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 I wonder what you have done with the gifts you got this past Christmas. 
 
 Today is the 39th day after Christmas.  It’s receding pretty past, though a friend in 
Hamilton did confess to me last week, “We still have our Christmas tree up.”  Unlike her, I 
expect that by now your Christmas trees have been recycled or taken apart and stored for another 
year.   But what about those gifts?  What have you and I done with them? 
 
 I of course assume that most of us got some Christmas gifts.  I did.  My favourite was a 
very thick, warm padded shirt from Julie, and I wear it every day (except Sunday morning).  I’m 
always feeling chilly in winter, so I appreciate any gift that will warm me up.  Another gift I got 
was a book, entitled “Quiet:  The power of introverts in a world that can’t stop talking.”  The 
giver considers herself to be an introvert, and she thought I might enjoy this book too.  And I’m 
sure I will, and I thanked her a lot for it.  And the other day I was sorting through stuff and I said, 
“Now where did I put that book?  It’s gotta be here somewhere?” 
 
 And what about you, and your gifts?  Are you wearing that new piece of clothing, still 
playing that new computer game, reading that new book carefully chosen by someone who 
knows you?  Have you used that gift certificate yet?   Have you put any gift back in the box, filed 
it away in a drawer, maybe returned it for an exchange?  Or given it to a thrift shop, because you 
really can’t use it, or maybe just don’t like it...hoping of course, that the giver doesn’t shop 
there?   
 
 Such it is with Christmas gifts.  Sometimes we appreciate the thought but don’t know 
what to do with them (like the 5 scarves I got from different students one Christmas in China).  
Usually we use our gifts, maybe for quite a long time.  And now and then there is that rare gift 
that lasts far beyond Christmas, maybe for a lifetime, because it changes our lives. 
 
  Some years ago, at a meeting of the Niagara area cluster of Mennonite pastors shortly 
before Christmas, one of the pastors announced that he already knew what his Christmas present 
was going to be.  “What is it,” we all asked.   “A baby,” he said.  “My wife and I are expecting 
our first child.”  And the rest of us were happy, and then, one of the other pastors started to 
CLAP--CLAP!!  No words, just clap!  And we all started clapping and cheering, because this 
Christmas gift was really awesome, really good news. 
 

And then, after the clapping died down, another pastor said, “Boy are you in for it now! 
You are going to find out!”  And everybody laughed, HA HA, and winked and nodded, that’s 
right, you’re in for it, you’re not going to pack that gift away in a box or return it to the 
shop...that gift is going to become part of you, for a long time...it’s going to change your life! 

 
Not all of us have children.  But if you’ve ever had a special niece or nephew, or friend, 

or teacher, or mentor—or godchildren, like Julie and me--you too know something about the gift 



of a person whom you meet, who brings you joy.  And you don’t just CLAP, you let that person 
become part of your life, you nurture that relationship, and let them change you. 

 
Like that gift of Jesus tries to do.  At Christmas, we received him gratefully, as a gift 

from a generous and gracious God.  We sang the carols.  Maybe our children acted out the story 
of his birth.  Maybe we even clapped--some churches do literally clap at their birthday party for 
Jesus.  That was 39 days ago.  What has happened to that gift? 

 
In our scripture from Titus, there’s no manger, no singing angels, no wise men, no 

shepherds, no Mary and Joseph, no baby.  But these verses are all about the coming of Jesus. 
“The grace of God has appeared,” Titus says.  Grace means “gift,”-- a good gift, a gift that you 
weren’t expecting.  “The grace of God has appeared, bringing salvation to all.”  In the Bible, the 
simplest meaning of “salvation” is “help,” help that we need, especially in a dangerous situation.  
“God has given a gift,” Titus says, “and it is a good gift, something that can help us.” 

 
And we could stop right there and clap.  Like those pastors did.  “What good news!  A 

gift from God for our good, to help us!”  CLAP CLAP.  That, by the way, is what we get in 
Luke’s gospel, in the familiar story of Jesus birth we read this past Christmas.  The angel tells the 
shepherds, “to you is born this day in the city of David”—and then they use the same word as 
Titus—“ a Savior, Christ the Lord”  And right then there is clapping and rejoicing in heaven:  
“Glory to God in the highest....”  

 
But in Titus—though he reports the very same good news--there is no stopping to clap, 

because Titus’ main concern is the effect this Jesus gift will produce.  Hear it again, “the grace of 
God has appeared bringing salvation to all”—comma--not period--but comma—“training us to 
renounce ungodliness and worldly passions, and [training us] to live lives that are self-
controlled, upright, and godly, {so that we become} a people who are zealous for good deeds.”  
For sure, God, through grace, has entered our world, in flesh, and accepts me, and forgives me, 
“just as I am.”  CLAP CLAP.  AND...this same gift is also going to lead me to stop doing some 
things and to start doing other things.  It’s going to be a catalyst for change-- change of mind, 
change of heart, change in lifestyle.  And that change is not so much to make God happy; it’s for 
my own good...that life change too is good news. 

