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THE REAL MEANING 
A Sermon by the Rev. Dr. Arthur M. Suggs 

Preached on the Fourth Sunday of Advent, December 20, 2015 

 

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen. 

Birth of Jesus Calls for a New Mode of Life 

Jesus was born into an empire of enor- 

mous proportions.  It spanned western 

Europe down into the heart of Africa,  

over hundreds of miles east of Israel, and  

well up into Turkey.  It is estimated that 

approximately one in four people on the 

planet lived in the Roman Empire at that 

time.  It was a huge institution with a match-

ing bureaucracy.  There was a sophisticated 

methodology in place for governmental 

functions, the most important of which were 

tax collection and keeping subdued peoples 

under wraps.   

The birth of Jesus, however, at least the  

way I think the message was meant to be told, 

was an entirely different story compared with 

the power of Rome and the ways of the day.  

The birth of Jesus called people to a new 

mode of life in which the traditional human 

and religious values were overturned.  

Instead of retaliation in kind for those who 

mistreated others, they were supposed to love 

their enemies, to give generously to those 

who beg and even to those who steal — 

acting in love toward all other humans as they 

themselves would like to be treated and 

loved.   

The story of this birth and the subsequent life 

of Jesus could easily have been the very first 

recorded call for a transformation of human 

consciousness about how to live in the world 

in peace and with goodwill.  It was a call to 

transformation — a call for a new framework 

to work out a new way of being, a new 

paradigm, as it might be called.  The analogy 

used for this new way for two millennia now 

is metamorphosis; the tadpole morphs into 

the frog, and the caterpillar morphs into the 

butterfly.   

We say that something has morphed into 

something else.  To morph is to change your 

shape, how you look, and to change the shape 

of species.  These forms of life — the frog 

compared to the tadpole, the butterfly 

compared to the caterpillar — are so different 

that if we didn’t know otherwise, we would 

think it impossible for the butterfly to emerge 

from what we know to be its beginning, a 

worm.   

Metanoia:  A Transformation of the Mind 

Metanoia, a word similar to metamorpho- 

sis, uses the same prefix.  “Meta” means a 

number of things in Greek, but its primary 

meaning is “beyond.”  And so “metamor-

phosis” is to assume a shape that is beyond 

what it was — the butterfly compared to the 

worm.   

The “noia” in metanoia means “mind.”  So to 

change your mind, to go beyond your mind 

describes transcending a previous mindset 

and opening a very different worldview, a 

new way of perceiving the world, a new way 

of thinking about how to deal with issues we 

face.  It is a transformation of thought on the 

order of metamorphosis.   
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“Time Fulfilled and God Near”:  Metanoia 

A simple verse in Mark 1:15 says this:  “The 

time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has 

come near; repent, and believe in the good 

news.”   

Let me unpack this for you.  One of the oldest 

clocks used in ancient times resulted from a 

very slow but steady flow of water into a 

large container.  When the container was 

filled, it was emptied and then marked.  A 

period of time had passed.  This is the origin 

of the clause, “The time is fulfilled.”   

In the following clause, “The kingdom has 

come near,” the original behind that is the 

term “at hand,” meaning that you don’t have 

to get up to reach it.  It’s like when you’re 

sitting reading the paper and you’ve got your 

cup of coffee right there beside you, your cup 

of coffee is at hand.  You don’t have to get up 

to get it.  It’s right there.   

And so this sentence, “The time is fulfilled, 

the kingdom of God is near” is an example of 

metanoia.  “Repent,” on the other hand, is not 

wrong, but it’s anemic.  It doesn’t really 

portray what metanoia is about, the trans-

formation of the way in which we think in  

our world.  But to repent and to believe in the 

good news?  To paraphrase, the time of 

waiting, even the time of groaning, is now 

complete.   

That time has also been referred to as the time 

just up to but not including childbirth.  God’s 

rule, not just Ceasar’s rule, is accessible to us 

all.  Now we need to shift out of our ways of 

thinking and acting shaped by the culture of 

the Roman empire.  We need, rather, to 

believe that the good news is for all and that 

we can live into this new shape, this new 

paradigm.  We can have already at hand what 

we wish to see happen.   

