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				Praise for

				Rediscovering Christmas

			
			
				“If you want this Christmas to be the best ever, read this book—and read it slowly, chapter by chapter, in the weeks leading up to December 25. The ‘gifts’ Rev. AJ Sherrill brings are deep scholarly and spiritual insights into the story of the birth of Christ: the metaphor and meaning of Advent, of Mary and Joseph, of Herod and Caesar Augustus, and so much more. Rediscovering Christmas opened my eyes to a world of meaning I had never known.”

				—Steven Pressfield, bestselling author of Gates of Fire and The War of Art

				“This little (but powerful) text packs a punch—with insightful historical knowledge, keen biblical sensitivity, biting cultural critique, and compassionate pastoral love. It gives the Advent season a whole new level of excitement for the follower of Jesus.”

				—A. J. Swoboda, PhD, professor, author, and pastor

				“Rediscovering Christmas draws us into the mystery and messiness of the birth of Jesus Christ in our broken world. Skillfully weaving together his faithful excavations into the biblical text, deep digging into the customs of first-century Judaism, and keen sensitivity to the challenges Christ-followers face today, AJ invites us to place one foot in the ancient Christmas story and our other foot in our own everyday lives. Thus, he both helps us to attend faithfully to the timeless message of the Christmas drama and guides us into those practices that bring our lives more in tune with its central character.”

				—Trevor Hudson, minister in the Methodist Church of Southern Africa and author of In Search of God’s Will

				“AJ Sherill, by merging biblical insights with pastoral wisdom, nourishes readers through the authentic spirituality of Christmas. The gift of Rediscovering Christmas is not just that you will learn; it’s that you will be changed.”

				—Bishop Todd Hunter, author of What Jesus Intended

				“I am often asked, ‘What are your favorite Advent resources?,’ only to realize that I don’t have any ready to recommend. Well, now I do. Sherrill has created a meaningful guide to a contemplative Advent. It’s the perfect balance of historical context, thoughtful provocation, and invitation to wonder and joy.”

				—Marty Solomon, creator of the BEMA Podcast and author of Asking Better Questions of the Bible

				“One of the perennial dangers of reading the Bible is overfamiliarity. The moment we think we’ve got it figured out is the moment we begin limiting its power to captivate and transform our lives. Nowhere is this more evident than with Christmas. AJ’s ability to weave together fresh insights from the original context of the Christmas story with contemplative practices for everyday living makes Rediscovering Christmas a compelling invitation to the more-ness of life Jesus offers.”

				—Brad Gray, founder of Walking the Text and author of Make Your Mark

				“If you want a thoughtful, informed, challenging, world-shifting, life-shaping interruption that might reintroduce the presence of God in this earthly journey, where the secret of the ordinary is that it was meant to be the vessel of the divine, this is your book and AJ is your guide.”

				—John Ortberg, founder of BecomeNew.com

				“Rediscovering Christmas reveals how a story set in Bethlehem two thousand years ago is still brimming with fresh meaning and purpose. AJ Sherrill introduces you to a motley crew of characters who will help you experience the Christmas season and story in a more contextual, personal, and deeply profound way. The writing is thoughtful, inspiring, accessible, and it will help prepare your heart and soul for all the Christmas season has to offer.”

				—Steve Carter, pastor and author of Grieve, Breathe, Receive

				“By exploring the well-known characters of the first Advent in depth, I was drawn into their stories and discovered my own vulnerabilities, aspirations, and desires mirrored in them. Having experienced this book, I anticipate Christmas with a fresh outlook on its potential for spiritual rejuvenation and healing in my personal journey.”

				—Libby VanSolkema, president of Ancient Paths Study Tours and creative resource director at Crossroads Bible Church
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				Foreword

				I’ve lived in New York City my entire life. I know this place. I love this place. It’s home. But something happened in 2018 that opened my eyes to things I’d never seen or knew. What happened? I went on a tour.

				Money was tight that year, so we couldn’t take a trip to another part of the country. We decided instead to see our beloved city again for the first time. We took in sights from the observation deck at the Empire State Building. We visited museums we’d never heard of before. We found restaurants and neighborhoods that had been there a long time but were new to us. We became tourists in our own backyard.

