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Simple Gifts 

 

Thanksgiving afternoon, while you were probably enjoying turkey and pumpkin pie, 

crowds were already gathering in anticipation of another kind of holiday. In Los Angeles, 

one woman paid $50 for someone to stake out her place on line at Best Buy while she and 

her family ate dinner. She wasn’t going to let Thanksgiving get in the way of the deals. 

After dish-doing and a quick nap, she was back on line at 2 am, waiting for the 4 am 

doors to open. A few hours later, she had purchased laptops for her entire family.  

 

If Thanksgiving is the national holiday for offering gratitude and thanks, “Black Friday” 

is the national holiday for shopping. On “Black Friday,” second only to the day before 

Christmas as the most lucrative shopping day if the year, retailers compete for holiday 

dollars to help move books from “red” to “black.”  With the economy struggling as it has 

been for many years, retailers hope that holiday sales will provide that much needed 

boost to sustain them through less abundant times.  

 

Times are tough for a lot of Americans, across the country, right here in our city and in 

this congregation. Although news of the economy’s slight up turn trickles in each day, 

unemployment and underemployment still remain the norm for many. In this economic 

climate, it seems that for many a deal is a deal, no matter what day of the year it falls on 

and what holiday it may be commercializing. At its best, Black Friday’s promise is to 

make the unaffordable affordable. Computers become accessible necessities instead of 

luxury items. Families can be outfitted in warm winter gear for less.  

 

But there is an underside to America’s obsession with Black Friday, reminding us how 

our attention can be diverted from necessity to excess, from consuming to being 

consumed. Who can forget the story from the Long Island Wal-Mart two years ago? You 
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may recall the details. It was minutes before the store’s 5 am opening. Nearly 2,000 

people had gathered outside for hours. People began to chant “knock down the doors,” 

and began pushing, pushing pushing on the hinges of closed glass doors. Anxious Wal-

Mart employees tried to stop the crowd’s momentum without any success.  The crowd 

pushed in the metal frame of the front door, breaking the glass.  

 

On the other side of the door, 34-year-old Jdimytai Damour was crushed to death as 

crowds flooded into the store. Other shoppers, including a woman about to deliver a 

child, were pushed to the ground. As ambulances swarmed the parking lot, employees 

made announcements that the store was closed and shoppers would need to leave. Many 

refused, claiming they had earned their right to stay and purchase their reduced-priced 

goods. When the store opened again later in the afternoon, it was full again in minutes, as 

if no tragedy had happened there hours earlier.  

 

In the story of the Wal-Mart disaster, Black Friday’s dream come true deals became an 

American nightmare, showcasing the worst of American consumerism. People seemed to 

lose touch with their own and one another’s humanity in favor of the thrill of the bargain. 

 

This year, the news about Black Friday was calm by comparison but still disturbing. A 

video from a North Buffalo Target showed screaming people stuck in the red sliding 

doors as eager customers shoved their way through.   

 

Reflecting on these stories is complicated. I’m not sure about you, but it is easy for me to 

try to distance myself from what happened, blaming it on a small group of shopping 

addicted suburbanites “out there.” I could tell you I have never shopped at Wal-Mart or 

other big-box retailers. I could tell you I have no desire for that plasma television or the 

newest electronic gadget. But that’s not true for me, and I can guess it’s not true for you 

either.  

 

Because we live in New York City, we cannot hope to escape the lure of a consumer 

Christmas. In our fair city, windows are lavishly decorated and the city decked out for the 
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holidays. Among the voices of holiday shoppers, there are also voices of resistance. In 

Times Square, CNN filmed the local New York City activist performance group 

Reverend Billy and his Church of Life After Shopping. For ten years, Bill Talen has 

played the role of the evangelical minister, using art and spectacle to ask the question 

“What would Jesus buy?” and critique America’s crisis of consumption. Focused on 

creating a local, values-driven Christmas, Reverend Billy’s message this year encourages 

staying out of the big chain stores and supporting economies close to home. With his 

energetic gospel choir and catchy slogans, Bill Talen has become a leader of a movement 

to reclaim Christmas from the religion of consumerism.   

