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TEXT: "Rejoice in the Lord always; and again I say 
rejoice." 

(Philipp'ians 4: 4) 

INTRODUCTION I read somewhere recently about a church in this country that 
held a Christmas pageant for h7 consecutive years using the 

same director. And perfection was her goal - nothing less. 

For h7 years the church's pageant ran like clockwork. Perfect lines, 
perfect pacing, perfect music, perfect costumes. Then one year something even 
better happened. 'For, you see, the d.irector's commitment to perfection was 
greater than her commitment to the children. Her reasoning went this way, 

t•When there are too many youngsters, there is no control." 

Now this particular year this rigid policy was changed by the Education Committee 
of the Church ( wb ich included three mothers of last year's "rejected" Marys, 
Josephs, shepherds and Wise Men). They managed to pass a resolution that, 

"All chlldren who wish to be in the Christmas 
pageant may do so. Parts will be found for 
them." 

Thts was more than the "long-time" director could handle and so she resigned in 
a bit of a huff and with disgust and the minister nervous~ accepted her 
resignation. All wondered what would happen ••• 

DEVELOPr1ENT But there's more to this story. The pageant that year didn't 
fall .flat with the resignation of the long-t.ime director, but 

it was different. This time no one was left out. There must have been a dozen 
sheep and 20 angels - a real heavenly host. Coming from farms, the boys and 
girls in sheep costumes knew that sheep wander. _And they did just that. All 
over the Church. 

And then }!ary and Joseph entered. Mary was clutching a doll wrapped in 
a blue blanket with Joseph walking solemnly beside her. The narrator was 
supposed to read the Biblical story that Joseph r.rent to Bethlehem, "to be 
taxed with Ma.ry his espoused wife ••• being great with child." 

One of the young mothers was concerned that the children could not really 
understand the King James Version about }fary being great with child, so she 
st<litched to the Good news translation of the Bible. And so, as Mary and Joseph 
entered, the narrator read, 

trJoseph ;-rent to register with Hary, who was 
promised in marriage to him. She was pregnant." 

As the last word echoed through the PA system, little Joseph stood there ••• 
frozen in his tracks. He gave Mary a puzzled look# then looked out at the con• 
gregation and said, "Pregnant? ;~at do you mean - pregnant?" 
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Needless to say, this brought the house dorm. The pastor's wife, wiping 
tears from her eyes, said, 

"You know that may very Tf-rell be what Joseph actually said". 

Well, the former director had a look of "I told you so" in her eyes. And 
when Silent~ijight was sung, a couple of magical things happened. First, the 
sheep bleated their way down a aide aisle and sat all around the former director 
who had excludftd them from earlier pageants. Second, Bn0"4' began to fall, and 
the entire church became very quiet. It wasn't planned but no one stirred for 
some time - including the sheep. Then, ~Unnie r1cDonnell, hard of hearing 
and always speaking too loudly, broke the magical spell when she whispered to 
her husband in a voice that could be heard all over the church, "perfect ••• 
just perfect." 

"And it was~ Oh, it wasn't perfect in the way that the 
previous pageants t.rere perfect. It was perfect in the way 
that God makes things perfect, the way He accepts our 
fumbling attempts at love and fa.irness and covers them with 
His grace." 

l·lhat a beautiful story •••• a beautiful Christ:ma.s story. ilhHt a lovely'
thought. Christmas is better than perfect. As I read this, I thought of that 
recent year when we had Four \fisemen iJalking down the aisle in our pageant. ** 
PERFECTION Have you ever known anyone who was a perfectionist? They can 

be so hard to live with. I've been accused at times of being 
one and I suppose I'm hard to live with. I like to have things "perfect" in 
the Church, feeling that there's just too much mediocrity ••• sloppy ways of 
petng the Lord's work. Yes, we perfectionists can be a real pa1n1 

In the British Museum in London rests the final draft of Thomas Gray's 
masterpiece 1 "Elegy Written in a Country Churchyard". Lovers of English 
literature have often marveled how every word seems so carefully chosen. I •ve 
heard it said that Gray wasn't satisfied with his first draft, so he rewrote it. 
'l'hen he improved the poem a third time. Somewhere in my memory I recall once 
hearing that he continued to rewrite it for eight years and yet with all that 
persistent polishing, Gray never considered hie poem complete. In the museum 
display we can see each successive copy carefully penned by hand - all 75 drafts: 

Yes, a bit of a perfectionist ••• many people of genius are, so don't feel 
ba.d if you feel you've been touched with gentus and are a perfect.ionist. How
ever there are other perfectionists who would never begin such a poem in the 
first place because they know it could never be as perfect as they would want 
it to be. 

