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As we begin the Advent season, we will explore themes about faith through the Christmas classic, How the 

Grinch Stole Christmas. We don’t know why the Grinch hated Christmas. We just know he did. How did 

Christmas save the Grinch? Could it be that the very thing we think we hate is the one thing that changes our 

lives? What an intriguing question. This Advent season, we look at this familiar classic through the lens of faith 

and see how Christ speaks to us through this story. 

  

I give thanks for all of you who are here today, whether in person, online, or even who are reading it in print. 

One of the things this series highlights are those people who might be outside looking in. I invite you to look 

around. Who is not here that we hoped or expected to see. Who is not here that you just haven't seen in a long 

time. With the pandemic and the constant change of circumstances, there are plenty who justifiably feel 

uncomfortable getting out, including coming to worship here in the Sanctuary. I say hello to those of you who 

are worshiping with us online or in print. Whether you are physically here or not … [turn to the camera] 

physically in this space, whatever the case may be, you all, they all, are still a part of our congregation, still part 

of the Body of Christ. So, if you don't see someone that you expected to or hoped to, reach out. Give them a 

call. Shoot them an email. Say, "Hi! How are things going? We miss you." Let them know that we care. 

  

This is the first Sunday of Advent. Advent meaning coming, arrival. During the four Sundays before Christmas 

we anticipate the coming, the arrival, of Jesus, remembering the Baby Jesus, but also the return of Jesus. The 

way that Jesus came, as a baby, when he began his ministry decades later, it was not the way that people 

expected. This is despite that it matches with what Scripture said when we look back. The problem is that the 

people got a picture in their mind of the way it was supposed to be. When Jesus returns, we will probably have a 

similar problem. People have an expectation what Jesus' return will be like. Now, people may have wide variety 

of views, and yet, it will probably be different than them all.  

  

That is really the theme of this week. Our Scripture passage comes from the Prophet Amos from the Older 

Testament. He had a message for Israel, the Northern Kingdom by this time, and it was not what they expected. 

Israel strayed from following the Law for a long time. They worshiped other gods. They drifted away from 

God. It was not the first time. Time and time again, Israel would stray, get into trouble with the nations around 

them, cry out for help, and God would rescue them. On the day of the Lord, God would vanquish their enemies. 

That's what they expected. In Amos 5:18-24, God tells them to think again. Hear the word of the Lord. 

  

18 Woe to you who long 

    for the day of the Lord! 

Why do you long for the day of the Lord? 

    That day will be darkness, not light. 

  

19 It will be as though a man fled from a lion 



    only to meet a bear, 

as though he entered his house 

    and rested his hand on the wall 

    only to have a snake bite him. 

  

20 Will not the day of the Lord be darkness, not light— 

    pitch-dark, without a ray of brightness? 

  

21 “I hate, I despise your religious festivals; 

    your assemblies are a stench to me. 

  

22 Even though you bring me burnt offerings and grain offerings, 

    I will not accept them. 

Though you bring choice fellowship offerings, 

    I will have no regard for them. 

  

23 Away with the noise of your songs! 

    I will not listen to the music of your harps. 

  

24 But let justice roll on like a river, 

    righteousness like a never-failing stream!" 

  

The word of Life. 

Thanks be to God! 

  

What a Scripture for the first Sunday of Advent where we have begun to decorate for the season, begun with 

special prayers and special songs. It's the time of year when some people begin worshiping earnestly when they 

may not have done so before … at least not since last year at this time. I used to be one of those people. There 

can be something about the season that is inspiring. So, these verses can be really unexpected. How could God 

reject our earnest worship? Isn't that what God wants from us? Yes… No…, you talk about not meeting 

expectations. I'll come back to that. 

  

Let's compare these harsh verses from Amos with the opening lines of the Grinch. You might notice a 

similarity. The Grinch complains about meaningless noise and endless feasting for no larger purpose. Maybe 

there is a larger purpose, but the Grinch hasn't been able to figure out what it is, and of course, he complains 

about the singing.  

