the fields. And those fields were such visible evidence of how richly God blesses us.
The festivals that we Christians celebrate are reminders of God’s goodness. He has been so good to us too. He blesses us, not just physically, but especially spiritually. We are like Old Testament Israel. Time and time again the people of Israel wandered away from God, and He would sell them out to their enemies. The nations that lived around them would invade them, kill off many of the people and reduce the rest of them to slavery. But when the people came to their sense and repented to God, He would rescue them. The Old Testament is filled with accounts of these rescue operations. God brought them out of slavery in Egypt. He brought them back from the Babylonian Captivity. And all of these rescue operations were more importantly foreshadowings of the greatest rescue operation of all time, the one that we are about to celebrate again, when God sent His own Son as the Rescuer—not a rescuer from physical suffering, but as a rescuer from sin, death and hell. This is what we celebrate at Christmas.
And God tells us the same thing as Ezra and Nehemiah told the people of their day. “Don’t cry. Don’t be sad. This is a day of rejoicing, a day of feasting.” “Go and enjoy choice food and sweet drinks” (8:10). Don’t be afraid to eat the best of foods and drink the best drinks. This is a day for celebrating. You don’t have to live as poorly as Jesus did. The Christian religion is not just about a great leader who we need to imitate. Jesus did something that we cannot do. He lived a perfect life and suffered the most unjust fate so that we can be free of our sins. He did the suffering, and we get the blessings. “Celebrate it!” our God tells us. Enjoy God’s best gifts on a day like Christmas. 
Oh, keep in mind too those who haven’t been as richly blessed as you. Even at the Feast of Booths they were to share their food with those who had none:  “And send some to those who have nothing prepared.” Giving to those who have little or nothing is a very important part of any truly Christian holiday. That’s why Christians give so generously as they prepare for Christmas.
“And make sure to gather together,” the Lord says. The Feast of Booths was celebrated for eight days. On the first day they were to hold “a sacred assembly.” That means they were to get together and worship the Lord. Then for seven days they were to offer sacrifices to them. And on the eighth day they were to hold another sacred assembly, another group worship experience to bring the celebration to an end. Christian festivals too are not just personal holidays or family holidays. They are when all the people of God gather together to worship and praise Him.
And what is to be done when they gather together? They are to listen to the Word. “Day after day, from the first day to the last, Ezra read from the Book of the Law of God.” How are we going to stay focused on the rich heritage of our faith unless we continue to hear our God speak to us through His inspired Scriptures? It is religious festivals like this that our New Testament celebration of Christmas is based on. The New Testament is not a book that makes commands about religious observance. It tells us that since Jesus has come and freed us from sin, we have liberty in the way we live our lives. But there is so much to be gained from understanding the past. Where do you think the idea of the twelve days of Christmas came from? It was once an almost two week long celebration that lasted from December 25th to the 6th of January. My parents could still remember celebrating the twelve days of Christmas. Their memory didn’t reach back as far as going to church all twelve days. But they remembered going to church on Christmas Eve and then Christmas Day and then 2nd Christmas Day and 3rd Christmas Day. Each of those days began with going to church and then they would go to the house of one relative each day and celebrate with them.
Christmas is a time for celebrating. It is not a time for sadness or for doing without. Jesus has rescued us. And He wants to be joyful. He wants us to feast. He wants us to share. He wants us to gather together to hear His Word. This particular Sunday (the 3rd Sunday of Advent) is the Sunday of joy. You probably noticed something different when we lit the Advent wreath. It was a pink candle today, wasn’t it? The rest of them are purple. Purple is a deep color. Pink is a light color. It’s the color of joy. The readings were filled with joy today, weren’t they? So be joyful! Don’t let the season of preparation become a sad time for you. Don’t let the pressures get to you. We’re almost there! Jesus is almost here! This is a day for celebrating. Let’s rejoice and be glad!  Amen.
