Christmas...a Season of Hope?
Headlines taken from the 12/15/08 edition of the Wall Street Journal website:

“Fear Feeds Drop in European Trades” “College Bills Wallop Families” “In Tough Times, Nannies Get the Ax” “How To Find a Job in a Bad Economy” 

“Charges Filed in Mortgage Scheme” “Opinion: Bush Blinks on Auto Bailout” “Thinking Like a Bull in a Bear Market” “How to Fix 401(k)s”

“U.S. Stocks: Stocks, Dollar in the Red” “Recession Adds to Ground Zero Woes” “States Brace for Wide Budget Gaps” “Forecast: A long, cold winter”

“Blagojevich Contacts' Release Delayed” “Labor Slump Hits Immigrants” “White House Sizes Up Auto Rescue” 

“Avian Flu Threat Resurfaces in Asia” “Toyota Puts U.S. Plant on Hold” “Mattel Settles Lead-Paint Case” “OPEC Prepares for Deep Cuts”

“Atmel Lowers Outlook, Cuts Jobs” “Honeywell Sees Profit Falling in '09” “Homebuilder View Stays Grim” “Bad Quarter Expected for Banks” 

The economy, the stock market, the job market, the unemployment rate, taxes, politics, health care, the credit crisis, the real estate crisis, recession, depression, war, terrorism, layoffs, the auto bailout, the bank bailouts, cancer, 401 (k), neighborhood break-ins, etc. etc...the list goes on and on. None of these terms are likely to conjure up positive images for any of us. But Christmas is supposed to be a season of hope, no? With everything that is going on in the world today, it can sometimes be difficult to maintain this attitude of hope. I'd like to talk this week about how we can live with an attitude of hope even while we're experiencing some of the negative things in the world today. 

1. What does the word “hope” mean to you? Do you really believe Christmas is the season of Hope?


a. How does hope affect your attitude? Do you live like a person filled with hope?



2. Suppose a friend or relative close to you has been affected particularly negatively by the recent downturn in the economy. Maybe he's lost his job, and feeding his family or making his house payment has become a concern for the first time. How do we approach this person with the Christian message of hope without it sounding shallow and not meaningful to the pain and difficulties this person is currently experiencing?


3. John 14:27 says, “Peace I leave with you; my peace I give you. I do not give to you as the world gives. Do not let your hearts be troubled and do not be afraid.” Does being a Christian mean we are to no longer worry or be afraid? Is it ever OK to worry?


4. What is the difference between worry and concern? 



5. Read Mark 4:35–41. Looks like even the disciples experienced fear during scary times. What did Jesus say of their fear? Do you think this is a good message for the guy in question #3?



6. In what ways can a Christian perspective on problems and needs encourage a healthy approach to the negative side of life? Does this perspective change things in our day-to-day life? Do those around us notice the difference?



7. Mt. 11:28-30 reads, "Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy and my burden is light."

a. I've always found this verse to be very comforting. How do you think a guy who really has it tough right now (like our guy in question #3) can use this verse? 


8. Mt. 6:25-34: “Therefore I tell you, do not worry about your life, what you will eat or drink; or about your body, what you will wear. Is not life more important than food, and the body more important than clothes? Look at the birds of the air; they do not sow or reap or store away in barns, and yet your heavenly Father feeds them. Are you not much more valuable than they? Who of you by worrying can add a single hour to his life? "And why do you worry about clothes? See how the lilies of the field grow. They do not labor or spin. Yet I tell you that not even Solomon in all his splendor was dressed like one of these. If that is how God clothes the grass of the field, which is here today and tomorrow is thrown into the fire, will he not much more clothe you, O you of little faith? So do not worry, saying, 'What shall we eat?' or 'What shall we drink?' or 'What shall we wear?' For the pagans run after all these things, and your heavenly Father knows that you need them. But seek first his kingdom and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well. Therefore do not worry about tomorrow, for tomorrow will worry about itself. Each day has enough trouble of its own.”

What promises do we find in the above passage? Do these promises give you hope?


a. Sometimes when I read the above the passage it almost seems like Jesus is preaching some form of escapism, or burying our heads in the sand. Of course that's not what he's saying at all, but how do you think Jesus achieves a balance between authentic concern and escapism? 

