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Dear NCFA Family and Friends: 

       I am grateful for another year on this earth and to have opportunities to live out faith 

journeys with each of you. My life is never boring because each of you has special, 

unique gifts and experiences which stretch me as a person and as your pastor. To God be 

the Glory! 

       I hope you are entering 2015 with hope and expectations of great things. God has 

given us the capacity to overcome and endure challenges in 2014. I am crazy enough to 

celebrate overcoming things in 2014 as I still contemplate going through things in 

2015. As Marvin Sapp sings in his song, “Never Would Have Made It,” we are stronger, 

wiser, and better.  

2 
My brothers and sisters, whenever you face trials of any kind,  

consider it nothing but joy, 
3
because you know that the testing  

of your faith produces endurance; 
4
and let endurance have its  

full effect, so that you may be mature and complete, lacking in 

                     nothing. (James 1:2-8)  

  

       As we welcome new leaders in 2015, I thank our current leaders for your time and 

commitment. I thank the new leaders for accepting the call to lead and serve. I also thank 

the leaders not serving in official capacities. Each of your gifts, from South Carolina, 

Seattle, San Diego, Iowa, Pennsylvania, our military, APD, and in the pews makes us 

complete. 
 

To God be the Glory for Genesis Presbyterian Church and the Perry Estate, who partner 

with us so that we have a place to worship, honor our God, and facilitate ministry. 

Continue to pray for God's choice blessings upon their ministry and presence in our 

community. 

 

I am especially thankful this season for the host of families and friends from Covenant 



Presbyterian Church, Regents School of Austin, Austin Christian Fellowship, various 

Bible studies, and individuals who partnered with us to bless our family throughout the 

year and specifically during Thanksgiving and Christmas.  

 

On January 18th join us for our church’s 6th Anniversary service, during which we will 

be honoring our leaders rolling off the Session and Board of Deacons and ordaining and 

installing our new Deacons and Elders. At 3 pm we will host a joint worship service with 

University Presbyterian Church and leaders from the Bertha Means Sadler Women’s 

Leadership Academy and Innervisions Gospel Choir. 

 

God bless and keep you! 

James 

Did you know the most effective Christian education 

takes place in homes where the adults are growing in their faith? 

Check out one of these opportunities for growing in 2015: 

Tuesday Evening Men's Bible study - 6:30pm - NCFA 
Men are finishing up a study on the book of Judges by Tim Keller. The next topic will be 
selected by the men's group. 

 

Sunday Morning Adult Sunday School - 9:15am - Rm. 7, NCFA 

This class is studying a book by Bill Hybels and John Ortberg on the Sermon on the Mount, the 
Passion story, “The Lord's Prayer,” and several parables. The scripture is read together and 
then questions in the guide are discussed, making it real to current life.  
 

Thursdays 12 noon–1 pm at the home of Connie Jones - 5107 Edenbourgh Lane. 

(north of 290 East, just past Springdale) A study of the writings of the Apostle Paul. All 
welcome.  

        

PRAYERS AND PRAISES from December 28, 2014 

The third verse of “Joy to the World” reminds us that God impacts change in us 

and the world with blessings. 

No more let sins and sorrows grow Nor thorns infest the ground 

He comes to make His blessings flow Far as the curse is found 

Far as the curse is found, Far as, far as the curse is found. 
  



Lift up Tracey’s friend Laura as she cares for her father who will undergo surgery 

for cancer on Jan. 8.  Lift up Laura’s son Cole and the Round Rock High School 

band as they travel to Pasadena, California to march in the Parade of Roses.  
  

Praise for Pastor Bill’s inspiring sermon, “The Grace of Christmas.” (below) 
  

Lift up traveling mercies for all holiday travelers.  Especially for Pastor Lee 

(returning from a family wedding), Caly and Saul (going to Brownsville), and 

NCFA college students (returning to college). 
  

Lift up relationship opportunities with our sister church in Luyano, Cuba. 
  

Praise from Lydia for time spent with her son and his family.  Praise for 

granddaughter Carmen’s presence in worship. 
  

Lift up 24 year old Andrew who has just been diagnosed with cancer. 
  

A big welcome back to NCFA college students!  Best wishes for their upcoming 

studies. 
  

