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Muthoe's Dlofe

Q N ear Reader,
g ? Charles Dickens opens his novella A Christmas Carol
— J with this:

I have endeavoured in this Ghostly little book, to raise the Ghost of an
Idea, which shall not put my readers out of humour with themselves,
with each other, with the season, or with me. May it haunt their houses

pleasantly, and no one wish to lay it.

Their faithful Friend and Servant,
C.D.

I humbly offer the same plea.

As a reader, scholar, teacher, and writer, I have always had a deep-
rooted fascination with this particular work. I've seen nearly every
version ever filmed, from the silent movie available on YouTube to
the iconic Lifetime adaptation starring the inimitable Susan Lucci.
The arc of the story never changes. Ebenezer Scrooge, no matter the
actor who hosts the character, comes off as a miserable person. Mean,
greedy, abrasive—and lonely. There are circumstances as to why he (or
she, e.g., Tori Spelling) feels that way. And three supernatural beings
guide us through the past, the present, and the future. Watch Scrooged,
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Author’s Note

Scrooge, or Scrooge! They all have it. As does A Christmas Carol, A
Carol Christmas, or An American Christmas Carol. Scrooge has been
embodied by a former Miss America (Vanessa Williams) and a former
Fonzie (Henry Winkler). The tale has been animated by pen and ink,
augmented by CGI, and cast with Muppets in which a birdish Gonzo
plays the role of Dickens himself. No matter what liberties are taken
with the story (a dance number in hell, two Marley brothers to capture a
Bob Marley moment), the end is the same. All of the Scrooges confront
their sins, repent, and go on to live kinder, more generous lives.

It takes a reading of the original text, however, to capture the true,
spiritual essence of Scrooge’s transformation. A close—very close—
reading reveals his visits to be more than simple encounters with
supernatural beings; they are confrontations with Christ—the One in
whose name we celebrate this season. Scrooge doesn'’t just become a
better man, he becomes a new man. So, just as Scrooge relies on the
Spirits to guide him on this pilgrimage of self-awareness, I beg the
opportunity to offer myself to guide you through the text of this beloved
Christmas classic. Maybe, like me, you've read the original a dozen
times and will—again, like me—see something in a new light. Perhaps
you've watched some film adaptation every Christmas of your life, but
you haven’t delved into the text. If that’s the case, I invite you to grab
a copy to read for yourself. I promise the dense prose that may have
seemed intimidating in the past will come to life. It did for me, in the
same paragraphs and pages I thought I knew by heart. The difference
being, I gave the story over to my heart, looking past Scrooge’s obvious,
outside transformation to find the profound inner change that brings it
about. He is not, with all compliments to Dr. Seuss’s Grinch, a creature
whose heart merely grows. He is a man whose heart is transplanted.

Full disclosure: I am not a theologian or any kind of Dickensian
scholar. I'm an English teacher who has devoted a lifetime to helping

students wrangle with symbolism and metaphor. And I'm a writer who
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Author’s Note

strives to bring fictitious souls to Christ within every work. For us, as
we travel this little book together, I hope to bring the best of both of
my worlds—to enlighten, to lead, and to share bits and pieces of my
own story.

Throughout my study for this work, I clung to the promise found
in 2 Corinthians 5:17-19: “Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, the new
creation has come: The old has gone, the new is here! All this is
from God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ and gave us
the ministry of reconciliation: that God was reconciling the world
to himself in Christ, not counting people’s sins against them. And he
has committed to us the message of reconciliation.”

I see Dickens’s tale as a message of reconciliation as well as an
illustration of the life we ought to live once reconciled to Christ. It’s
not only a journey through the past, present, and future but also a
journey from death to life. Not just a reclamation but a rebirth.

The season of Advent is itself a journey: twenty-four days to mark
the moment when Jesus Christ came to transform the world. But it is
so much more than just a Christmas countdown; it’s a time when we
can celebrate our own transformational experience. The long winter
nights of Advent are meant to be a time of contemplation, reflection,
anticipation. The story of Scrooge happens over the course of one of
those nights—a matter of hours—a time of confrontation, repentance,
and salvation.

And so, to paraphrase:

I have endeavored with this little book to raise up the eternal truths,
which shall not raise the ire of Dickensian scholars, theologians,
Christmas fanatics, or classic film buffs. May it haunt your hearts

pleasantly.

A faithful Friend and Servant of Christ,
A. P
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Dead, fo Begin ((Oifth

o A 9 arley was dead: to begin with. There is no doubt

9 Q whatever about that.”
(t? These days, with the Christmas season so full of white
twinkle lights and red silk ribbons adorning unnaturally green trees,
it’s hard to reconcile such a bleak, grave statement with the story so
synonymous with the holiday. The register of his burial was signed
by the clergyman, the clerk, the undertaker, and the chief mourner. In
other words, he was dead, dead, dead, dead.

