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 The lesson for my sermon today, if you get nothing else from it, is 

this: always consult the Weather Channel.  My wife and I had not, but 

fortunately for us, many of the members of this church do.  You see our 

family’s annual Thanksgiving tradition is to drive to Michigan for an 

extended weekend.  Typically we drive out to my parent’s house on the 

Wednesday before Turkey Day, nice and early to avoid all the traffic, 

and then come back the following Monday giving us a solid four days to 

enjoy friends and family.  You may recall that just a week or so ago 

prior to Thanksgiving there was this big storm moving up the East Coast 

dumping rain, and eventually ice and snow, throughout our region. 

 I had been blissfully unaware of this.  I must admit most of the TV 

I watch are sports and some key programs.  I am not one for having the 

news or weather blaring in the background.  So I happened to miss that 

this storm was bearing down right along our intended path to the 

Midwest.  In fact it would hit us just as we would be in the mountains of 
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central Pennsylvania.  It wasn’t until I casually mentioned my travel 

plans at a church meeting the Monday before.  Everyone there became 

very anxious about when we would be traveling.  My wife Sharon and I 

quickly changed our plans.  After considering a number of options we 

decided to leave a day early, on Tuesday to avoid the weather. 

 So often in life you don’t know what you have until it is gone.  And 

sometimes you don’t realize how you normally do something until you 

are forced to act differently.  I had never thought of our trips back to 

Michigan as particularly leisurely affairs until we were forced to really 

get moving.  We make this trip twice a year, and have a normal routine 

down pretty well in terms of packing and where to stop.  But then I saw 

how our normal routine was relaxes and easy compared to the hurried 

and frantic pace with which we were moving.  We had to get out ahead 

of this storm, we told ourselves.  We had a laser-like focus on getting to 

our destination as fast as possible.  We stopped three times in total.  

We ate in the car.  Normally a lot of napping goes on during this long 

trip – not so much this time.  There was no stopping to smell the roses; 

just get us to where we need to be before bad weather hit.  Fortunately 

for us, we were successful. 

 There is a saying in Japan, “It is better to travel hopefully than it is 

to arrive.”  Normally that would hold true for our car trips out to 
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Michigan.  This year’s trip, however, was filled with a kind of anxious 

urgency rather than hope.  Even when we made it clear of the 

projected path of the storm there really wasn’t any sense of jubilation 

and excitement, just a wary sense of relief.  I think that is how most of 

us experience this time of the year too.  With all of the songs and TV 

specials telling us wonderful the holiday season is, in reality it can be a 

very different experience.  Anxious urgency is usually my experience of 

the holiday season; just get there and get through it with a sense of 

relief. 

 This Sunday we are in the midst of the Christian period of Advent.  

Advent is the month or so prior to Christmas that anticipates the birth 

of Christ.  It is celebrated in many ways, I remember my Mom had one 

of those cardboard panels with the little doors you opened for each day 

of advent.  Inside was a verse from the Bible culminating in Christmas 

Eve.  At church we used to light advent candles on a wreath, with the 

large center candle lit on Christmas Eve itself.  It was a countdown of 

sorts.  You got the sense that something big was about to happen at the 

end when all of the candles had been lit and all the little cardboard 

doors had been opened. 

 Advent is a time of looking forward.  It is a future oriented time of 

the year.  This makes sense within the context of Christianity.  The Jews 
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at the time of the Second Temple period were looking forward to the 

coming of the messiah that they felt would liberate them from the rule 

of the Romans.  The Magi, trying to discern when and how the birth of 

the Messiah would occur, see a star, the story goes, and follow it.  The 

star leads them somewhere.  They are traveling to a place, hopefully 

with less anxiety than I was traveling with last weekend!  But still there 

is that looking forward to something that is the hallmark of Advent. 

 Looking forward to something, like Christmas or New Year or 

whatever holiday may be important to you, is great.  There are a lot of 

exciting things to do during the holidays.  There are parties to attend.  

