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God With Us


Throughout this season of Advent, we have been on a journey – a journey of hope and anticipation, - in some ways, a journey inward, but also a journey that has brought us into contact with the many signs of the times all around us – many of which disconcert us, filling us with anxiety. We have been confronted with humanity’s long, sinful history which seems to have us ensnared; but at the same time, we are being reassured that in Christ all can and shall be made new. The readings have slowly unfolded for us a plan of salvation which God has for us, and we have also learned that, in the end, everything depends on our response (as in Mary’s response to the Angel Gabriel).  We are encouraged by the prophet, Baruch, along with the people of Israel to shed our mourning rags – our hand wringing over the ills of the world - and to clothe ourselves in God’s justice, to reach out to the poor and oppressed, – and to place our trust in God who has promised to visit us with his mercy – to be with us. Paul goes so far as to exhort us to REJOICE! And now, here we are on the last Sunday of Advent, and we are at this juncture hearing more particulars about the promise to which we cling; - we are about to experience deeply how the presence of God is among us - the mystery of God-with-us.

In chapter five of his book, the prophet Micah actually addresses himself to tiny Bethlehem in Judea, lifting up this village which was the ancestral home of the great King David, and was also the burial site of Rachel, the beloved wife of the patriarch Jacob. As such, it was considered holy ground – the cradle of Israel’s relationship with Yahweh. In this prophecy, Micah says that Bethlehem, the root of Israel’s vine, has not ceased to be fruitful. Indeed, a successor to David, a great leader –a messiah – will bud forth from this vine to shepherd the people –the Remnant returning from exile. This great ruler will shepherd them in the strength of Yahweh, who loves them and keeps faithful covenant with them. “They will live in security, for now the ruler’s greatness will extend to the ends of the earth,” says the prophet.  “They will say, ‘This at last is the one who will be our peace!” 

So, while Father love, or Creator love, has accompanied the people all along the way, the new Christian community now sees in Micah’s prophecy, not only a great leader, but also that Creator love is birthing into the world a human/divine love – a Messiah and anointed leader – who will be God-Presence in a new way – in a way that people can identify with more intimately, can experience more palpably, and can trust more readily. 

The passage from the Letter to the Hebrews has Jesus himself speaking; and he is clarifying for us what is meant by the salvation that he brings and by the meaning of sacrifice in the New Covenant. Sacrifice is nothing more and nothing less than totally putting oneself in alignment with the will of the Creator at whatever cost. It is striving to be at one with the Creator. It is essentially a spiritual conforming to the will of God, but it is played out and made manifest in material ways. Jesus, quoting the words of the prophet Samuel says: “God, here I am. I come to do your will.” The good news is that the coming of Christ into the world in bodily form gives a whole new meaning to our relationship with creation – with the cosmos – with the God who willed it into being and who sustains it. That same God-with-us!


And finally, the gospel passage from Luke, chapter one, depicts for us Mary’s visit to her pregnant cousin, Elizabeth. We are all familiar with the story. Ostensibly, Mary is visiting in order to be of assistance to an aging cousin, who is about to deliver her first child. The hidden story is that Mary herself is with child by the action of the Holy Spirit as a result of agreeing to the will of God as expressed by the Angel Gabriel. Elizabeth, filled with the Holy Spirit (the spirit of wisdom – a grace that comes with age and growth), recognizes the true meaning of the visit. The two pregnancies are inextricably bound together; - two manifestations of the same Spirit; – two signs of the same Presence which blesses the whole of creation. It is the Spirit Presence in Elizabeth that recognizes the universal blessing that Mary and her Child represent, and of which her own pregnancy is a part. “Blessed is she who believed that what our God said to her would be accomplished!” 


What Luke has done is to place the story of Jesus in the continual story of God’s faithfulness to Israel, while opening his audience to the expansive love of God that reaches beyond Israel, even to the Gentiles. 


Mary and Elizabeth are two unique women representing God’s covenant faithfulness to Israel, and God’s “new thing” being born in Jesus Christ. We, the church, can learn much by standing in the tension that Elizabeth and Mary represent; - learning from God’s covenant faithfulness – and using that groundedness to welcome the new thing that God is doing among us now. In the melding of the old and the new, there appears the continuity of God which brings about life even in impossible circumstances. The encounter of Elizabeth and Mary brings together the past and the future of God, and points the church to a faithful way of relating across generational divides. The shared celebration of Mary and Elizabeth can show those of us who struggle with difference –whether generational, cultural or racial - in communities both religious and civil - how to learn from, equip, and inspire each other. Respect and mutual learning between generations, cultural and racial groups can be a great blessing in church and society. Then praise of the older or more established can bless the younger or more newly arrived with confidence to give their own prophetic witness to God’s work in the world albeit in new ways. Elizabeth and Mary are a model of how the past and the future can come together in the present as prophetic witness to the abundance of God.

The great Protestant theologian Walter Brueggeman once observed: “A myth of scarcity will never generate ‘bread for the world,’ but only ‘bread for us and ours.’ The lyric of abundance asserts that, in the hand of the generative and generous God, scarcity is not true!”


Luke’s gospel makes clear that Mary relies solely on God for fulfilling the daunting mission she has been given. She is singing the ‘lyric of God’s abundance.” Elizabeth also totally depends on God for her fruitfulness. Together they are a powerful witness – both of them singing the lyric of God’s abundant justice in the fulfillment of God’s faithful promises to them. 


The question for all of us is, “Can God be enough for us? Can utter reliance on God empower the rich to relax their death grip on goods long enough to see what is enough? Can utter reliance on God teach a lyric of abundance that leads the rich to listen with compassion rather than with pity to the poor, and so respond with generosity? Can utter reliance on God empower the poor and marginalized to speak the truth of God’s abundance with compassion and dignity and strength? Their testimony, like that of Elizabeth and Mary, is imperative to the spiritual liberation of all who seek to be disciples of Jesus.


So on this last Sunday of Advent, we have come full circle from the first Sunday, when Jeremiah announced that God would not fail to raise up a righteous branch who will bring justice and integrity, safety and security. We are to rejoice. Our hope is now to be fulfilled in Emmanuel, God with us. Our act of faith is to be open to receiving the Creator Presence, now Word-Made-Flesh, and ever-present, yet ever elusive Wisdom-Sophia. Our act of faith is to believe that Jesus, the long awaited one, will draw us into the lyric of abundance that bids everyone to come together.

“This at last is the one who will be our peace,” says Micah. May it be so!