  

It's so similar to what God says, "21 I hate, I despise your religious festivals; your assemblies are a stench to 

me. 22 Even though you bring me burnt offerings and grain offerings, I will not accept them. Though you bring 

choice fellowship offerings, I will have no regard for them. 23 Away with the noise of your songs! I will not 

listen to the music of your harps." 

  

Are you familiar with the Grinch? Have you read the story or watched the Christmas special from the 60s? 

Maybe you've watched one of the more recent full-length movies. For me the TV special was the best. Spoiler 

alert. I don't know about you, but the Grinch seems kind of grouchy. The people in the next town were putting 



up their decorations. This guy whose heart was two sizes too small couldn't stand all this hoopla that was going 

to take place … that he couldn't understand … all because it was Christmas. He made up his mind that he was 

going to stop it. The rest of the story tells us how he goes about it. He doesn't seem to consider the rightness or 

wrongness of it, but you have to admit that he's determined.  

  

Have you ever felt like the Grinch? When I see Christmas decorations going up in stores in August, are you 

kidding me? Even when I understand the economic reason for it, I get a little grouchy. The endless commercials 

for door busters and Black Friday that began weeks ago.  Then, there is the forced happiness. The expectation 

that it's the Christmas season, so you MUST be happy. If you aren't, there must be something wrong with you. 

After all, isn't it "The Most Wonderful Time of the Year," as Andy Williams (and others) sing to us? What if 

we're just not feeling it? If that describes you, I have good news. There is no requirement to be happy. You don't 

have to pile on guilt on top of everything else. For many people last year it felt like the Grinch did steal 

Christmas. It certainly wasn't the same as what many of us were used to. How can this year be different? How 

will we do it? 

  

When you think about the Grinch, what comes to mind? Do you envision that strange green creature whose 

heart is two sizes too small? Maybe you’re thinking about someone you just saw around the Thanksgiving table, 

who just never seems happy with anything. We don’t have to think too hard before we can add a “grinchy” face 

to a name, but we shouldn't be too quick to blame someone for hating Christmas. I’m sure there is something 

about the traditions or music or fanfare that we don’t particularly enjoy. In fact, I bet we could all find a bit of 

the Grinch within each of us. We’re never told why the Grinch hated Christmas. Hate can be complicated, and it 

usually doesn't develop overnight. 

  

We may think that hate is a bad thing, and for the most part that’s correct, but the Amos passage focuses our 

energy on hating evil and loving good. In Romans 12:9, the Apostle Paul tells us, "Love must be sincere. Hate 

what is evil; cling to what is good." What does it mean to “hate” something? Like "love" it is more than an 

emotion, a passing feeling. Of course, it seems so poles apart from the Advent message, but if we light a candle 

of peace, we are “hating war,” so to speak. In what ways are we called to hate what is evil and love what is 

good?  

  

In the Amos passage God is telling Israel that God hates their worship. It's not because there was anything 

wrong with it. After all, the method of their worship was laid out in the Mosaic Law, and they were following it. 

It's that God wanted them to follow the other parts of the Law too, the parts that had to do with the way they 

were living their everyday lives. God also cared how they were treating the people in their society. It wasn't just 

or right. When it came to worship, they appeared pious, but not in the rest of their lives. They didn't walk the 

talk, so to speak, so God said what's the point of your worship if you're not going to do what I say?  

  

It's scary to hear God say that God doesn't care about worship. It was scary for them. It should be scary for us. 

We don't like to think of God that way. God is love. God is life-giving. Jesus came to walk among us, gave his 

life for us. We're not supposed to be afraid of God after all that, right? It's good that the most powerful entity 

that ever existed loves us, but part of that is accepting it and doing what he says.  