				That summer, I discovered an important truth: Familiarity has a way of eliminating wonder. This is essentially how I describe my experience of reading the book in your hands. Christmas is all too familiar for most of us. We have lived here a long time. We know this season. We love this season. We feel at home in it. But what if I told you there’s more? So much more.

				Sometimes, to truly see and know what’s in front of us requires a tour—and a trustworthy tour guide. That’s exactly what you’re in for with AJ Sherrill and Rediscovering Christmas. AJ does something in this book that few can. He integrates history, culture, theology, and spiritual formation in an accessible, winsome, and soul-inspiring way.

				This book will challenge the assumptions you have about Christmas and (re)introduce you to the Advent season that precedes it. This book will unveil truths about history and culture that will help you better understand the story we’ve become so familiar with. Through these pages, you will see the wide-ranging connections in Scripture that help make better sense of the sweeping big story of Christmas.

				And not only that, but AJ will also help you establish spiritual practices that can renew your heart and kindle love for God, which might be the best Christmas gift you can receive.

				In one of the chapters in this book, AJ notes that we lose our ability to spiritually see as we age. I couldn’t agree more, especially with regard to Christmas. But that can change today.

				Christmas is a vast city. Within it are places we’ve never ventured. Streets we’ve not walked on. Sights we haven’t taken in. Experiences we haven’t enjoyed. But thankfully, we have an expert guide in AJ and a gracious king in Jesus.

				I’m excited for you to rediscover Christmas.

				—Rich Villodas, lead pastor of New Life Fellowship and author of The Deeply Formed Life, Good and Beautiful and Kind, and The Narrow Path

			

		

	
		
			
			
				
					Prologue

					Re-tel-ling Christmas

				
				Have you ever heard of a tel? And, no, tel is not misspelled. A tell in middle school is a snitch who informs the teacher of another student’s misbehavior. That is not the word I am referring to. A tell in poker is when a person’s body language gives away their hand. That, also, is not what I am referring to. A tel is a hill of civilization that has been built upon repeatedly over a long period of time. Jerusalem is a tel. Much of the Holy Land is a tel. You’ve probably heard of the city Tel Aviv. Tel means “hill” and Aviv means “spring.” If you dig down through the layers of time, you will find cultures and civilizations buried like hidden treasure. My friend Libby likens a tel to children building with Legos. Imagine one child comes along and builds a foundation with them. Then another child later comes along and builds upon the first child’s efforts. Multiply that by ten other kids in succession thereafter. That’s what a tel is like. It’s a hill full of culture.

				Would you believe that some tels in the Near East are more than twenty layers of civilization? That’s deep! All those layers make it challenging to know what’s underneath. What does this have to do with Christmas? Well, metaphorically speaking, Christmas is a tel. Over the centuries, various cultures have taken the story and overlain their own traditions. Whereas that is often personal and beautiful, the original meaning can become obscured like in the game of telephone, where we whisper a word to our neighbor and ask them to pass it on. This book is an attempt to unearth and explore the original meaning of Christmas. As you dig underneath the traditions built up along the way, new meaning can be discovered and fresh faith kindled. Consider the tel of Christmas:
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				Sometimes meaning gets buried. Think about the layers of Christmas culture that can make it difficult to uncover the original story. The surface layer most evident in culture today is the one that elicits thoughts of Aunt Sally’s fruitcake, bargain chasing, and the consumerist myth of Santa Claus prompting children to believe that the presents under the tree are the fruits of good behavior. This book is an invitation to dig beneath the layers of the Christmas tel.

				Come with me.

				As you rediscover Christmas, you will find your heart once again opening to the wider field of God’s love, empowering you to participate in the new creation story launched at Christmas and extending far beyond December 25 into the rest of the year.

				The story of Christmas centers on God with us. And this means that God always and forever refuses to be God without us. The story is true!

			

		

	
		
			
			
				Introduction

				What is Christmas about? Imagine you can use only one word to answer that question. What would you write? Here is a line for you: _____­_____­_____­_____­_.

				Maybe you wrote Jesus or Immanuel. Or maybe for you Christmas is the season of joy or hope or gifts. Perhaps your life experience has led you to dread it because of family drama, holiday stress, or endless fruitcake. One would rightly suggest that Christmas has become about any of those words. But in recent years, I’ve added a new word to my list, which I am happy to share with you in a moment.