Lift up Maria as she grieves the death of her husband of 56 years.  May peace, love 

and health embrace her. 
  

Praise for the blessing of the Christmas Eve service and the bounty of food to be 

shared. 
  

Lift up the search for the missing airliner and passengers.  
  

Praise for this NCFA church family that stays focused on Jesus and our 

commonalities rather than our differences. 
  

Lift up God’s provision for NCFA’s financial needs through the coming year. 
  

Lift up world leaders and their concern for the people they govern.  
  

Lift up an undeniable opportunity for Pastor Lee to enjoy a sabbatical.   Lift up a 

plethora of volunteers to wear all his hats so he is free to relax. 
  

Please give us eyes to see and ears to hear people God is putting in our paths so that 

we may show God's love. 
  

Lift up all who are suffering in this area from the cedar/ash juniper allergy. 
  

Lift up the children in the Middle East who suffer from wars not of their making. 
  

Praise for the presence (and beautiful voices) of Don and his daughter Luci at the 

early worship service. Thanksgiving for the remembered surprise blessing of Luci 



hosting Debbie S. (during a recent internship) in Baltimore before realizing their 

family and church connections. Thanksgiving for Sam O.'s sermon in the chapel this 

morning ("Ebenezer") and the invitation it offered us as we enter the new year. 
  

Lift up Jane for the blessings of her work and especially the beautiful Christmas 

banner she made and shared in the chapel. 
  

Lift up Vernon's client who fell off his bike and subsequently discovered a 

cancerous tumor.Prayers for his recovery and comfort for his family. 
  

Lift up the bereaved. 
  

Lift up those who could not be with family during the holidays. 
  

Lift up the Olivesti Church in Estonia, a destination for choir and mission trips, 

from which 5 Christian radio stations with 9 feeder stations broadcast into Russia, 

and which are now once again in fear of Putin and Russia along their border. 
 

Please give us eyes to see and ears to hear people whom God is putting in our paths 

so that we may show God's love. 
 

Lift up all who are suffering in this area from the cedar/ash juniper allergy. 
 

Lift up the children in the Middle East who suffer from wars not of their making. 
 

Praise for the presence (and beautiful voices) of Don and his daughter Luci at the 

early worship service.  Thanksgiving for the remembered surprise blessing of Luci 

hosting Debbie S. (during a recent internship) in Baltimore before realizing their 

family and church connections.  
 

Thanksgiving for Sam O.'s sermon in the chapel this morning ("Ebenezer") and the 

invitation it offered us as we enter the new year. 
 

Lift up Jane for the blessings of her work and especially the beautiful Christmas 

banner she made and shared in the chapel. 
 

Lift up Vernon's client who fell off his bike and subsequently discovered a 

cancerous tumor. Prayers for his recovery and comfort for his family. 
 

Lift up the bereaved. 
 

Lift up those who could not be with family during the holidays. 

Lift up the Olivesti Church in Estonia, a destination for choir and mission trips, 

from which 5 Christian radio stations with 9 feeder stations broadcast into Russia, 

and which are now once again in fear of Putin and Russia along their border. 

 



“The Grace of Christmas” 

Rev. Bill Harris          

New Covenant Fellowship of Austin 

December 28, 2014    First Sunday after Christmas Day 
 

Isaiah 61:10-11  
10

I will greatly rejoice in the LORD, my whole being shall exult in my God; for he has 

clothed me with the garments of salvation, he has covered me with the robe of righteousness, as a 

bridegroom decks himself with a garland, and as a bride adorns herself with her jewels. 
11

For as the 

earth brings forth its shoots, and as a garden causes what is sown in it to spring up, so the Lord God 

will cause righteousness and praise to spring up before all the, nations. 

Isaiah 62:1-3  
1
For Zion’s sake I will not keep silent, and for Jerusalem’s sake I will not rest, until 

her vindication shines out like the dawn, and her salvation like a burning torch. 
2
The nations shall see 

your vindication, and all the kings your glory; and you shall be called by a new name that the mouth 

of the  LORD will give. 
3
You shall be a crown of beauty in the hand of the LORD, and a royal diadem in 

the hand of your God. 