  

It reminds me of the passage we looked at last month that starts at Matthew 7:21. Jesus explains how to tell if 

someone is just pretending to follow God or if they really are. Jesus says, 



"21 Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of heaven, but only the one who does the 

will of my Father who is in heaven. 22 Many will say to me on that day, ‘Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy in 

your name and in your name drive out demons and in your name perform many miracles?’ 23 Then I will tell 

them plainly, ‘I never knew you. Away from me, you evildoers!’" 

  

Then, he goes on to say, "24 Therefore everyone who hears these words of mine and puts them into practice is 

like a wise man who built his house on the rock. 25 The rain came down, the streams rose, and the winds blew 

and beat against that house; yet it did not fall, because it had its foundation on the rock. 26 But everyone who 

hears these words of mine and does not put them into practice is like a foolish man who built his house on sand. 

27 The rain came down, the streams rose, and the winds blew and beat against that house, and it fell with a 

great crash.” 

  

We too can hate what is evil and love what is good. That's how we demonstrate that our worship is sincere and 

not playacting. We hate food scarcity, so we give to the food bank. We hate that some people are afraid to go to 

a government agency for help with food, and we hate that some don't have transportation to get to Enterprise, so 

we have the Blessing Box. Soon, we will be hosting Fresh Alliance again, where Community Connections 

distributes fresh/perishable food to the local community. We hate that people are displaced and may not even 

have a washcloth to wipe their face or a toothbrush to clean their teeth, so we put together hygiene kits for 

people.  

  

When we walk the talk, when we work for just and fair community, then God hears the truth and smells the 

sweet savor of our worship with joy. 

  

But, we can agree that the Grinch's main focus is simply hate or his own resentment and anger. He doesn’t 

consider whether stealing Christmas is morally right or wrong, whether is it just or righteous, but we have to 

admit that he is extremely motivated. Think about how much work went into the charade with costume and 

props.  

  

Since he doesn't understand the true meaning of Christmas, the Grinch thinks that taking away all of the 

outward trappings, the outward symbols of the season will keep Christmas from arriving. He hauls all of that 

stuff (food, decorations, presents) up to the top of Mount Crumpit, getting ready to throw it over a cliff so to 

speak. After everything he has done, he's had his plan and executed it perfectly. What do you think that he's 

expecting? Instead of hearing all those happy noises the he resents so much, he waits with eager anticipation to 

hear their wails of disappointment, but that's not what happens. 

  

Almost 10 years ago, there was a movie about seven retired people from Britain who moved to India to stay in 

the Best Exotic Marigold Hotel. Maybe you've heard of the movie. Many of these people hoped that their 

retirement savings would stretch further in India than at home. Can you imagine making that kind of move?  

They all had a picture in their mind of what it was going to be like. Except for the one man who grew up there, 

none of them had ever been to India before. They only knew what they had seen on TV and learned in school. It 

was a huge culture shock, some for better and some for worse. Towards the end, when they're all deciding 

whether to stay or go, one woman says, "Nothing here has worked out quite as I expected." There's another 

woman, who you might think of as the Grinch type character up to this point. She replies quite bluntly, "Most 

things don't. Sometimes, what happens instead is the good stuff."  

  



What might our expectations for the holiday season be? What are we expecting to see? What are we expecting 

not to see? What might happen when our expectations are not met? Will we become bitter and angry? Can we 

make room for the unexpected? Or, perhaps we might find there is room for our hearts to grow. Sometimes, 

what happens instead is the good stuff if we are willing to accept the possibility. Finding peace begins right 

inside our own hearts. The Christmas story surprises and disarms us. We aren’t gifted with a great warrior or 

strategic leader. God came to us as a baby—what amazing vulnerability! Jesus the Christ may have been "long-

expected," but during his ministry he was very different than what was expected. But it was better. It was the 

good stuff. Whether we are surrounded with shouts of lament or praise over these next few weeks, may we find 

peace “among those whom God favors,” which, thankfully through grace, the gift of God, is all of us. 

  

Amen! 