Perfectionists, I've read, are people who strain toward impossible goals 
and are apt to measure their self-worth by their achievements. As a result, 
according to Dr. David Burns, they're t.erri.fied by the prospect of failure. 
They feel driven and at the sarne time they feel unrewarded by their accomplish
ments. They're apt to be most unhappy people. 

Sadly, some people confuse such compulsiveness -vdth Christianity. They 
take the words of Jesus in Matthew Five that we are to "be perfect even as our 
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Heavenly Father is perfect!' to mean that we are to be without a flaw. They 
forget that if it were possible for us to be flawless, Jesus would never have 
needed to go to the Crose. I :tbirlk -it i a heresy to expect such perfection in 
this world. Jesus doubtless meant that we are to be perfect in our love even 
as God's very nature is love. 

As the bumper sticker puts it, "Christians are not perfect ••• only for
given". To me this comes as close to being t•on target" as any bumper sticker 
I can think of. Christians are not perfect - not even the best of us. But we 
are and can be forgiven. And this is why the Christ Child came into our world. 
Christmas is better than perfect. The Christ Child would have no reason to 
come into a perfect world! 

CONSIDER HIS BIRTH Consider His birth. Really, it wasn 1 t exactzy the 
kind of birth we would have planned for tho King of Kings. 

There was an interesting article in ~!onex- magazine last year. Some of you 
may recall it. Monex magazine ranked the area around Bethlehem, Pennsylvania, 
dead .last among 300 places stu•veyed in the USA in which to live. Let me read 
some quotes from the article and follow-up ••• boping there's no one here from 
Bethlehem, Pennsylvania. 

"Gee ••• it never seemed so bad to rne" remarked Diane Abeles, 
pausing at a local fair ••• *'! grew up there". "Huh" remarked 
Mayor Joseph Daddona of Allentown which is also part of the 
region that Money panned. ''Lee Iacocca' s mother still lives 
here ••• you think Lee Iacocca would let his mother stay in a 
town that r"rasn 't fit to live in?" 

"I don't know too many people here who would rather live in 
Philade lphi or New 'York" said Dick Strain, head of the 
Bethlehem Chamber of Commerce ••• referring to the cities 
that finished in 140th and 28th places, respectively.n 

"What a remarkable coincidence" editorialized the Bethlehem 
Globe - Times newspaper. "At the same time ••• we were con
cluding that Monez was'\.the worst magazine in the nation1il 

The financial magazine decided that the Allentotm / Bethlehem metropolitan 
area deserved last place primarily because ileconomic uncertainties outweighed 
other ad vantages. n 

If Bethlehem, Pennsylvania, rated 300th, I would hate to think ·~here 
Bethlehem of Judea would rank in Money's listing. If you and I were to rank 
the perfect places for the King of Rings to be born, I doubt very much that 
Bethlehem would even make the list. noh, little town of Bethlehem11 ;..re love 
to sing and Bethlehem was a little town. It had a rich tradition, but still, 
it was far removed from the centers of influence and pOW"er in the world of its 
day. There was very little to recommend Bethlehem for the birthplace of the 
Messiah. 

However, it was more than perfect for God. God seems to have a different 
standard for perfection than we have. Bethlehem was the "home town" of God 'a 
servant Da.vid ••• who was far from a perfect man as we measure men. Yet, be was 
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called a man after God's own heart. God must be looking for something more 
than what we call perfection. And that's the whole point of this Christmas 
story. Christmas is not about perfection. Those of us with perfectionist 
tendencies need to remember this. 