Galatians 4:4-7  
4
But when the fullness of time had come, God sent his Son, born of a woman, born 

under the law, 
5
in order to redeem those who were under the law, so that we might receive adoption 

as children. 
6
And because you are children, God has sent the Spirit of his Son into our hearts, crying, 

"Abba! Father!" 
7
So you are no longer a slave but a child, and if a child then also an heir of God 

through Christ. 

              “ ’Twas the night before Christmas and all through the house,  

           not a creature was stirring, not even a mouse. The stockings  

           were hung from the chimney with care, with hopes that St.  

                  Nicholas soon would be there.”  
 

This poem did not happen at my house this Christmas. This poem by Clement Clark Moore was written 

as a Christmas gift to his children, and it is probably the most famous English poem ever written; but it 

in no way describes anything that happened at my house this Christmas. But I have found another poem 

that more succinctly describes the aftermath of Christmas. The author is unknown. It goes,  

 

“ ’Twas the day after Christmas, and all through the house, every creature 

was hurting—even the mouse. The toys were all broken, their batteries dead; 

Santa was passed out, with ice on his head. Wrapping and ribbons just 

covered the floor, while upstairs the family continued to snore. And I in my 

T-shirt, new Reeboks, and jeans, went into the kitchen and started to clean.” 

I don’t know about you, but that second poem sounds a lot more like my Christmas than the first. Not 

every Christmas can be great. Sometimes Christmas rolls over you like a freight train, and all you can do 

is just hold on. The advertising, the merchandizing, the glitz of Christmas truly overwhelms us. A lot of 

times Christmas feels more like a burden than a blessing, and we miss the grace, the joy, the open-



mouthed wonder of Christmas. Every year we say we’re going to do it differently, and every year we get 

run over. It’s almost as if we are slaves to a Christmas that is not our own. 
 

Paul, it seems, was not big on Christmas, either. In the scriptures he spends more time talking about the 

crucifixion of Christ rather than the birth. But in this rare instance, Paul finds a way to explain how we 

experience grace in the birth of Christ. 
 

Our text today comes from Paul’s letter to the church in Galatia, in what is modern-day Turkey. In this 

time, Galatia was a Roman province under Roman law. Paul, a Roman citizen, uses the Roman law 

about adoption to illustrate how God adopted both Jews and non-Jews into God’s family. Paul visited 

Galatia three times during his missionary journeys, each time battling with a group of Christians we call 

“Judaizers.” These were Jews who converted to Christianity but still held onto all the Jewish laws and 

customs. This was completely contrary to Paul’s teaching that we are justified by grace through Jesus 

Christ alone. They demanded that every Christian must follow the old Jewish laws and customs before 

they could qualify to be a Christian. To their thinking, you weren’t “good enough” to be a Christian 

unless you were “good enough” to be a Jew.  
 

Now I realize that Paul’s language is entirely sexist in that he seems not to acknowledge the existence of 

women in his argument; but Paul is going in a different direction. Remember, this is the same Paul who 

says in the previous chapter, “There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there is 

neither male or female; for you are all one in Christ Jesus.” But in this example he is focused on 

Roman laws regarding inheritance, which were exclusively male. Roman society was patriarchal and the 

father completely ruled the family. So having a male heir was critically important. It was the son who 

would be an heir, and he would run the family business, protect the family’s interests, carry the family’s 

good name forward, and have a son, to inherit all over again. This was so important that if a father had 

no son, Roman law allowed a father to adopt a son and make him an heir. Adoption is a legal process 

whereby a person leaves one family to join another. If the father died while the heir was still a child, the 

child was still subject to guardians appointed by the father until he came of age. So as long as the son, 

adopted or not, was still a child, he had no rights whatsoever, even if he eventually owns the inheritance. 

As added benefit, all the debts of the adopted child were forgiven.  
 

The law on adoption even extended to slaves. In Roman society, slaves held the lowest social position; 

but they could still have great responsibilities. Slaves could run their master’s business, raise their 

master’s children, be responsible for running the master’s household, rise to a position of trust and 

responsibility…and still be a slave, whose life was completely controlled by a master.  No matter how 

much skill, ability, or money a slave might have, a slave was still a slave and could never participate in 

the society in the way a son or daughter could. But the continuation of the family was so important that 

even a slave could be adopted and made an heir.  
 