 

While Reverend Billy brings his certain brand of religion to the streets, back in churches 

people are asking the very same questions. Unitarian Universalist churches are joining 

with other partners in faith to consider how we might celebrate the holiday season staying 

true to our deepest values. They are asking how faith might help to tune out the noise 

about Christmas and tune in to what matters most. For us, our question might not be 

Reverend Billy’s question “What would Jesus buy?” but then again, it might. 

 

I believe we begin to answer these questions first by getting clear about why we celebrate 

before the how. As Unitarian Universalists, we remember the Christmas story of Jesus’ 

birth into the world as teacher, peacemaker and justice-seeker. We celebrate the sense of 

wonder, possibility and potential inherent in every human life. 

 

Of course, not every member and friend of All Souls church celebrates Christmas. As I 

get to know this congregation as your Interim Director of Religious Education I notice 

you love celebrating Christmas as a community. The Christmas pageant is one of the 

most beloved traditions of the year, involving the entire religious education program. The 

music, message and majesty of Christmas show All Souls at its best and brightest: a 

luminous, loving community of faith. 

 

This morning marks the first of four Sundays in the Christian season of Advent, a time of 

preparation for the birth of Jesus. It is traditionally a period of quiet reflection before the 
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celebration, of considering the themes of waiting, watching and paying attention for the 

unexpected presence of the holy. Matthew 24: 42 reads: “Keep awake therefore, for you 

do not know on what day your Lord is coming.” Romans 13:11 reads: “Now is the 

moment for you to wake from sleep.” 

 

How many of us have used or heard the metaphor of “sleepwalking” through the 

holidays? Might the disturbing stories we heard about Black Friday be wake-up call 

enough?  

 

Advent can be a time to consider what it would it mean to stay awake during the holiday 

season. When the city speeds up, we can slow down and enjoy the preparation before the 

celebration, to keep watch for the magic and stay out of the madness. Staying awake 

means creating space, so that we might notice those simple gifts that grace our lives: the 

gift of faith that keeps us connected to our deepest values and aspirations, the gift of hope 

that we can transform our world and ourselves and the gift of love that we share. 

 

As you prepare to bring home the holidays, I invite you to think about what you might 

need to be able give and receive these simple gifts. Perhaps it is about being mindful 

about the practice of gifting itself. Might you ask for or offer handmade gifts, or 

experiences that value time with loved ones over material goods? Might you find a way 

to consume more responsibly and intentionally? Are there ways to shop within your 

community to invest the economy of our city? Could you reflect on what you and your 

loved ones really need in your lives, offering gifts that are about need and not want?  

 

In the coming weeks, maybe you need an opportunity to serve to remember the simple 

gifts in your life. Could you take a moment to cultivate peace, serve a hot meal, reach out 

to your neighbor, or give back to your community? Could you use this time to cultivate 

your gifts to live more authentically?  

 

Every year, I sit with the Christmas story in my heart as a person of faith. I read the 

Advent texts to help ground me in why I celebrate, and listen carefully for what might be 
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revealed. I try to practice waiting, not on lines but for the mystery of the unknown to 

enter my life. I leave you with a powerful charge from a text for this Sunday.  From 

Romans 13, the text reads: “Owe no one anything, except to love one another; for the one 

who loves another has fulfilled the law.”  

 

What might it take for us to live as if the simple gift of love was truly all we owe one 

another? Behind the practices of Christmas: the festivities, the food and yes, even the 

shopping there is a story of a larger love that claims us and blesses us each year. It can 

wake us up, helping the promise of the Christmas story become a reality in our lives and 

in our world. May that gift of love- priceless- endless-eternal, be enough to sustain us 

through the coming season. May this be our Advent promise and our prayer. Amen.  

 