Those of you who have tried to keep a "perfect house" when a baby is in 
residence there know what I'm talking about. No - when there is a baby in the 
house we forget about perfection ••• and we think about love. To me, that's what 
Christmas is about1 

Harry Reasoner of TV's Sixtt Minutes died a few months back. I always 
liked him and I one time clipped something he wrote about Christmas and put 
it in my sermon notebook. It was written for that program. I think he also 
believed that there was sorn.ething about Christmas that. goes bey'Ond perfection -
even beyond logic. His words are worth sharing as we continue preparing our
selves to celebrate Christ's coming into our world. 

"The basis for this tremendous burst of bqying things 
and gift-giving and parties and near hysteria is a 
quiet event that Chr.tstlans believe actually happened 
a long time ago. You can say that in all societies 
there has always been a midwinter festival, and that 
many of the trappings of our Christmas are almost 
violently pagan, but you come beck to the central 
fact of the day ••• the birth of God on earth •• •" 

''I~ leaves you only three ways of accepting Christmas. 
One is cynically, as a time to make money or endorse the 
making of it. One is graciously, the appropriate 
attitude for non-Christians, who wish their fellow 
citizens all the joy their belie.fs entitle them. And the 
third, of course, is reverently. If this is the 
anniversary of the appearance of the Lord of the universe 
in the form of a helpless babe - it is a very important 
day. It's a startling idea, of course ••• the whole story 
that a virgin was selected by God to bear IUs Son as a 
way of showing His love and concern for man. It's my 
guess that, in spite of all the lip service given to it, 
it is not an idea that has been popular with theologians." 

"It is sorne•lhat an illogical idea, and theologians like 
logic almost as much as they like God. It's so revolutionary 
an idea that it probably could only have come from a God 
that is beyond logic, and beyond theology. It has a 
magnificent appeal. Almost nobody has seen God, and almost 
nobody has any real idea of what He is like, and the truth 
is that among men the idea of se~ing God suddenly', and 
standing in a very bright light, is not necessarlly a 
completely comforting and appealing idea. But everyone 
has seen babies, and most people like them. I.f God wanted 
to be loved as well as feared, He moved correctly here, 
for a baby growing up learns all about people. If God 
wanted to be intimately a part of man He moved correctly, 
for the experience of birth and familyhood is our most 
intiw&te and precious experience." 
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"So it comes beyond logic. It is either a falsehood or 
it is the truest thing in the world. It's the story 
of the great innocence of God the baby. God in the 
person of man has such a dramatic shock toward the 
heart, that, if it is not true, for Christians - nothing 
is true. 

So, if a Christian is touched only once a year, the 
t~~ching is still worth it. And maybe on some given 
Christmas, some final quiet ro1orning1 the touch will take". 

Maybe this Christmas will take on someone ••• and touch someone in a real 
and dramatic way ••• someone in this congregation. !Jiaybe you won't have a 
perfect Christmas. .~..a.ybe it will be far better than that. Haybe you will 
see right to the heart of this sacred and divine event ••• to the God who comes 
seeking not perfection, but seeking love - seeking your love. 

PRAYER In the warmth and hush of these moments in this sanctuary, 
0 God, we seek Your presence. \irestle with each of us in the 

troubled places of our lives. Forgive us for our sins and shortcanings. 
I~t your perfect love come in to our hearts ••• making them new, clean and 
bright. Touch us - each of us in these manents ... w.ith that love that will 
never let us go nor let us dmm. In the spirit of the Christ Child we pray. 
Amen. 



THE SUNDAY SCHOOL 
OF 

PARK AVENUE METHODIST CHURCH 
PRESENTS 

NATIVITY PAGEANT 1991 

Luke 2:1-7 

"0 Little Town of Bethlehem" 230* 

Luke 2:8-12, 15 

"The First Noel" 245 * 

Matthew 2:1-11 

"We Three Kings" 254 * 

Luke 2:13, 14 

"Angels We Have Heard On High" 238 * 

A Song by the Children: 
"The Friendly Beasts" 

"Joy to the World" 246* 

*The audience is invited to join in singing 
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ANTHEM: "O Saviour Sweet" 

"0 Saviour sweet, 0 Saviour kind, Thy 
Father's will has all Thy mind, from heaven 
Thou hast vouch-safed to come, with men, as 
man, to make Thy home, 0 Saviour sweet, 0 
Saviour kind. 