Paul was trying to make the Judaizers see that a permanent, transformative change happened as soon as 

they accepted the new life of Christ in them. The law of Moses had been replaced by the law of love, 

demonstrated in the birth and life of Jesus. Paul was telling the Judaizers that they were children, and as 



long as they were children, they were just like slaves. Now you might say, “Well, what has slavery got 

to do with me? I’m not a slave.” Unfortunately, since Paul’s time, human beings have come up with 

ever-more creative ways to enslave themselves and one another.   
 

I was watching a story this week about Afghanistan, which is the world’s leading producer of opium and 

heroin. These drugs have taken a terrible toll on their society, which already had a lot of problems. 

Almost 10 percent of the adult population is addicted to drugs. In the largest city, Kabul, there is a 

bridge called the Pul-i-Sokhta bridge. It’s not a large bridge, only a few feet over a dried-up riverbed. 

The only water is a sewer pipe that empties out a few feet away. The ground is covered with trash. 

Underneath that bridge lives a large group of heroin addicts. These people have literally nothing—no 

possessions, no money, only the rags on their back, and they sleep on the ground. They spend their days 

begging for money to buy heroin. Underneath the bridge, they squat on the ground, and openly shoot up 

or smoke heroin. No one makes any effort to stop them. 
 

All day long there is a crowd of people gathered above them on the bridge, who look down on this 

wretched scene below. Some of them hold a cloth over their face because of the stench. Some of them 

make fun of the addicts down below. As they look down on this wasteland, the expression on their faces 

is the same as if they were watching animals in the zoo. And the reporter talked to one of the people on 

the bridge, who said, “Oh, yes, this is a terrible thing. We pity these people. It is better to die than to live 

like this.” Then the reporter talked to one of the addicts under the bridge, who said, “I used to hide my 

face from the people on the bridge, but now I don’t care anymore.” And then this addicted man said 

something very profound. In his broken English, he said, “What I must not lose, I have lost this.” And I 

thought about what it was that this man had lost. For this man who had nothing, who had lost 

everything, only his addiction remained. He had lost his humanity, the essence of what made him a 

human being, and he knew it. He had lost the sense of being valued, of being a child of God. And I knew 

that he would probably never regain that humanity by himself.  
 

As for the people above, they are in danger of losing the very same thing. In their superiority they have 

forgotten their responsibility to care for others, not because those of low estate are in need, but because 

of their own need to express their humanity. As they look down on others, in the back of their mind they 

realize that except for a slight combination of circumstance, it might be them living under the bridge 

with someone else looking down at them. When we no longer care about the pain and suffering of 

others, we are no longer their brother or sister; we have made ourselves nothing. So before we get too 

high and mighty about the plight of these addicts and the heartlessness of their audience, we should 

remember the people we pass every day, under bridges, on street corners, in homeless camps all over 

this city, or in church, every one of whom has lost something, a part of their humanity. Something that 

cannot be restored until someone else reaches out their hand to help them.  

 

It would be easy to look at this scene and become despondent or depressed. There are some people who 

believe that this is how God operates. That God is powerful but not caring. That God created the world 

and us, but now simply watches things from a safe distance, not caring enough to intervene, just an 



observer of the pain and tribulation of life. Like the people on top of the bridge, looking out over a sea 

of misery but doing nothing to stop it. Or they believe God is caring but not powerful, like one of the 

pathetic addicts under the bridge, powerless to change the situation, a mute witness to their own 

catastrophe. I could not worship either of those Gods. I believe a God who made the sun, moon, stars, 

and every human heart would not sit idly by while God’s children were suffering in darkness. I believe a 

God who cared so much for the world to give his only Son would not stop to reach into this world from 

the bottom to the top to break every chain and set the prisoners free. 
 

Because this God has some “skin in the game.” Investors will tell you they get all kinds of advice on 

which stocks to buy, but the question they always ask the person giving them the advice is, “Do you 

have any ‘skin in the game?’ I hear what you’re saying, but if it’s such a good investment, why don’t 

you have any money in it?” If you’re going to be credible, you have to have some “skin in the game.”  

God put His “skin in the game” in “sending forth His son, born of woman, born under the law.” God 

was not some absent landlord just dropping by on the first of the month to pick up the rent. God has a 

redemptive plan that involves you, the church, and the world. 
 

