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1And all the people gathered as one man into the square before the Water Gate. 
And they told Ezra the scribe to bring the Book of the Law of Moses that the 
LORD had commanded Israel. 2So Ezra the priest brought the Law before the 
assembly, both men and women and all who could understand what they heard, on 
the first day of the seventh month. 3And he read from it facing the square before 
the Water Gate from early morning until midday, in the presence of the men and 
the women and those who could understand.  And the ears of all the people were 
attentive to the Book of the Law.

7Also Jeshua, Bani, Sherebiah, Jamin, Akkub, Shabbethai, Hodiah, Maaseiah, Kelita, 
Azariah, Jozabad, Hanan, Pelaiah, the Levites, helped the people to understand the 
Law, while the people remained in their places. 8They read from the book, from 
the Law of God, clearly, and they gave the sense, so that the people understood 
the reading.

9And Nehemiah, who was the governor, and Ezra the priest and scribe, and the 
Levites who taught the people said to all the people, "This day is holy to the 
LORD your God; do not mourn or weep." For all the people wept as they heard 
the words of the Law. 10Then he said to them, "Go your way. Eat the fat and drink 
sweet wine and send portions to anyone who has nothing ready, for this day is 
holy to our Lord. And do not be grieved, for the joy of the LORD is your 
strength." 11So the Levites calmed all the people, saying, "Be quiet, for this day is 
holy; do not be grieved." 12And all the people went their way to eat and drink and 
to send portions and to make great rejoicing, because they had understood the 
words that were declared to them.

“Go and enjoy choice food and sweet drinks… This day is sacred… Do not grieve…” 

Nehemiah is talking about Christmas!  If we didn’t know better, we’d say Nehemiah was talking 
about Christmas.  Christmas is a time when people eat choice food: smoked salmon, smoked ham, 
and smoked credit credit cards from making all those trips to the store.  Christmas is a time when 
people drink sweet drinks: cups of hot cocoa, mugs of mulled cider or cold eggnog, and bowls full 
of jelly from drinking all of that stuff.  And Christmas is sacred to many as a day to not grieve.  
When we’re supposed to have the Christmas spirit.

So, it does sound as if Nehemiah was writing about Christmas, even though Nehemiah lived 450 
years before the first Christmas and long before the establishment of today’s Christmas customs.  
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Well, it may sound like he was writing about Christmas, but he was actually writing about the Feast 
of Trumpets.  An annual Israelite festival, which later became Rosh Hashanah, the Jewish New Year.  
The Feast of Trumpets was a celebration mandated by God.  In Numbers 29,  “1 the Lord says, 
“On the first day of the seventh month hold a sacred assembly and do no regular work. It is a day 
for you to sound the trumpets.”

It was a sacred day of required rejoicing.  No grieving permitted. “Do not grieve,” Nehemiah said.

The Feast of Trumpets is beginning to sound a lot like Christmas.  A day of required rejoicing when 
you have to be reminded not to grieve.  Because there is no other holiday that can bring out 
feelings of sadness like Christmas can.  With the sensory overload of this holiday come a number 
of things that can trigger sadness: a particular Christmas carol, the smell of a certain food or the 
scent of pine, or a treasured Christmas ornament.  Any of those things can suddenly bring back a 
memory and with that memory a sense of loss or loneliness.  Add to that the unrealistic 
expectations of the season.  Mix in a little exhaustion.  And the holidays can become hollow days.

I suppose it comes down to the question of what sort of days the holidays should be.  Which 
reminds me of a story. 

A woman was doing some last-minute Christmas shopping.  The mall was crowded, and she was 
getting tired.   Tired of walking.  Tired of standing in check-out lines.  Tired of trying to find the 
right gift.  Tired of discovering that the perfect gift was already sold out.  

She carried a big, heavily laden shopping bag in each hand as she walked up to the elevator doors. 
When the doors opened the elevator was packed.  But the folks inside closed ranks to allow a 
space for her and her load.  As the doors of the elevator closed she mumbled to herself a little 
louder than she had intended, “ Whoever is responsible for this whole Christmas thing ought to be 
arrested, strung up, and shot.”  From the back of the elevator came a voice, “Don’t worry.  They 
already crucified Him.” 

That story not only reminds us what sort of the days the holidays ought to be.  It puts a smile on 
our faces.  Why?  Because we are reminded of who the holidays are about, the One who not only 
calls us to rejoice in the Lord at Christmas but enables us to rejoice in the Lord always.  Because 
He was crucified for us.  Nehemiah even provides us with a reminder of Jesus in this same passage 
where he says, “Do not grieve.”  The whole verse says, “Do not grieve, for the joy of the Lord is 
your strength.”  The joy of the Lord?  What’s that?  What gives the Lord joy?  

His Chosen One, His Servant in whom He delights, the beloved Son with whom He is well 
pleased.  Jesus is the joy of the Lord.  And the joy of the Lord is your strength. 

Think I’m stretching Nehemiah’s words a bit?  They were celebrating the Feast of Trumpets.  The 
sound of the trumpet, of the shofar, had long been a reminder to Israel of the coming Messiah.  The 
sound of the final trumpet, Paul reminds us, will usher in our Messiah’s return and the Feast of the 
Trumpet.  The Wedding Feast that will have no end.  The promise of that gives us joy at Christmas 
and every day.  

Rejoicing by inviting others to join us for worship this Christmas.  Rejoicing by singing the 
Christmas carols.  Rejoicing by speaking up from the back of the elevator.  Rejoicing as we are 
reminded of what is at the heart of this season.  Rejoicing as we are reminded of who is 
responsible for this whole Christmas thing.  
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