0 Saviour sweet, 0 Saviour kind, the way 
to. please Thee we would find, what - e'er we 
have, it comes of Thee, 0 let us ever near 
Thee be, 0 Saviour sweet, 0 Saviour kind. 

Thee with tender care I'll cherish, live 
to Thee, die to Thee, thus I shall not perish, 
but with Thee abide for ever, joyfully, peace
fully where life endeth never". 

ANTHEM: "Rejoice In the Lord" 

"Rejoice in the Lord alway, and again 
I say, rejoice. Let your softness be known 
unto all men, the Lord is e'en at hand. Be 
careful for nothing: but in all prayer and 
supplication let your petitions be manifest 
unto God with giving of thanks. And the 
peace of God, which passeth all understanding 
keep your hearts and minds through Christ 
Jesu. Amen". 

ORGAN POSTLUDE 

The organ postlude - a final offering 
of our praise to God - is played after the 
Benediction. Time permitting, we invite 
you to share in the beauty of it. 

FOR THOSE WHO SING 

New members are always welcome to audi
tion to sing in the Choir. Rehearsals are 
held Sunday mornings at 9:30 in the downstairs 
Choir Room. 

THE ADVENT WREATH 

The advent wreath with its four red 
candles is one of the traditions of the 
Christmas Season. Our Advent Wreath - made 
possible through the kindness of one of our 
members - is on the third chancel step. 

Today, on the Third Sunday of Advent, 
we light the third candle - the Candle of 
Joy. Today's candle lighters are Bernice 
and Audrey Kotey and Geoffrey (J.J.) Breksa. 

CHRISTMAS FLOWERS AND DECORATIONS 

Those wishing to give to the fund for 
Christmas flowers are invited to use the 
envelope in the pew. 

"HOUNDS OF HEAVEN" 

The "Hounds of Heaven" will meet on 
Tuesday evening at 6:30 in Fellowship Hall. 
Lynn Clarke is leading the class in the 
study of "Your God Is Too Small" by J. B. 
Phillips. New friends are most welcome. 

ALDERSGATE CLASS 

The Aldersgate Class meets on Wednesday 
evening at 7:30 pm in Brenda and Duane 
Thompson's apartment. (309 East 87th St.,#5J) 
All are most welcome to join for the ·study 
and discussion of the Ten Commandments. 

PICK UP YOUR COPY 

Be sure to pick up your copy of the 
December issue of our monthly news sheet 
"A Word In Edgeways" Copie are by the door 
in the narthex as well as on the table in 
t R se 1 R o • 



PLEDGE CARDS STILL BEING RECEIVED 

The 1992 Financial Canvass continues. 
Pledge cards are still being received in 
the Church office. To date, 180 pledges 
totalling $134,841 have been gratefully re
ceived. Our goal is 250 pledges and 
$150,000. The Canvass Committee would like 
to "wrap up" the canvass as soon as possible. 
We need your help and count on your support! 

FINANCE COMMITTEE TO MEET 

The Finance Committee will meet on 
Thursday evening at 7:30 pm in the down
stairs Russell Room. 

HOLIDAY PECANS AVAILABLE 

See Marlene Mare for your one pound 
bag of delicious holiday pecans. For 
$6.50 you just can't go wrong! It's a 
bargain. They make lovely gifts for 
friends at work. 

THIS EVENING 

Those planning to go caroling th 
ning are invited to meet here in fron 
the Church around 5:30. Following tw 
of caroling in the neighborhood, the 
are invited back to the parsonage at 
87th Street for hot chocolate and som' 
Christmas refreshments. Gary Klein w 
at the piano for caroling at the pars' 

CHRISTMAS EVE 

Our traditional Service of Carol: 
Candles will be held on Christmas Eve 
eight o'clock. If you're here in the 
on Christmas Eve, we invite you to co1 
share in this lovely service. The sa1 
is usually comfortably filled for it. 
you're free to lend a hand with the FE 
ship Hour that follows, share word wi1 

LOOKING AHEAD 

A Sunday evening, January 12th -
evening in celebration of the life an< 
of Martin Luther King, Jr. - is "in tl 
Special music will be offered. Fran I 

is coordinator for the buffet. Sign \ 
with Fran for your contribution or cal 
(246-3807). Jointly sponsored by the 
Fellowship and the Outreach Committee, 
going to be an evening not to miss. 