Okay.  That’s the theory.  There’s a whole 

bunch of theology right there.  Good old 

Christmas incarnational theology.  Now let 

me make it practical.  Let me give you a 

couple of examples.   

My All-Time Favorite Christmas Movies 

I’m going to give you one of my favorite 

examples of all time, at least for me 

personally.  I love Christmas movies.  There 

are at least a hundred of them.  The only 

irritation I have with Christmas movies 

comes upon me as a result of reading the 

reviews.   

Virtually every review of every Christmas 

movie says it gets to the heart of the 

Christmas story.  It tells you the true mean-

ing of Christmas.  It gives you a real sense  

of what Christmas is all about, and it’s B.S.  

I’m sorry, but “Santa Clause 3” doesn’t really 

get to the heart of Christmas.  Neither does 

“Home Alone 2.”   

But some of them do.  “A Christmas Carol” 

with Scrooge, 1951.  “Miracle on 34th Street,” 

1947.  I watched it one and a half times 

yesterday.  (There was also football.)  “The 

Polar Express,” a relatively modern movie, 

does a superb job.   

Number 2:  A Christmas Story 

Now we’re getting into the really short list.  

My number 2 on it is from 1983, “A 

Christmas Story” with Ralphie.  The number 

of things that movie has brought into our 

culture is just amazing.  We have his little 

brother so bundled up that when he falls  

over he can’t get up.  Do you remember that 

scene?  I really sort of cringe to think how 

many kids don’t believe that if you touch 

your tongue to a metal flagpole, it really  

will stick.  A lot of kids need to test that on 

their own.   
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A number of people go out to have Chinese 

food for Christmas nowadays, with all the 

waiters coming out singing “Fa, ra, ra, ra, ra.  

Ra, ra, ra, ra.”  And of course there’s the 

malevolent Santa.  You know some Santas 

are sort of creepy, going “Ho!  Ho!  Ho!” in 

a guttural voice at some poor little kid.   

Then there’s the lamp in the shape of a 

woman’s leg, and the husband in that movie 

introduced into our culture the adjective 

“indescribably beautiful!” while his poor 

wife looked upon this lamp with disgust and 

revulsion.  And of course, you have the BB 

gun.  An official Red Ryder carbine-action, 

200-shot, range-model air rifle, but you may 

have to be careful, kid, because you might 

shoot your eye out.   

Number 1:  It’s a Wonderful Life 

But number one is the one I want to hone in 

on, “It’s a Wonderful Life” with Jimmy 

Stewart, released in 1946.  Stewart plays 

George Bailey, who has spent his entire life 

giving up himself to the people of Bedford 

Falls, really sort of a variation on Glen Falls.  

He has always longed to travel but never had 

the opportunity because he had to hang 

around in order to prevent rich skinflint 

Mister Potter from taking over the entire 

town.  All that prevents Potter from doing so 

is George’s modest building-and-loan busi-

ness, which was founded by his generous 

father.   

But on Christmas Eve, Bailey’s incompetent 

Uncle Billy loses a large amount of money 

that was supposed to have been deposited in 

the business, an eight-thousand-dollar pay-

ment.  Potter finds the misplaced money and 

hides it from Billy, and when the state bank 

examiner discovers the shortage later that 

night, George realizes that he will be held 

responsible and sent to jail.  The company 

will collapse, finally allowing Potter to take 

over the entire town.  So thinking about his 

wife and his kids and all the others he loves, 

George realizes that actually he would be 

better off dead, and he contemplates suicide.   

But the prayers of his loved ones are heard, 

and they result in God sending a gentle angel 

named Clarence, equally as incompetent as 

Uncle Billy, to come to earth to help George 

with the promise of earning his wings.  He 

shows George what things would have been 

like if he had never been born, and we see a 

nightmarish version in which the Potter-

controlled town sinks into despair and sins of 

all kinds.  Those George loves are either dead 

or ruined or miserable, and he realizes that he 

has touched many lives in a positive way and 

that his life truly has been wonderful.   

Well, believe it or not, the entire script of the 

movie is available on line, including the stage 

directions, and so there are three conver-

sations I would like to read to give you a 

feeling for metanoia, for that transformation 

of our consciousness.   