Dinners to host or enjoy.  Plenty of cooking and eating goes on.  My 

favorite: hanging Christmas decorations.  There is nothing that puts one 

in the mood and gets one looking forward to the holidays like those 

decorations.  We will be decorating the church after worship this 

afternoon if you want to join in.  It is all great; for the most part.  But 

there is a downside to all of that stuff. 

 It is easy to get hooked by all of the holiday events.  Getting the 

meals just right, making sure you have the perfect gift, trying to achieve 

detente among feuding relatives, it is very easy to get hooked by all of 

these things.  Any time we are fearful, anxious, worried, you are 

hooked.  We get caught up in the story we tell ourselves about how 
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things could be or should be, and it is that internal story that catches 

us.  It hooks us up and it is hard to think about anything else but holiday 

bills, getting the present we really truly want, or how Christmas won’t 

be the same without that special loved one who passed away in the last 

year.  The story could be good or it could be negative, but either way it 

can hook us and not let us go. 

 Believe it or not, it doesn’t have to be that way.  Not all of the 

holidays this time of year are about looking forward with anticipation 

or dread.  In fact, today, December 8th, is one of the first holidays of the 

season: Bodhi Day – today is the day Buddhists celebrate the Buddha’s 

enlightenment.  This morning during our story we heard about how 

prince Siddhartha meditated throughout the night and when he saw 

the morning star, which we know is the planet Venus, he was 

enlightened. 

 What does it mean to be enlightened?  That is hard to say of 

course.  It is a bit like asking what is heaven like: unless you get there 

you don’t really know.  But to put it in terms that we have been talking 

about today, I would say that enlightenment is not letting yourself get 

caught up in your internal stories about the future or the past.  

Enlightenment is about find joy, peace, and wonder in the present 

whatever the present might hold.  That doesn’t mean that all of a 
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sudden you get your way all of the time.  Life turns out the way you 

want it to.  It means giving up having a “Way you want things to turn 

out.”  Being in the present means not getting hooked by the past or the 

future, and finding joy here and now. 

 It is interesting to me that both the story of the wise men and 

Siddhartha under the tree, involve seeing a star.  In fact the star in each 

story tells us a bit about the motivation or lesson the story has to teach 

us.  In the New Testament the star leads.  It is wandering in the sky and 

beacons the wise men to follow it.  The New Testament star is a 

forward looking star.  The Buddha’s star is the event itself.  Venus, we 

now know, is both the evening and morning star and would appear at 

dusk and dawn.  In the moment just before dawn, the Buddha sees the 

morning star and then BAM!  The star is part of the experience of the 

present moment.  The star is not reminding Siddhartha of something he 

has forgotten, nor is it pushing him to do something next.  It is just here 

right now.  How wonderful. 

 It is at this point where it would be good to pause and insert a 

couple of footnotes to this teaching since it does run counter to a lot of 

the ways we think in the West.  It is amazing out alienated and 

distracted we are from the present moment, that being asked to dwell 

there can seem like such a foreign experience to us.  Let us be clear 
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about what the Buddha is NOT saying.  The past is not a bad thing in 

and of itself.  The Buddha is not telling us that we should not learn the 

lessons history has to teach us.  He is not saying that we should not 

learn from experience nor skip our high school graduation.  The past 

does have value.  Similarly thinking about the future has value too.  The 

Buddha would not discourage us from doing some visioning about the 

future.  He would be fine with us starting with end in mind, as Steven 

Covey says, and responsibly saving for retirement.  The future is not the 

problem.  The problem, if you will, is that hook. 

 When we get hooked by the stories we tell ourselves about either 

the past or the future, then we experience suffering.  We become 

overly attached to the outcomes of things, and inevitably nothing works 

out exactly how we wish it would.  Even if things work out pretty well 

for us, most of us find something to complain about.  Don’t believe me?  

