Christmas Sermon 2024
It has been my tradition to share a Christmas message through the lens of Christmas stories we’ve all come to know and love.  This year I am using a true story that is taking place right now, thanks to a parishioner who put me on to it.  I am calling this story the “Miracle of the Tree.”  It is a story of incarnation in which life and love mix with loss and redemption.
The story takes place in the little town of West Stockbridge Massachusetts… a town with of just under 1500 residents.  It begins in 1966 with a young newlywed couple, Earl, and Leslie Albert.  They were married in 1966 and lived in the oldest house in West Stockbridge that dates to the 1700s.  In 1967 they planted a Norway Spruce in their front yard that was about waist high.   The tree was a symbol of the beginning in marriage and their life in this community.  The house was located on a corner in the village and every year they decorated it for Christmas.  They kept this up until they could no longer reach the top as the tree grew and grew.  It was a tree that the children played around and was a feature at Christmas in the village.  Leslie also would decorate the tree for the 4th of July as well every year.  You see Leslie in particular loved Christmas and the Fourth of July and the tree became a symbol not only for their family but the entire community.  Fifty-seven years later the waist high tree was now 74 feet tall.
Then in 2020 COVID hit us all and illness came directly to the home of Earl and Leslie.  The news of this amazing tree reached the ears of Erik Pauze who is the head gardener for Rockefeller Center, and it is his job to find a tree… years in advance and figure out how to transport it to New York City.  Erik thought the Albert tree would be the perfect centerpiece to a Rockefeller Christmas.  
He knocked on the Albert’s door back in 2020 to inquire about this amazing tree. What Erik did not know was that Lesley had just died just 2 days earlier in hospice. “I knocked on the door and met Earl Albert. I asked if he would someday consider donating the Tree to Rockefeller Center. His answer was immediately yes,”
“This is definitely her handiwork,” Leslie’s daughter-in-law Shawn Albert said referring to Leslie. Earl Albert took it as a sign from Leslie, according to the family.  Earl said donating their tree to Rockefeller Center was “probably one of the greatest honors” of his life. He said Leslie would be “thrilled.”
The family could not have a funeral for Leslie because of the pandemic, so when the tree was cut down for use this year in Rockefeller Center, the Alberts had a celebration and even carolers.  “To me, this is like her gathering that we finally get to have and we finally get to honor her,” Shawn Albert said.
The tree features 50,000 multi-colored lights and a Swarovski star crown.
“Honestly, it’s a tribute to my mom,” the couple’s son, Michael Albert said “Let it go to New York City and let the world see it.”
	The family planned on gathering for the tree lighting on December 4 in Rockefeller Center.  Michael noted that attending the tree lighting ceremony was going to be very special for his father because he'll be thinking about Leslie and "how much she enjoyed trees" and Christmastime.  
Sadly, Earl was unable to attend the tree lighting with his family because he had a stroke on November 7, ironically the same day that the crew from Rockefeller to take the tree to NYC.
"He's doing OK," Earl Albert's daughter-in-law, Shawn, said of Earl’s health. "He's at Sunnyview Rehab so he's working towards strength and wellness."  In an interview with NBC’s Joe Fryer that aired on TODAY Dec. 5, Shawn Albert explained “he's still got some medical hurdles to get over."
However, instead of attending the event in person, Earl Albert watched the event on TV. Shawn noted while on TODAY that Earl Albert had a “little watch party” in his room when he was watching the official tree lighting ceremony. "He had his room decked out. He had his Santa hat on and my son FaceTimed with him, so he was able to sort of be here," she said. He has also felt support from afar thanks to “thousands” of holiday get-well letters from fans.
Shawn's husband and Earl's son, Michael, added that going to the tree lighting ceremony in person was an unforgettable experience.  "It was an overwhelming emotion of joy. It was a tribute to my mother's life. Just the giving back and the loving nature of her. It was like our way to kind of give to the world. It's awesome," he said.
	This tree that was a symbol of a new beginning for a young couple starting out their life.  This tree that meant so much to their family.  A tree that became a landmark in the community of West Stockbridge, is right now the most famous Christmas tree in the nation if not in the world.  
	This tree became a symbol of new life and meaning coming out of what was a deep sadness and loss of the matriarch of the family in 2020.   
As we heard earlier this month in the call of John the Baptist, the gospel writer Luke set the story in a particular time and a particular place.  In our Christmas gospel Luke sets the story of Christ’s birth in a particular time and place.  We heard, “In those days a decree went out from Emperor Augustus that all the world should be registered. This was the first registration and was taken while Quirinius was governor of Syria.”  The story of the birth of Jesus was a real flesh and bone story rooted in history.  It is the foundational story of our faith, that “the Word became flesh and dwelt among us.”  God is enfleshed in the person of Jesus Christ and became one of us to show us that this life right here… right now matters.  In grounding the very story of God in human history… we are taught… the way God communicates with God’s people is through the flesh and blood living each of us does every single day.  The story of Christmas teaches us that our lives matter, that what we do with our lives matters.  Christmas teaches us that the entire human experience is blessed beyond measure.  The story of the actual birth of the Son of God over 2000 years ago, was NOT to imply everything in life is easy.  Rather this child taught all of life is blessed and holy, the joy, the pain the loss all of it is sacred and can be redemptive even in times of great loss.
In the midst of enormous pain and loss for the Albert family with the death of Leslie came transformation through the tree that was so central to the life of their life in West Stockbridge, MA… redemption comes to us in the flesh and bone reality of our lives even at times of great loss.  
I believe the story of the Albert family is particularly important since it is one of that took place during COVID.  A story of a death during COVID that ended with resurrection of new life and possibility for a family.  
I think that while many of us look at COVID in the rearview mirror, we have not fully processed this experience as a society and as a world.  We are still wrestling with the scars of that experience.  For many who have lost loved ones during those years that pain of loss may still be very real and raw.  Yet, in this one story… we see how God entered the life of the Alberts and gave them meaning to help them see the beauty of God’s presence that is woven into loss.
This is the message of Christmas.  God enters our story and remains faithful with us no matter what we experience in life.  Even in our darkest moment God finds a way to enter in. And more often that not it is through the flesh and bone reality of sending someone to bring that grace and love when we need it most.  Merry Christmas.
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