 
In our Anabaptist-Mennonite tradition, we talk a lot about discipleship, about following 

Jesus.  As the early Anabaptist leader Hans Denck put it, “No one can know Christ truly, unless 
that one follow him daily in life.”  The 16th century Anabaptists shared with other church leaders 
in their day, like Martin Luther, basic beliefs in God’s grace, God’s forgiveness, that we accept 
through faith.  Truly those are gifts, the Anabaptists believed, gifts for which we rejoice.   And 
the Anabaptists, perhaps more clearly than the other Reformers, said that those gifts have taken 
human shape, they have a human face, in Jesus, the whole man, and not just his cross. 

 
And then the Anabaptists went further and said:  “This gift of Jesus, if we unwrap him, 

and take him out of the box, will start to work on us.  He will make a claim on us, ask something 
of us.   He will become a change agent, training us to get control of our demanding ego and open 
ourselves more to others.  This gift of Jesus will teach us to live, as his disciples, in the nitty 
gritty of where life happens, like in the use power, and money...in how to relate to people who 



are weaker than we are, and needier, and who make mistakes.  He’ll tell us what to do with 
people who might not like us, and who might even who want to kill us. That grace-gift called 
Jesus,” the Anabaptists said, “ is inviting us to a way of life, because Jesus doesn’t want only to 
be our Savior—he also—as Luke’s angels sang--wants to be our Lord.” 

 
There is a problem, though.  Today some Mennonites and others say that Anabaptism is 

for the strong, for those who have their lives pretty well together.  It’s fine to talk about 
following Jesus in life, being bold to walk in his steps, being faithful to carry his cross. But, these 
critics say, a lot of people are needy, and feel confused, and lost, and unworthy, and maybe don’t 
have an ego strong enough to set aside.  Their pressing question may be the same question as 
Martin Luther’s, which was, “where can I find a gracious God?”  So first, these critics say, we 
Anabaptists need to preach and teach the basic truth that God loves us, God accepts us, forgives 
us—that God is a God of grace--before we can challenge people to rise up to follow Jesus.   

 
Other friendly critics today are gently warning modern Anabaptists just to be a bit 

careful, and not to slip into a works righteousness, not to make Jesus into a demanding moral 
teacher disconnected from God’s grace.  We modern Anabaptists easily talk a lot about the fruit 
of our faith, they say—peacemaking, for example—and peacemaking is very important--but 
sometimes we neglect the root.   

 
Maybe these friendly critics have a point.  (I have known some angry peacemakers.)  If 

you go out into these Niagara vineyards and cut the roots of the vines, you know what will 
happen to the fruits.  Hans Denck, in his famous quote about following Jesus in life, also in the 
same sentence said, “No one can follow Christ unless one has first known him.” 

 
And I think Titus would agree.   For Titus, Jesus is not just a fine moral example, in 

manner of Gandhi or ML King.  He is all that, and he is more—it’s “the grace of God that has 
appeared”—the human face of grace, the flesh and blood gift from God who loves us.  And when 
we get to Lent in a month, we’ll reflect on how much that human gift from God loved us.  And 
that will be grounds for not only for CLAPPING, but also for humble silence.   

 
It’s just that we can’t stop with the CLAPPING, and keep God’s grace confined to a 

feeling in our heart, or a belief in our head, if we really own this gift.  Then it would be “cheap 
grace,” which is grace that does not bring about change.  No, say Titus, and our Anabaptist 
tradition, this grace gift of a God who accepts you is a teacher, a trainer, a root that wants to 
generate fruit in your life.  It’s like Jesus, coming and embracing you and me, and assuring us of 
God’s steadfast love, even when we feel we are in a mess.  But Jesus doesn’t just keep us here, 
locked in a loving embrace.  He also turns us outward, and points ahead, begins to walk ahead of 
us, and maybe lead us by the hand, and says,”Alright, now come on, my precious friend, we’ve 
got a life to live together, you and me, we’ve got to do some things for God that might go against 
the grain of the world, that might even bring us a cross.  Come on,” says Jesus, “ it doesn’t 
matter if  you don’t have your life neatly together, I’ll show you how to walk after me.”  And 
Jesus says, “I’ll be with you, to support you, and so will others in the band that follows me.  And 
then Jesus adds,” trust me, this walk will be worth it, not only now, in this world, but also at the 
end of time, when God makes all things new” ( or, as Titus puts it, when “our blessed hope” 
appears ). 



 
I’d like to go back and find that pastor, who 10 years ago announced that his Christmas 

gift would be a baby.  I’d like to ask him what his gift has done for him, and whether it’s been 
worth it.  What do you think he would say?   I suspect he would say something like, “That 
Christmas child has definitely become part of me...she has taught me how to be a parent, he has 
challenged me to learn patience and love and a lot of other things.  And there’s been times of 
great joy, and yes, also times of sadness and suffering, and I know many more challenging times 
lie ahead.  But you know what, it’s all been worth it.  It’s really been worth it, because that gift 
has changed my life for good.” 

 
What have you and I done with our Christmas gift? 
 
By the way, I did finally find my new book on introverts.  And now it’s sitting on my 

shelf, promising to be a good read.  And if I ever get around to opening it, I expect to find out 
just how good it is. 


