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The word “layaway” is a word from another era.  Putting items on layaway is a practice from the time of rotary dial phones and TV antennas on the roof.  But the KMart chain never stopped offering layaway service for people who can’t afford to purchase everything they’re buying for Christmas all at once, presumably people who don’t want to -- or can’t -- use credit cards.


Dona Bremser is a nurse in Omaha.  She selected nearly $200 worth of toys for her four-year-old son and put them on layaway at her local KMart.  She was at work last week when a Kmart employee called to tell her that an anonymous person had paid off the $70 balance of her layaway account.  Bremser said that she was speechless.  “It made me believe in Christmas again.”


The assistant manager of the Omaha Kmart, Karl Graff, said that one person he calls a good Samaritan paid off the accounts of five people.  This woman called Graff and explained what she wanted to do and why.  She said that when she was younger, her mom used to set up things on layaway at Kmart, but they were rarely able to pay them off.  Those sad memories of layaways lost prompted this woman to try to help others.


Karl Graff had the pleasure of making the phone calls to people, letting them know that their balances were at zero.  He called one woman who broke down in tears.  She said she wasn’t sure she was going to be able to pay off their layaway; she was afraid their kids weren’t going to have anything for Christmas.  After making those phone calls Graff said to a reporter, “You know, 50 bucks may not sound like a lot, but I tell you what, at the right time, it may as well be a million dollars for some people.”  


There’s more than one Good Samaritan with this particular kindness in mind.  Graff’s store alone has seen about a dozen layaway accounts paid off this month, with the donors paying $50 to $250 on each account.   Most give in secret; some don’t.


At  a Kmart in Indianapolis, a young father stood in line at the layaway counter, wearing dirty clothes and worn-out boots.  With him were three small children.  He asked to pay something on his bill because he knew he wouldn’t be able to afford it all before Christmas.  Then a mysterious woman stepped up to the counter.  She said, “No, I’m paying for it.”  The customer just stood there and looked at the assistant manager, and said, “Is this a joke?”  The assistant manager said, “No, she’s paying.”  And, in the words of assistant manager Edna Deppe, the man “just busted out in tears.”


Before she left the store Tuesday evening, the Indianapolis woman in her mid-40s had paid the layaway orders for as many as 50 people.  On the way out, she handed out $50 bills and paid for two carts of toys for a woman in line at the cash register. 


She told the store’s assistant manager she was doing it in the memory of her husband who had just died.  The assistant manager, who’s worked in retail for 40 years, had never seen anything like it.  “It was like an angel fell out of the sky and appeared in our store.”  


A couple of years ago, the writer and radio host Garrison Keillor was in New York City the week before Christmas.  One morning he was in a deli on 10th Avenue, where he saw an elegant young woman managing a herd of eight teenage boys, ordering them breakfast from the lady behind the counter.  


The boys are speaking Spanish, which the young woman translates for the woman behind the counter.  Keillor is behind this group.  First he’s impatient, hungry for his bagel and ready for his coffee.  Then he becomes drawn into the story that’s taking place in front of him.  He realizes that these eight boys are all mildly challenged, perhaps brain-injured in some way.  The young woman plays the role of their hired shepherd.  She’s probably a teacher’s aide, probably being paid minimum wage.  She’s lovely, green-eyed, dark-haired.  Her wool scarf says “Nebraska.”  And she speaks with a midwestern accent.


The boys want muffins for breakfast, except one boy, who has his heart set on a sesame bagel, toasted with cream cheese.  But the deli is out of sesame bagels.  And the boy could not look more disappointed.  


Garrison Keillor sees this boy’s face crumple, and then he watches as the elegant young woman puts her head down right next to his.  She whispers something to him, and they are so close that his tears run onto her face.  She wipes them away and says something in Spanish which makes him laugh.


