
 

 

Received Grace upon Grace 
Rev. Dr. Anne Miner-Pearson 

Christmas Day, 2019 
 
  
I suspect some of you might be disappointed with the gospel reading this morning. And maybe even a 
little surprised at hearing the prologue of John’s gospel. After all, as beautiful and profound as it is, this 
is Christmas morning. Indeed, what is Christmas without Luke’s familiar story, the story of God’s gift to 
us by coming in human form in Jesus? Surely, it’s the day to hear Jesus’ birth story. Yes, you probably 
chose to miss the cute Children’s Pageant yesterday - and I can attest it was cute. Sheep waving at their 
grandparents. Mary and Joseph trying to look adult and composed. The young girls balancing tinsel 
halos on their heads. Okay, skip the pageant revision but at least tell the story of God’s gift to all in 
Jesus. Can there be a complete celebration of Christmas without hearing of Joseph’s search for a room 
and Mary’s placing Jesus in a manager?  Without the shepherd’s surprise and fear when an angelic choir 
appears in the sky and their haste to see and worship Jesus? We’re here on this holy morning. Where are 
all of them? Where is the lovely Nativity story? Where is the story of the birth of God in human flesh, 
coming among us, a savior, messiah and lord? Isn’t that the gift given at Christmas? 
 
Well, yes. The Nativity is the story of God’s gift to us. We believe God chose to take on flesh, to live 
and die as one of us, is gift enough. God-Incarnate is no small thing, even when given as a new-born 
baby. God enfleshed. Not God’s words just voiced by the prophets. Not just God’s action in parting of 
the Red Sea for the Hebrews fleeing Pharaoh, nor the giving of the Ten Commandments, as holy and 
life-giving as those holy actions are. Yet, there is more. 
  
God keeps giving. So, we need another story this morning and John’s gospel has a story to tell us. It’s 
also a story about gift of God coming among us and this gift is in the beginning. Even before there was 
time and place, God is giving, in abundance, and endlessly. While the Nativity story is about Jesus’ 
birth, Jesus’ birth is in the whole cloth of God’s unceasing flow of gifts. That’s how John tells of God’s 
gift of Jesus. “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. All 
things came into being through him, and without him not one thing came into being. What has come into 
being in him was life and the life was the light of all people. The light shines in the darkness, and the 
darkness did not overcome it.”  
 
These are God’s gifts before Mary places her first-born son in a manager. All creation, the entire 
universe is God’s gift before angelic choir and heavenly light proclaims the arrival of an earthly light 
abiding in human flesh. And this light is a gift so powerful and abundant, it even holds darkness at bay. 
This continuing gift of light is God’s life and love existing in every nook and cranny, in every creature 
and in creation. Pure gift, given with every breath and beyond our last one. Pure gift. Not a transaction. 
Not a gift we need to earn or bargain for. Not a gift held back until...... Pure gift. As John tells the story, 
“From his fullness we have all received, grace upon grace.” We have only to believe and receive. And 
perhaps that our sticking point - the believing and receiving. It is so hard to accept, love so full, so 
accepting, that it’s really for us. As one theologian reasoned, our inability to deeply and completely 
grasp that gift is the base of all sin. 
 
Our failures to live from love’s fullness abiding in us are just various forms of our disbelief that we are 
lovable, beginning with loved by God. And when we don’t fully love ourselves, love has trouble 



 

 

overcoming darkness. The gift isn’t believed and received. Yet, that is John’s story, John’s gospel, good 
news. And the good news is Jesus offers us a path and life. We see his light and want to shine that light 
in us with others. His compassion stirs ours so we care about the stranger and stretch to find 
understanding of enemies. Jesus’ vision of community compels us to stand against injustice and “speak 
the truth in love.” (Ephesians 4:15). Sometimes we believe and receive the grace we have been given 
and give it away. For the gifts God gives are meant to give away, just as Jesus, God’s gift, does. 
 
Her father was an Iranian immigrant in the 1970’s. Before big American cars, “land yachts” were 
ecologically toxic, he was the proud owner of a Chrysler LeBaron. His pride and appreciation for what 
he owned meant he kept it in pristine condition - under the hood, inside and out. In 1978, he decided to 
sell it for $1000 and asked his daughter to write the ad in the free PennySaver weekly. She was the one 
with better English and also understood the ways of the market. If you want $1000, you need to ask 
$1200 to have negotiating room. Buyers came. One was father who came with his two young daughters. 
He decided to buy it and arranged to return the next day with the money.  
 
When he and his daughters came back, he pulled a wad of $100 bills from his pocket and slowly counted 
them out in the owner’s hand: 1, 2...10, 11, 12. $1200. Money exchanged; goods exchanged; deal done. 
Yet, not for the Iranian. He peeled off two $100 bills and pressed them back into the new owner’s hand. 
His face showed disbelief. What kind of trick was this Iranian man playing on him - handing back $200? 
That’s not how life works. Must be something wrong. This is a transaction and there are rules, he 
protested But the Iranian insisted on giving money back. “Take your daughters to Disneyland”, he 
suggested to the surprised new owner of the Chrysler LeBaron and his now excited daughters.  
 
When they had driven away, the Iranian father explained his actions to his daughter. “When you have 
what you need, use the rest to bring joy into someone else’s life. That is the best deal you can ever 
make.” (New York Times, Sunday, November 10, 2019).   
 
 “From his fullness we have all received, grace upon grace.” Amen. 
 
 