To his Jewish critics Paul is saying, “You may be heirs of Abraham’s promise, but you’re still slaves. 

This is how it was for us before Jesus. We were like children, we had no power, no authority; we were 

like slaves to whatever the world threw at us. We had no say over our own lives. But now God has sent 

one among us who suffers just as we do, so we might be rescued out of our terrible situation, and 

delivered into a new relationship, a new life and a new family.” Paul is saying that Christ is a gift of 

God’s grace to both Jews and non-Jews in the family of God. We were not redeemed to be individuals; 

we were redeemed to be in relationship with God and a relationship with all those who are also 

redeemed. Because even though I’m redeemed, without them I can’t live the kind of life that God wants 

for me. I can’t be a Christian without you. The bad news is, you can’t be a Christian without me. We’re 

in this redemption thing together. You get to pick your friends but not your family. 

 

I think if I were a slave, I would want more than freedom. I would want a family. You can be free, but 

you can also be alone. There is Paul’s Christmas message: We are redeemed from and redeemed to: 

from the world and redeemed to a community of love.  
 

You do realize that church is just a rehearsal for what God is going to do later on? I don’t think it’s an 

accident that we have so many adopted and special needs families in this church; I think it’s a sign. I 

don’t think it’s an accident that we have so many people from other religious traditions – Methodist, 

Catholic, Baptist, Episcopalian, or no tradition; I think it’s a sign. A sign that this is what the kingdom of 

heaven is supposed to look like. Not a monoculture, but multicultural. Not one color, but every color. 

And if it is what the kingdom of heaven is like, then we need to be very, very serious about it.  

 

The most important thing we can offer to anyone who walks through that door is not our doctrine, not 

our theology, not the grand history of the church, but family. Because if you don’t have family, you 

don’t have anyone to carry on that doctrine, that theology, that history. People don’t care about what you 

know until they know that you care. This church will be a witness to the kingdom of heaven by how we 



treat one another. If people come through that door and find a bunch of backstabbing, bad-mouthing 

hypocrites, there’s no reason for them to want to be a part of that. You can go to any bar or bowling 

league in this town and get the same thing. But if they find a group of people committed to each other, 

who are helping each other, growing and sharing their lives with one another, treating each other as 

family, worshipping together, praying together in spite of all the differences, then they might just 

wonder what it is that keeps this motley crew together. Black, white, brown, young, old, rich, poor. 

What keeps a church together is loving God and loving one another.  “Family is the place that, when you 

go there, they have to take you in.”  
 

I was listening to NPR and I heard an interview with Scott Simon, who is one of their radio hosts, about 

adoption. He and his wife Caroline had tried to have children for many years without success. And then 

when they were both about 50 years old, they decided to adopt a child. About this time, in the early 

1990s, the Chinese government relaxed its laws regarding adoption and made thousands of children 

available. Of course, most of them were female because the Chinese tradition favors having male 

children, not female. And Scott described the process they had to go through to adopt a child in China.  
 

This was not your typical Hollywood movie kind of adoption, where the parents go to the adoption 

bureau, the children line up for inspection, and you pick out a child the way you might pick out a cheese 

Danish at Starbucks. It was extremely stressful with lots of paperwork and bureaucracy; it took a long 

time, and it was very expensive. During the process they received a picture of the child, and of course 

they immediately fell in love with her. Finally, they went to China and were there for several days. Then 

they were taken to an adoption center in Nanching, in southern China, a huge government building, 

where they endured more paperwork, and then they finally got to see their child. She was eleven months 

old; but because they had already received a picture of her, taken five months before, they recognized 

her mouth, her eyebrows, her hair. They named her Elise.  
 

And they received so much joy from the child that a few years later, they decided to adopt another. This 

time the process was a lot simpler. Not as long, not as difficult. Once again, they received a picture of 

the child and once again, they fell in love. This time, instead of going to the adoption center, they were 

told the baby would be brought to their hotel room. And so they were waiting with their daughter Elise, 

who was then about 5 years old, when someone knocked on the door, brought the baby in, laid her on a 

conference table, shook their hands, and left. That was it. And they were so happy to receive this child, 

taking pictures, calling their friends on the phone, showing Elise her new baby sister. But then they 

looked at the picture and realized that the little girl before them did not look anything like the picture. 