“Old Marley was as dead as a door-nail.”

Marley was so dead . . .

(How dead was he?)

Deader than a coffin nail.

Deader than a two-a-penny nail.

Dead enough to earn the phrase that we all still use to drive a point
home like a hammer on a nail head.

Not deader than a doornail, mind you. Because once you're a

doornail, well, you aren’t going to get much deader.
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q{eeplng Cheistmas

But dead.

Gone.

Undertaken and buried.

Merry Christmas.

God begins his Christmas story in much the same way.

“But . . . but!” thousands of Sunday school teachers and Nativity
scene collectors and pseudosecular celebrators decry. Christmas is the
“Infant Holy,” “Away in the Manger,” the “Silent Night, Holy Night”
where unto us a child is born. Pregnant Mary. Stalwart Joseph. Infant
Jesus. Cattle lowing, donkeys looking on, sheep following shepherds
following a star. Christmas is life.

All true. But the life of Christmas, like all life as it cycles through
God’s creation, begins with death. We cannot sing “O, Little Town
of Bethlehem” without also pondering the lyrics of “Mary, Did You
Know?” Yes, we know the sweet story of the swaddled child, but we
also know the story of that same child, grown and crucified. We know
those chubby hands will be pierced; the downy head will someday
wear a crown of thorns. The shepherds left their fields to behold a
perfect lamb born for slaughter. Quite the sobering shadow on your
Nativity scene.

The timeline of the Scriptures holds a sharp divide. Old Testament.
New Testament. The opening chapters of the Gospels are resplendent
with life. With beginnings. John takes us to the birth of the universe,
where there was nothing but the Word. Mark promises to tell a story
about the Good News. Luke sets out to write an orderly account for
you, most excellent Theophilus. Matthew starts with the family tree:
a record of the genealogy of Jesus Christ, the son of David, the son
of Abraham. Any of these texts would be perfect for the voice-over
narration in the church Christmas program. (Especially John, if you

want to add a certain gravitas to the shepherds in the field.) All those
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Dead, to Begin With

elements of the Nativity are so achingly familiar, it’s easy to forget
what came just before.

The nothingness.

The silence.

Before that, in the waning verses of the last of the Old Testament

“we

prophets, Malachi speaks a dire warning: “‘Surely the day is coming;
it will burn like a furnace. All the arrogant and every evildoer will be
stubble, and the day that is coming will set them on fire,” says the Lorp
Almighty” (Mal. 4:1).

And after that, silence. Malachi dies, and the tongues of God’s
prophets fall still for four hundred years.

Nothing spoken to the clergymen.

Nothing recorded by the clerks.

Mute, like a doornail.

That’s not to say that God didn’t speak during that time. I'm sure
he communicated as he always has, whispering directly to the hearts
of righteous people. Clearing paths so the wise might follow. Gentle
rebukes of conscience in the face of sin. Still, four centuries go by
without anything to pass the muster of recorded Scripture. Nothing
for the masses—no encouragement, no warnings. Prophecy nailed
shut until the time was right to wrench it open and start a New
Testament for humankind.

Too many film adaptations of A Christmas Carol skip over the death
of Marley. They like to open with the snow-strewn Victorian avenue,
carolers plowing through the third verse of “Good King Wenceslas,”
men tipping top hats, delicacies displayed in candlelit windows. A
book shop. Sweet shop. Tailors and haberdashers. The Hallmark
Entertainment production (from the days when Hallmark took their
Christmas programming a little more seriously) starring Patrick
Stewart, however, opens with a black, horse-drawn hearse. Marley’s

casket in a grave surrounded by snow-cold ground. Scriptures about
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life being fleeting, like a flower. Sown in misery. Later, the sound of a
scratching quill, the book signed to certify Marley’s eternal state.

Melodramatic? Yes. Perfectly so.

Marley was dead. Later, readers learn he’s been dead seven years.
A perfected number of years, to be exact. He died on the eve of
Christmas. He’s been dead long enough for the forces of nature to
erase his name from the sign hanging outside of his place of business.
Dickens implies this same time of silence, for the story picks up with
the single living soul who stood as chief mourner at the officiation
of Marley’s death. The reader must be
completely, fully accepting that the time
of Marley is over, that his voice is
removed from all natural sound.

Marley is dead.

Scrooge, on the other hand, is
very much alive.

Well, mostly.
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