Sermon preached @ Bethesda U.M.C. Baltimore 18 December 2011

Fourth Sunday of Advent

“How much?”


There’s some rather sophisticated bargaining going on in our 2 principal Bible lessons today.


In the first, King David starts to build a temple, and God holds him back.


In the Gospel, Mary gets an impossible assignment, objects, and then  agrees.


The question in both lessons seems to be how much say we have in life.


In the first example, David is reminded how little he did to get where he was.


I’d say that is one of the big questions, wouldn’t you?


For instance, as we pull out of Iraq, and trim our military expenses, 

 how ready are we to stop saying our soldiers are defending our freedom, and start regarding them as no more, and no less, important than school teachers, auto mechanics, parents, pupils, computer programmers, and the rest of us?


A little more truthfulness goes a long way.   Isn’t that what we say when we follow Jesus?


Here in the dark, waiting for light, finishing the short, deep season of Advent, the church pushes us to be honest.


From another angle, how does life give us more importance than we expect?   I’m speaking of Mary, here:   Adolescent, unwed, surrounded with kindness (Joseph was “a kind man,”),  she had the formative guidance her still-immature character heeded.  She wasn’t abused, or in a dysfunctional family;  but she was just a kid! --- so young;   yet somehow she had the pluck and wisdom to question the plan.   “How shall this be?”


Outside the biblical tradition of childless couples and aged couples miraculously having offspring, Luke insists the Good News is where it isn’t looked for.   It starts just like we’ve been preaching throughout Advent.   We can look back and see guideposts:   Good family,  good man, healthy youth, sound values … but nobody expected this start for a Messiah.


Ever since, the church has been uncomfortable.


“What would Jesus do?” never quite solves any current situation; so we have Christians standing up for the law, and Christians sponsoring illegal immigrants;  and we ourselves are divided over every important question, here in the Body of Christ.


How much are you willing to turn over to the authorities, to the government, to the school system, to the doctor, to all those faces of God that fence you in,  and  that push you outward into a new future?


Mary agreed.   After questioning, she went along;  and looking back, the church says,  it’s always been this way.


If we’ve gotten anywhere, it’s been because we cooperated with the best in our circumstances.   We’ve built on the strengths of our ancestors.   We’ve held the door open to strangers.   We’ve stretched our giving, and taken risks.   We’ve been honest, especially when many weren’t.   We’ve faced the ambiguity in our laws, our church policies, our Christmas celebrations…


…and every time we’ve done this, the new light has come closer.


It’s not here yet.  This is not that kind of Sunday.   This is still teaching how to live in the shadowy time before things are clear.  This is not the front door.   This is out back, where we live much of our lives.


Ordinary.


Unfinished.


Maybe yes, maybe no.


Wait.


Listen to the questions.

How much did you do to get to this good place you now call home?


How much are you ready to move on, to let new life grow in you?


How can this be?


“For nothing will be impossible with God.”


Amen.
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