Well there is a fairly simple test for this.  What did December 26 or 

perhaps December 27 feel like last year?  Were you still filled with the 

joy of the season, or were you out hunting down the store to exchange 

a gift or cash in a gift card?  Were the kids already bored with or set 

aside the big toy that wowed everyone on Christmas morning?  Or were 

you just glad that the whole damn thing was over?  Sort of like how I 

felt when I finally pulled into my parent’s house safe and sound on the 

Tuesday before Thanksgiving. 
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 Granted, such experiences may not rise to the level of what most 

of us think of when we hear the word “suffering.”  These are rather 

low-level feelings of malaise or angst.  But such experiences are the 

direct result of having been “hooked.”  The lesson of Buddha’s 

enlightenment is that there is hope for us.  We can let go of being 

hooked.  It is possible to find joy in the present moment.  Every 

Christmas Eve we end our services by singing Joy to the World.  Joy is 

the theme for the month of December.  It is even part of our vision 

statements, our Ends, as a congregation. 

 December is a good month to practice joy.  We stand in the midst 

of the darkest month of the year, with the longest nights and the 

shortest days.  We are on the verge of entering into the coldest months 

of the year.  It can be an emotionally lonely and desolate time.  It is 

fitting then that we have the festive celebration just before it begins.  

Indeed the Roman celebration of Saturnalia, which make no mistake is 

the real forerunner to our holiday season of excess, was mean to 

celebrate the light and eternal life throughout the winter.  Yule logs 

called back to the Sun.  They were trying to practice joy; albeit in typical 

Roman hedonism. 

 For you see joy is not an emotion that passively washes over you; 

joy is a spiritual practice.  Joy is something that you and I actively do, 
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not just experience.  If suffering is the experience of getting hooked by 

our stories and worries about the past and future, then joy is the 

opposite.  Joy is experiencing the present, and letting go of things that 

are coming up and that have been.  Joy is the spiritual practice of 

letting go and being in the moment.  Make no mistake, it is something 

you have to actually direct your will and intention toward 

accomplishing.  Rarely will joy just spring up on its own.  It can of 

course, but probably not nearly as often and you need it to. 

 If you are looking for some concrete create things you can do to 

practice joy, there are always suggestions in your spiritual homework 

insert in your order of service.  Take that insert home, put it on your 

refrigerator door this month.  Look at it from time to time as you are 

cooking that holiday meal or baking the cookies for yet another event.  I 

am not suggesting that you turn down such invitations, nor host such 

parties.  The past and the future are not bad in and of themselves.  But 

whether cooking or eating, planning or remembering, give some time 

to the present moment.  Try to look, not for the star leading you to the 

next town or the next store, but for the star that just appears and 

surprises you with how wonderful things are in your life right now no 

matter where you are.   



10 
 

 I think that if we can enjoy the present regardless of our 

circumstances, then the holiday season truly becomes a joyous time of 

the year.  Then on December 26 or 27 you look back at your holiday 

and you will remember laughter with the kids, reconnecting to old 

friends and family, the music that was playing while you wrapped 

presents, maybe even the lights as you drove through the 

neighborhood on your way home from work.  As they say in Japan, “It is 

better to travel hopefully than to arrive.”  Enjoy the ride.  Getting there 

is more than half the fun.  I can attest to that after having pushed my 

way ahead of the big storm.  It wasn’t nearly as fun or enjoyable as a 

leisurely trip with the family.  It made me appreciate the stops along 

the way, the naps in the car, the holiday music playing during the twists 

and turns through the Pennsylvania mountains, and yes even listening 

to the Grinch on the car stereo for the one hundredth time – this year!  

All those experiences are little nuggets, little gems of the present 

moment that come to us all the time, but we are usually too busy or 

distracted or hooked to notice them.  Don’t miss the morning star when 

it rises.  Practice the joy of the present moment this season.  It will 

make all the difference.  Amen Blessed Be. 