“Just a Minute, Mister Potter” 

The first scene is one of the first encounters 

between George and Mister Potter.  Things 

haven’t gotten really bad yet, but they’re sort 

of bad.  George is talking to Mister Potter:   

“Just a minute, just a minute.  Now hold 

on, Mister Potter, you’re right when you 

say my father was no businessman.   

I know that.  Why he ever started  

this cheap penny-ante building-and- 

loan business I’ll never know.  But 

neither you nor anyone else can say 

anything against his character be- 

cause his whole life was — why, in the 

twenty-five years since he and his 

brother, Uncle Billy, started this thing,  

he never once thought of himself.  Isn’t 



4 
 

that right, Uncle Billy?  He didn’t save 

enough money to send Harry away to 

college, let alone me, but he did help a 

few people get out from under your 

thumbs, Mister Potter.  What’s wrong 

with that?   

“Why, you’re all businessmen here.  

Doesn’t that make them better citizens?  

Doesn’t that make them better custo-

mers?  You, what was that you said a 

minute ago?  They had to wait and save 

their money before they even thought of 

a decent home.  Wait?  Wait for what? 

Until their children are grown up and 

leave them?  Until they’re so old and 

broken down that they — Do you know 

how long it takes a working man to save 

five thousand dollars?   

“Just remember this Mister Potter, that 

this rabble you’re talking about, they do 

most of the working and paying and 

living and dying in this community.  

Well, is it too much to have them work 

and pay and live and die in a couple of 

decent rooms and a bath?  Anyway, my 

father didn’t think so.  People were 

human beings to him, but to you, a 

warped, frustrated old man, they’re 

cattle.  Well in my book, my father died 

a much richer man than you’ll ever be.”   

“Look at You, George” 

And so now the money has been lost.  And 

there’s another conversation between George 

and Mister Potter.  This time George has gone 

to see Mister Potter as the only person in 

town who can loan the building-and-loan 

bank the eight thousand dollars they need so 

they don’t go bankrupt.  And that’s the last 

thing Mister Potter is going to do.  He is 

talking now:   

“Look at you.  You used to be so cocky.  

You were going to go out and conquer 

the world.  You once called me a warped, 

frustrated old man.  So what are you but 

a warped, frustrated young man?  A 

miserable little clerk, crawling in here on 

your hands and knees and begging for 

help.  No securities.  No stocks or bonds.  

Nothing but a little 500-dollar equity in  

a life-insurance policy.  You’re worth 

more dead than alive.   

“Why don’t you go to that riffraff you 

love so much and ask them to let you 

have eight thousand dollars?  You know 

why?  Because they’d run you out of 

town on a rail.  But I’ll tell you what I’m 

going to do for you, George.  Since the 

state examiner is still here, as a stock-

holder of the building-and-loan, I’m 

going to swear out a warrant for your 

arrest, misappropriation of funds, man-

ipulation, and malfeasance.” 

At which point George runs off into the night, 

and Mister Potter concludes:   

“All right, George, go ahead.  You can’t 

hide in a little town like this.”   

The Angel Clarence Kicks in 

So George runs over to the bridge in order  

to commit suicide.  And then the whole 

interlude in the movie is of Clarence kicking 

in and showing George what would have 

happened.  This changes Bailey’s mind, of 

course, and he goes back to the bank.  But by 

this time, the rumors had spread all around 

that the building-and-loan bank is about to be 

insolvent, going into bankruptcy  

And so now the scene is everybody pouring 

into the bank because there’s a run on it.  

Everybody wants to take out whatever money 

they have.   

Charlie says:   

“I’ll take mine now.”   

And George responds:   
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“No, but you, you’re thinking of this 

place all wrong, as if I had the money 

back in a safe.  The money’s not here.  

The money’s in Joe’s house.  Right next 

to yours.  And in the Kennedy house, 

Mrs. McAcklin’s house and a hundred 

others.  Why, you’re lending them the 

money to build, and then they’re going to 

pay it back to you as best they can.  Now 

what are you gonna do?  Foreclose on 

them?   

And Tom says:   

“I got two hundred and forty-two dollars 

in here, and two hundred and forty-two 

dollars isn’t gonna break anybody.”   