John 1:5 NIV 
Photo by CPH 
CPH © 1991 

PARK AVENUE 
UNITED METHODIST CHURCH 

106 East 86th Street 

New York, N.Y. 10028 

289-6997 

MINISTER 

Rev. Philip A. C. Clarke 

STUDENT ASSIST ANT 

Duane Thompson 

ORGANIST-CHOIR DIRECTOR 

Mr. Lyndon Woodside 

BUSINESS MANAGER 

Mr. Jack Schmidt 

CHURCH SECRET ARIES 

Mrs. Judy Ferland 

Mrs. Ellen K. Siesel 

DAY SCHOOL DIRECTOR 

Mrs. Judith Keisman 

Mr. Roberto Meriles 
CUSTODIAN 

114-9205 
Printed in U.S.A. 



ORGAN 
CALL TO WORSHIP 

THIRD SUNDAY IN ADVENT 
December 15, 1991 

ORDER OF WORSHIP 
11 A. M. 

"Andante Cantabile" 

HYMN NO . 220 "Angels from the Realms of Glory" 
PRAYER OF CONFESSION (seated ) 

Nardini 

We confess before You now, 0 God. our poor 
stewardship of life. We have squandered time, 
under used our opportunities, mis-directed our 
loyalties, resisted growth, and grievously wasted 
the gift of love. In secret we have worshipped 
the works of our minds and hands. The applause 
of the world has mattered more to us than fidelity 
to You. Make us duly penitent for these and all 
our sins. And let the mercy of Christ inspire us 
to humbler, purer ways in this time of worship. 
In His spirit, we offer now this prayer. Amen. 

SILENT MEDITATION - WORDS OF ASSURANCE - LORD'S PRAYER 
*** 

THE LIGHTING OF THE THIRD ADVENT CANDLE 
A SONG BY THE CHILDREN 
A CHRISTMAS CAROL 

*** 
ANTHEM 
SCRIPTURE 
PASTORAL PRAYER 
PARISH CONCERNS 

"0 Saviour Sweet" 
Philippians 4: 4 - 13 

Bach 
Page 1024 

ANTHEM "Rejoice In the Lord Alway" Anon. 
PRESENTATION OF THE OFFERING WITH THE DOXOLOGY 
HYMN NO. 237 "Sing We Now of Christmas" 
SERMON "A Better Than Perfect Christmas" Mr. Clarke 
HYMN NO. 236 "While Shepherds Watched Their Flocks" 
A GIFT FROM THE CHILDREN 
BENEDICTION 
ORGAN "Trumpet Voluntary" Holbourne 

*** Interval for Ushering 

LAY READER 

We welcome Paula Rucker to the lectern today. A 
native of Lake Butler, Florida, a graduate of Florida 
State University with a Masters degree in Counseling 
and Human Systems, Paula is Assistant Director of Career 
Planning and Placement at Fordham University. Here in 
the church - which she joined last Sunday - she is a 
Sunday School teacher and a coffee hour hostess. 

ALTAR FLOWERS 

The flowers on the altar today are given by Philip 
and Alexander Yu in celebration of Christmas. 

GREETERS AND USHERS 

The greeters are Lynn Clarke and Eric de Freitas. 
The ushers are Richmond and Lili Bates, Michele Barton, 
Jennifer Karim, John Moore, Larry Morales and Tom Weickert. 

AN INVITATION 

Coffee and tea will be served in Fellowship Hall 
following the service. Members and friends are invited 
to share in these moments of warmth made possible for us 
today by Debbie Cox-Riches Needham, Susan Goodwin, Cheryl 
Kinchen, Jaya Melwani, Melissa Shaw and Bert Williams. 

CHURCH SCHOOL AND NURSERY CARE 

Sessions of Church School for children are offered 
Sunday mornings from ten-thirty to twelve. Nursery care 
for infants and toddlers is available on the fourth floor 
in the Day School Room. 

ADULT BIBLE CLASS 

The Adult Bible Class meets on Sunday morning at 
9:30 in Fellowship Hall. A study of the book of Job is 
now being studied. Janet Ernst is class leader. 