Within a few seconds what had been joy turned into apprehension. “What if this isn’t the same baby? 

What if they made a mistake? Why didn’t we get the right baby? What if they come and take her back? 

Maybe we should just head to the airport? What happens if they stop us?” And that fear starting running 

through their minds. “Maybe we should call them and tell them they made a mistake? What happens if 

they find out that we knew she wasn’t ours?” And then their 5-year-old Elise reached out, took the baby 

by the hand, looked at her parents, and said, “It doesn’t matter.”  
 

What is grace? The old preacher said, “Grace is the unmerited favor of God.” The “favor of God.” It 



sounds good, but it just feels a little different when you actually receive it, when you actually put it on 

and walk around in it. That 5-year-old knows what grace is. She received it, and she knew how to give 

it. I’ll tell you a secret: Grace feels good. It’s good to give and it’s good to receive. This 5-year-old 

child, who had been denied the grace of a family at birth, was then able to receive that grace from 

another family, and able to give that grace to another child who was just as desperate to receive it. “It 

doesn’t matter.” Once you’re adopted, it doesn’t matter where you’ve been, or what you’ve done, 

because all of your debts are forgiven. You have been taken from your old family and given a new 

family. 
 

“It doesn’t matter.” Whatever went on before, whatever happened to you before, none of that can 

prevent your adoption; and when you are adopted, none of it can be held against you. You are more than 

acquitted. You are affirmed. You are more than redeemed, you are related.  
 

“It doesn’t matter.” The only thing that does matter is the new life, the new family, offered by God 

through the birth of His Son. That is the same way the Christ child comes to us, helpless but not 

hopeless. Gentle but with all power in his tiny hands. God remembers you. God recognizes you. Your 

life is precious to God. Your life cannot be lost or thrown away.  
 

Now we can go to God as a child runs to a parent, not out of fear or blind obedience, but with love, with 

joy, with a family. Now somebody might say, “I never had that kind of family.” Neither did I. But I 

found one when I accepted Christ. By this birth God has given us an opportunity to experience life the 

way God meant it to be, by walking with one another through the joy, the pain, the nitty-gritty of life. 

Sharing, growing, and learning about God from one another. The grace of God in Christ is the 

fulfillment of God’s promise to Abraham to be heirs of the Kingdom of God. 
 

Even if I’m having a bad Christmas, even if I’m not feeling the Christmas spirit, there is another Spirit 

sent by God. Christmas isn’t just for me alone, it’s for the whole world. This is the Spirit of Christ that 

breaks the chains of slavery and makes me part of the family of God. God rescues us from slavery by 

redeeming us, buying us back, so that we can become part of His family. We are not our own; we are 

bought with a price. God adopts us so that we can call Him “Abba” or “Father,” to be in relation with 

Him and each other. Both freedom and family. 
 

The Master Poet has written the first line of an eternal poem about the birth of Christ: “Christ is born in 

in Bethlehem.” And the last line of the poem might be, “Merry Christmas to all, and to all a good night.”  

                                                                                 Amen. 

BIRTHDAYS --- ANNIVERSARIES 

Happy Birthday to:     Congratulations to: 

1/1     Kimberly Hall        1/5 Charlie and Wonho Shin 
 
1/3     Katie Keeler Harris      1/20 Trish and George Holland 



1/4     Doug Caroom       1/21 Ashley and Scott Phillips 

 
1/5     Michelle Bachman       1/31 Oliver and Elizabeth Smith 
 
1/6     Josh Harris 
 
1/13   Patricia Caroom 
          Tiffany Williams 
 
1/15   George Washington IV 
 
1/16    Elle Divine 
           Stacy Robinson 
 
1/17    Nora Quinn 
 
1/25    Awudizi Vida-Torku  
          (child of Comfort Agbahu and Kofi Vida-Torku) 
 
1/29    Roman Duran 
           Doug Smith 
 
 

DEADLINE FOR NEWSLETTER NOTICES 

During Georgette Kleinpeter’s maternity leave Dec. 15 – Feb. 15, 

the deadline for putting information in the “NCFA Newsletter” is Wednesday at 9pm. 

Please send to Trish Holland at geotriholland@yahoo.com.  Thank you! 

mailto:geotriholland@yahoo.com