Then George says:   

“Okay, Tom, all right, here you are.  Just 

sign this, and you’ll get your money in 

sixty days.”   

Tom, surprised, questions George:    

“Sixty days?   

George answers:   

Well now, that’s what you agreed to 

when you bought your shares.”   

“Now Wait!  Now Listen to Me!” 

Now there’s commotion that goes on for a 

little bit.  And finally the word spreads that 

Mister Potter is going to give everybody  

fifty cents on the dollar, and so they can go 

over to his bank and get at least half their 

money.  So a few other people start for the 

door, and then George says:   

“Tom!  Randall!  Now wait!.  Now listen.  

Listen to me!  I beg of you not to do  

this thing!  If Potter gets ahold of this 

building-and-loan, there’ll never be 

another decent house built in this town.  

He’s already got charge of the bank.  

He’s got the bus line.  He’s got the de-

partment stores, and now he’s after us.  

Why won’t — It’s very simple.  Because 

we’re cuttin’ in on his business, that’s 

why.  And because he wants to keep you 

living under his thumbs and paying the 

kind of rent he decides.”   

The people are still trying to get out at this 

point, in the middle of this speech.  But some 

of them have paused and stood still and 

continued listening to George.  He has begun 

to make an impression on them.  George 

continues:   

“Joe, you lived in one of his houses, 

didn’t you?  Well, have you forgotten?  

Have you forgotten what he charged you 

for that broken-down shack?  Here, Ed, 

you know.  You remember last year when 

things weren’t going so well and you 

couldn’t make your payments?  You 

didn’t lose your house, did you?  Do you 

think Potter would have let you keep it?   

“Can’t you understand what’s happening 

here?  Don’t you see what’s happening?  

Potter isn’t selling.  Potter’s buying.  And 

why?  Because we’re panicky and he’s 

not.  That’s why.  He’s picking up some 

bargains.  Now we can get through this 

thing all right.  We’ve got to stick to-

gether though.  We’ve got to have faith 

in each other.”   

And then the way the scene continues is that 

they have two thousand dollars in cash, so 

they can’t do a run on the bank, but George 

begins to ask people after much more con-

versation, “How much can you get by with 

until the bank reopens?”  And finally 

somebody says, “I can get by with twenty 

dollars.”  And another says, “Twenty dol-

lars,” and a third says, “Twenty dollars,” and 

a fourth says, “Actually I just need seventeen 

fifty,” and he gives her a kiss, and that’s the 

end of the scene.   

Three Bells; Swing the Incense 

But you know how Catholics and Episco-

palians ring the three bells and have the 

incense going right at the moment when the 
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bread turns into the body of Christ?  We’ve 

all been at those kinds of services before.  

Here’s the moment.  Here’s the moment that 

ought to have three little bells.  It’s in the 

stage instructions.   

In the middle of George’s speech, the people 

are still trying to get out, but some of them 

have stood still, listening to him.  George has 

begun to make an impression on them.  That, 

my friends, is the moment, the moment of 

transformation, the moment of metanoia, the 

moment when they began to think differently 

and realize, as he says at the end of his 

speech:   

“We’ve got to stick together, though.  We’ve 

got to have faith in each other.”  Three bells.  

Swing the incense.  It’s a holy moment.  And 

it’s what saved that town.  It’s what saved 

those people.  Very simply I offer that movie 

as an example of our culture.  

Now pretend for a moment that you are a 

literature professor, and you’re looking at this 

movie and you’ve got Mister Potter repre-

senting all that’s evil in the world, and you’ve 

got George Bailey representing all that’s 

good in the world, and so forth.  And we’ve 

got these archetypes.  It’s pretty clear.  They 

don’t even need to wear a black hat and  

a white hat.  You can tell who’s good and 

who’s bad.   

Incumbent on All of Us:  Metanoia 

Our issue is that there’s some Mister Potter in 

each of us, and there’s some George Bailey 

in each of us.  And there’s an incompetent, 

stupid Uncle Billy in each of us.  And there’s 

Clarence the angel in each of us.   

And therefore it’s incumbent upon us all to 

change our minds.  Expand.  Metanoia. Go 

beyond our classic way of thinking.   

Amen. 