				But first consider a (very big) number: 80,213,066.

				Spelled out, that’s eighty million, two hundred thirteen thousand, sixty-six. That’s a lot. So, what does Christmas Day have to do with that number?

				Maybe it’s the number of times you’ve watched the film A Christmas Story.

				Maybe it’s the number of times you’ve decided not to watch the film A Christmas Story.

				Maybe it’s the number of Christmas songs played on your local radio between Thanksgiving and New Year’s.

				This number—80,213,066—is the total amount of dollars that came through the movie-theater box office on Christmas Day 2017, which, at first glance, isn’t that fascinating.[1] But a more interesting question to consider is, Why would all that money spill into Hollywood on a religious holiday? It turns out there are good reasons people like to watch movies on Christmas Day.

				Deep within each of us is a longing to hear a good story. And in the season of Christmas, the Gospels tell the greatest story in the world. But because of overfamiliarity, triviality, and ignorance, we often leave the depths of the Nativity story unexplored, instead settling for cheesy films, shallow Christmas services, and increased consumer spending to define for us the meaning of Christmas. Which leads us back to the opening question: What is Christmas about?

				As promised, here is my answer. Christmas, in one word, is about…bread.

				To explain, allow me to tell you a brief story.

				The sanctuary filled fast. It was Christmas Eve, and having been a pastor for decades, I was well acquainted with the fun frenzy of the special church service. Whether the people’s motives for gathering were that of sacred devotion or religious obligation didn’t matter to me. All minds were fixed; hearts were attuned; bodies were attentive to engaging the greatest story ever told. But instead of feeding them the Christmas message they’d heard for decades, I went with a different approach to disrupt familiarity.

				Emily Dickinson reminded us to always “tell all the truth but tell it slant.”[2] What she meant was that overfamiliarity tends to dull our senses to any given story. Therefore, we must always search for new ways to present old truths. That Christmas Eve, I told the story of the birth of God’s Son in a way that was perhaps more “slanted” than the Leaning Tower of Pisa (without compromising or obscuring the truth, of course).

				I held up a small box and asked one simple question pertaining to the central message of the Christmas story: “Can anyone guess what lies within?”

				Some said a star; others said a manger (it would have been a very small manger). My favorite guess came from a child who shouted out, “Jesus!” Yes, Jesus is the central message of the story, but no, I did not have a tiny Jesus hidden in the box.

				After hearing a few more guesses, I opened the box and pulled out a croissant. The gathered crowd oohed and aahed. Hoisting the croissant up high, I pronounced that the Scriptures claim that the central message of the Christmas story is bread! Everyone cheered at the sight of the pastry because, let’s be honest, even gluten-free enthusiasts might find it hard to resist the allure of a croissant.

				Christmas is about bread. It’s hidden in plain sight on the first pages of the New Testament. Think about bread through these three words: Jesus, Bethlehem, and manger.

				Say them aloud:

				Jesus…

				Bethlehem…

				Manger…

				As we will see, all three words are related to bread. And connecting the dots will deepen your understanding of the Christmas story.

				First, consider the name Jesus. In John’s gospel, Jesus disclosed his identity through seven “I AM” statements. One of the seven ways Jesus referred to himself was as bread. To his disciples, he said, “I am the bread of life” (John 6:35). Those who feast on him will not go hungry. Hold on to that idea.

				Next, consider the town of Bethlehem. In Hebrew, Bethlehem is a compound word, which simply means the word can be broken down into two separate words. Bethlehem = bet + lechem. Bet means “house,” and lechem means “bread.” Bethlehem, therefore, means “house of bread.” Hold on to that idea as well.

				Finally, consider the word manger. Mangers are not wooden beds filled with pillows in the form of hay. A manger in the time of Jesus was cut from stone and served as a trough to hold feed for animals. In the cold winter months, animals—and mangers—were sometimes placed within the front section of the home. (More on that in a later chapter on the innkeeper, who, incidentally, didn’t exist.)

				When we put the puzzle pieces together, we see that the New Testament is telling a story about the arrival of a man named Jesus (the Bread of Life), who was born in a town called Bethlehem (the house of bread) and immediately placed in a manger (feeding trough).