Here she is, Keillor says, “a girl from the prairie, using her Spanish to care for these boys who live in a callous world, where the poor and powerless get short shrift...she’s my Christmas angel.”  (Chicago Tribune, Dec. 22, 2009)


Allan/Doug read for us the passage from Luke’s Christmas story in which the angel visits Mary and says to her, “Greetings, favored one! The Lord is with you.”  This girl of about 13 or 14, engaged to be married, thinking about her future, finds her world turned upside down.  If God’s relationship with Mary was anything like God’s relationships with other people in the Bible, then Mary had a choice.  Mary could have said, “No.”    In fact, at the end of today’s passage, Mary responds.  She says to the angel,  “Here am I, the servant of the Lord; let it be with me according to your word.”  Mary said “yes.”  God creates people with free will.  God doesn’t coerce us into certain behavior or belief.  We always have a choice.  Mary had a choice, too.


It’s even possible that the angel had to visit more than one young woman before finding one who said “yes.”  Mary said “yes.”  


Who would God choose today, if the story were set in our time and place?  Where would God find someone humble, like Mary, someone willing to take a risk?  Where would God look to find someone like Joseph, who refused to have his fiancee punished, but instead believed the preposterous story when he, too, was visited by an angel, in his dream?


The story of Christmas is called the incarnation.  The word means “in the flesh.”  God came to earth in the flesh to be one of us, a human being.  To experience life as we do, with all its ups and downs.  To feel as we feel, every human emotion.  God came into this earth to love, to laugh, to cry, to hope, to dream, and even to die.  All so that we would not be alone.  All because of love.


Who would God choose today?  Would God choose to enter the lives of the family who is homeless and spending Christmas week in a church?  Would God choose the man waiting in the layaway line at Kmart with his children?  Or would God choose the teacher’s aide who patiently helps her student order breakfast?  God chooses to enter the lives of anyone, and everyone, who says “yes”, anyone and everyone who chooses to invite God in, to make room.  


You see, we have a choice.  God doesn’t force us into behaving or believing a certain way.  


I’ve observed, this year more than most, the difference that people’s choices make.  As I’ve worked with families who are suffering financially, I’ve seen that some people sink quickly into despair while others are able to keep a positive perspective.  No one likes feeling helpless or desperate, but some people maintain an attitude of thankfulness for what they have, like their health or their loved ones, and that attitude strengthens them through stressful times.  It’s not as easy, I know, as just clicking one’s heels, and saying, “I will have faith.  I will be positive.”  But know this.  God is already within you, and God is longing to have a relationship with you.  


The first step, the easiest step, is doing something for someone else.  Something happens to us when we engage in acts of service and generosity, as unselfishly as possible.  It’s as if our hearts begin to soften...and the connections between us and other people, the connections between us and God, become alive...it’s like turning the lights on the Christmas tree.   There’s energy and everything seems better.  Christ is born whenever human love appears in the ordinary lives of ordinary people. The child of Bethlehem is born whenever unexpected grace and kindness and joy break in.


In the book, Children’s Letters to God, a girl named Nora writes this, “Dear God, I don’t ever feel alone since I found out about you.  Love, Nora.”  


The word has become flesh, and so we are never alone, not ever.  The young marine in Afghanistan, feeling far from home.  The 90-year-old in skilled nursing, lonely since she is the last of her siblings and friends.  The grieving facing their first Christmas without a loved one.  The unemployed, desperate for work.  The couple, desperate for a child.  None of us is alone.  God has been here.  And God is here.


Two weeks ago today, the day after our church was decorated for Christmas, I was here late on Sunday night.  I parked in the back and was loading my car to bring some things home.  I walked in and out the back entrance several times and each time, something caught my eye.  It was the manger scene, and something wasn’t quite right.  Something was different from the way that manger scene always looked.  I glanced a couple of times and thought, “I’m just tired; I’m seeing things.”  But then, before I took my final trip to the car to head home, I stopped.  I walked over.  Mary and Joseph were there, like always.  There was the manger.  There was baby Jesus.  And there was another baby Jesus!  Evidently, on Saturday, when all of our volunteers were unpacking boxes of Christmas ornaments and other decorations, someone found two babies about the same size, and put them both in the same manger.  “Guess what, Mary?  You’re having twins!”  It had been a long day, and I looked at that manger and I felt comforted.  God is with us.  Right next to us.  God is that close to us.  God enters our world wherever we are and we are never alone.  Not when the night is darkest, the wind coldest, the world seemingly most indifferent.  For this is still the time God chooses.    
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