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A sermon preached by the Reverend Stanley A. Dubowski on the Fourth Sunday of Advent, December 20, 2009
Year C:  Micah 5:2-5a; Psalm 80:1-7; Hebrews 10:5-10; Luke 1:39-55

Advent is a season of preparation when the church calls us to hear and heed the history of God’s redemptive work as recorded in Holy Scripture.  Advent is a time of expectation and expectant waiting; a time when we prepare ourselves while we wait to celebrate the coming of the Christ.  This morning, as we prepare ourselves and as we wait to celebrate the birth of Jesus, we meet two pregnant women.  Elizabeth, pregnant with a child who we know will be John the Bapitzer, recognizes that the child her young cousin, Mary, is pregnant and is carrying the long awaited Messiah. 
This morning’s Gospel portion allows us to see yet again God at work in the most unlikely way.  The story of salvation, this incredible story of God’s rescue operation that is recorded in the Bible shows that the high and mighty do not have central roles in carrying out God's plan for salvation.  On center stage today we have two women.  The only male mentioned in the story is mute.  It is two ordinary women who are certainly not part of the elite and powerful; it is these two women who are instrumental in God's work of salvation.
Think about it!  Divine power and purpose could have been incarnated at any time and in any place.  So – why Bethlehem and not Jerusalem?  Why Bethlehem and not Rome?  Not only does God act through those who would probably never make anyone's A-list; God also acts in ordinary places through ordinary people.  It starts to become clear that God has this thing about reversal of power and fortune – and about loving all of us equally.
And so it is that God comes to us and takes on our human condition and lives with us.  Salvation is not brought about by a campaign to overthrow the political and religious leadership and earthly potentates.  To rescue us from the mess we’ve made, God comes to ordinary people and, in a most extraordinary way, God brings salvation working to rescue us from ourselves.  And for that act of love, the incarnate God is hung on the cross, dies, and is buried. But, as we know, God's transforming love is not stopped by the evil of a few because Jesus did rise from the dead. God does save us.
(
So, God offers this incredible gift.  Will we accept it?  Will we accept salvation?  Are we even remotely prepared to accept it?

The incessant, tireless message of the marketing machine is heightened from Thanksgiving through Christmas trying to make us believe that we need more stuff.  We are inundated with messages from the marketeers who want to help us craft a long and expensive wish list.  The secular world tries to fill the gap of our longing for something more, something meaningful in our lives by diligently working to convince us to buy stuff, to acquire things that can only satisfy an urge that is created by all the marketing hype.  When all is said and done, all these things we buy and give and receive are just mere idols.  They simply can’t fill that longing that all of us experience.  We give and get and then find ourselves feeling empty and we feel angry because we feel empty.  And maybe we allow ourselves to admit that we are angry with God because we feel empty and we feel somehow that we have been abandoned by God.  We try to figure out what's wrong.   We have our wish list and we are disappointed when it is not fulfilled.  Or even worse, we are disappointed and angry when our wish list is fulfilled and it is not fulfilling.
Elizabeth and Mary are here with us today to help us focus, help us prepare while we’re waiting and anticipating the coming of the Christ, the Messiah.  Both of them react with joy to their news of these two very unexpected pregnancies.  Both of them are hopeful and, if we let it, their hope will help us focus on preparing and waiting.  Henri Nouwen made this observation:

[Elizabeth and Mary] were not filled with wishes.  They were filled with hope.  Hope is something very different.  Hope is trusting that something will be fulfilled, but fulfilled according to the promises [made] and not just according to our wishes.  Therefore hope is always open ended.
To wait open-endedly is an enormously radical attitude toward life.  So is to trust that something will happen to us that is far beyond our own imaginings.  So too is giving up control over our future and letting God define our life, trusting that God molds us according to God's love and not according to our fear.  The spiritual life is a life in which we wait, actively present to the moment, trusting that new things will happened to us, new things that are far beyond our own imagination, fantasy, or prediction.  That indeed is a very radical stance toward life in a world preoccupied with control. 

The season of Advent is a season of hearing and heeding Scripture as we prepare, a season of hope, a time of waiting.  The secular world has made Advent and the celebration of the birth of the Christ into an economic season.  They make it seem natural because Christmas is a season of giving.  The church advocates giving although doing so without the commercial, secular focus that has developed in the last 50 years or so.  The commemoration of the birth of the Christ, the birth of the One who is indeed God's gift to us, should be underlying foundation for any gift giving we undertake at this time of year.
We need to be careful though because all of us like to see ourselves as generous, benevolent, giving people.  We love Christmastime because Christmas tends to bring out the best in most people.  Everyone gives on Christmas, even the stingiest and most Scrooge-like.  That’s why Christmas can easily shift from a religious celebration to a secular spending festival.  Beyond that, each of us needs to stop for a moment and look at what we are doing.  Are we better givers than we are receivers? Could it be that we are better givers because we are proud and arrogant?  

The Christmas story is not about how blessed it is to be givers; but how utterly important it is that we understand ourselves as receivers.  We like to see our selves as givers because it makes us feel like we are in control, we feel powerful, competent, self-sufficient.  We feel like good and generous people whose goodness motivates us to use our power, competence, and talent to benefit the less fortunate.  But that is a direct contradiction to the Christmas story.
In the Christmas story we - all of us - are portrayed, not as givers, but as receivers.  The Christmas story makes it clear that we had nothing to do with God's work in and through Jesus.  God wanted to do something for us and God did it in a strange way, utterly beyond our imaginations using a pregnant virgin, angels and shepherds, and even the stars in the sky.  We didn't think of it, understand it, or approve it.  God’s rescue plan is God’s gift to us given in the arrival of God incarnate as a helpless child who is born in a backwater town into a plain and simple family.  This is a gift that provides hope for us.

During Advent the church tries to get us to slow down, avoid the hype and prepare, wait, understand what this season is about and anticipate the real meaning in the annual celebration of the birth of God incarnate.  As we wait, we can prepare by working at being Christ-like so that Christ can be born in and through us.   To do that we must be prepared to accept God’s gift, which means we must be able to accept our limitations and the limitations of others.
It is difficult to imagine the breadth of God's historical and unlimited scope.  The utter magnitude of God and God's work is far beyond our human comprehension.  God does not act or behave in the ways that we think God should.  Fortunately for us and all of creation, God is not and will not be limited by our limited understanding or by our limited expectations.  In the life and actions of Jesus we too can hope just like Elizabeth and Mary because we can see the radical nature of God acting out the depth and breadth of God's love.

(
I read an article in which the author quoted from Christmas cards he’d received.  I’m sharing them with you because these words made me stop and think and helped me focus and might help all of us as we try to wait expectantly for the coming of the Savior.
If our greatest need had been information,

  God would have come as an educator.

If our greatest need had been technology,

  God would have come as a scientist.

If our greatest need had been money,

  God would have come as an economist.

Since our greatest need was forgiveness,

  God came to us as a Savior.

God’s salvation plan is a simple, straight forward rescue operation:  Jesus became like us, so we could become like Him.  The divine became human to restore human to the divine, to rescue us and to restore us to the image and likeness of God.  The Christ Child comes to save us!

These are words of promise, words of hope that can strengthen and sustain us; words that can enable us to prepare and words that can help us wait with child-like anticipation and expectation.
As we wait with hope and anticipate celebrating the birth of the one we call the Christ we need considter:
Are we prepared to accept the gift of God’s transforming love?

Are we prepared to respond to that love and be transformed by it?
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