				So, the Bread of Life…

				was born in the house of bread…

				and placed in a feeding trough…

				to satisfy the hunger of every human heart.

				That is the meaning of Christmas. We must never settle for less.

				We don’t need new stories from Hollywood on Christmas Day. Instead, we must reclaim the ancient depth and wonder of the Jesus story. Christ, our savior, is the Bread of Life. Let us keep the feast! The coming chapters will help us do that.

				
					Why This Book?

					Rediscovering Christmas holistically addresses challenges we face this time of year. The core problem is that we feast on cultural stories that fail to satisfy our greatest hunger. Our settling for less depletes our minds, hearts, and bodies.

					In what ways do we settle for less?

					First, we settle for sentimental explanations of the Christmas story. This negatively affects our minds. Many people errantly think they have heard all there is to know about the Nativity account. But that will never be true. The story is gloriously deep, with hidden meaning awaiting discovery. Overfamiliarity with the Scriptures can cause a lack of the curiosity necessary for further biblical discoveries. So, instead of going deeper, many settle for cheap slogans and greeting-card insight. In short, Christmas can become sentimental rather than transformative. When we settle in this way, our minds become dull and bored. But within the Gospels are buried treasures waiting for us to unearth. I’ll show you a few in this book. Pastors, priests, and clergy of all kinds must continue to deepen their understanding of Scripture and then teach the church to rekindle lost wonder. The church deserves (and can handle) depth beyond sappy Christmas-card theology and contemporary anecdotes that entertain but do not nourish souls.

					Second, we settle for consumer goods our culture sells us. The Amazon cart is full, but the human heart is empty. Christmas is not about chasing discounts or consumer debt or maxed-out credit cards. By Christmas Eve, many of us are too emotionally drained to offer much adoration to the Christ child in the manger. We’ve all seen the cliché commercial played out in the suburban driveway—the ad where the man walks outside to find an overpriced new truck with an oversized bow on the hood. I’m not saying that buying a new car is wrong, but the deeper joy is waiting in the manger, not the driveway. When we settle for consumer joy (which is an illusion), our hearts are robbed of the joy God longs for us to experience.

					Third, we settle for a hurried pace more in December than during any other month of the year. Our hurried society demands busyness, crowding our calendars with events that wear us down. Our bodies are tired, and we feel it by December 26. We also struggle to experience the true meaning of Christmas when we’ve spent most of the month running around shopping malls, navigating parking lots, and saying yes to every invitation, well intentioned as we may be. When we settle for a hurried pace, we fail to appreciate the One who came in flesh, taking a body and becoming bread for our sake. You are a powerful person who can say “no thanks” when necessary. Exercise your power this season.

				

				
					How This Book Is Structured

					Rediscovering Christmas will provide you with fresh, biblical insight to renew your mind, engaging art to reawaken your heart, and practical application to restore your body. This book is divided into two sections, or themes: Advent, which teaches us the meaning of waiting; and Christmas, which teaches us the meaning of receiving. Each chapter examines a different biblical character (or group of characters) who corresponds to one of the two parts of the book (Advent or Christmas). By looking at ancient context and current culture, I aim to reveal fresh insight into each biblical character in ways you’ve perhaps never seen or heard. Once we understand a deeper perspective from their stories, we can then apply the lessons of their journeys to our own. These historic characters from the Gospels are meant to serve as close companions to help form us rightly. Every chapter will begin with a Scripture passage. Reading these will help you better digest the chapter contents before ending by viewing a sketch to draw you into deeper reflection and practice.

					It’s a curious thing that wonder and wander are so similarly spelled in the English language. What for many began as wonder can easily drift into wander over the years. Wherever you are on your sacred journey, I pray that wonder would mark your days this season.

					As a pastor, author, father, friend, and spouse, I needed this book years ago. Therefore, I determined to write it. May you experience God’s greatest gift over your life; namely, the gift called Immanuel—God with us. And may you know the meaning of waiting so that you also experience the wonder of receiving. In Christ, our deepest hunger is fully satisfied. So prepare him room and feast on the pages before you.

				

			

		

	
		
		
			
				Part 1

				Advent

				The Gift of Waiting
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