THE GIFT THAT IS YOU!
2024 Christmas Message

As | reflect on my time in Malawi back in early
November, | had so many experiences that merit being
shared. As | write this letter, perhaps the most
important lesson | can offer was that of my new reality
as a guest overseas.

Everywhere | turned, | truly felt like | was the most
important person present. Yes, there were times where
| was the honored guest as a bishop. | was granted the
best seats in the church, in the van, on the stage. When
| walked the grounds at the Lutheran Compound in my
. purple clerical, EVERYONE immediately stopped what
they were doing to greet me, even if that was their first
encounter with me. | was fed better than most and |
* never had to carry my own luggage. | had women pour

water over my hands before certain meals (including
communion) much like Christ did during the Last Supper in washing the disciples’ feet. And despite my innermost
desires to remind them that | was just another guy, | simply could not insult them in that manner. The way in
which they treated me was at the core of their faith practice.

Thankfully, Deacon Laura taught me a valuable insight that helped my understanding more clearly. They didn’t
treat only bishops that way, they treat all guests that way! Having been to Malawi five times before she took me,
Laura has experienced that generous hospitality time and time again. And now that I'm a few weeks removed
from their genuine welcome, | still firmly believe that their faith has taught them to love their neighbor and lift
them up no matter how far away we may come.

What if we all treated our neighbor as though they are the most important person present at that time? What if
we lifted the spirits of the people God places in our lives each and every day? As we prepare for the Christmas
story once again this year, we emphasize the gift that comes in the Christ child, God made flesh to live among
us mortals. Just think about the lives that the Christ child touched! It started with Mary and Joseph, continued
to the shepherds in the fields, and even gave the heavenly host something to praise!

Of course, Jesus went on to touch so many lives - people in need of healing, children in need of welcoming,
outcasts in need of community, sinners in need of redeeming. Jesus became the gift who helped them all feel
that they were the most important person present at the time, people worthy of his unconditional love, people
whose spirits were uplifted.

As we march through the season of Advent toward the birth of God Emmanuel, Jesus the savior of the world,
remember the gift of God’s presence in your lives. Recognize that God is even present within you and that you
are a gift as well! And much like my new friends in Malawi, be that gift for others. Reveal Christ’s presence to
others through your continued faithfulness and dedication to the God of love because that love can overcome
division. You are a gift to this synod and to God’s church when you let God’s light shine in and through you! May
this Christmas also reveal to you the light of Christ through others.

Bishop Martin



