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Today, as we break open the Liturgy of the Word we find a short conversation between the prophet Isaiah and Ahaz, the King of Judah. Even though brief this passage says a great deal and Matthew interweaves the same sign and message into our gospel reading. Ahaz has much on his mind. His kingdom was being threatened by outside aggressors. And, because he wasn’t the most outstanding person of his day, in fact he was described as corrupt and wicked and he messed around with all kinds of pagan idolatry, he was most likely afraid to ask God for a sign. God gave Ahaz the “go ahead” to ask but Ahaz didn’t want to tempt God. Isaiah, frustrated with Ahaz proclaims that God will give you a sign: the young woman shall conceive, and bear a son, and shall name him Emmanuel. What we can read between the lines and in the chapters before and after is that God also assures Ahaz that all shall be well with his kingdom, his people will be spared and their future will be just fine. 
Ahaz went on to father a son and called him Hezekiah. Their names are listed in the genealogy of Jesus and the House of David. Hezekiah and Ahaz were like night and day! After the death of his father, Hezekiah set out to bring about religious reform throughout the kingdom.

A sign was given, and in this reading we hear about God’s promise; Emmanuel, God is with us.  
All of us are so very familiar with Luke’s gospel, which describes Mary’s Annunciation, but here today we listened to Matthew’s gospel and we realize there is a second annunciation story and this one belongs to Joseph. 

Finding himself caught in the grip of fear; wondering what to do with the news that Mary has conceived, grappling with trying to make a decision, an exhausted and worrisome Joseph falls asleep and in a dream came to rely on the Presence that says: Do not be afraid. Isn’t it remarkable that God can communicate to us and send us messengers even in our dreams? It’s amazing how our subconscious can reveal to us at times through dreams the reality of our life experiences. 
Once again we hear the prophecy. The angel assures Joseph not to be afraid to wed Mary. It is by the Holy Spirit that she has conceived this child. She is to have a son, and you are to name him Jesus. All of this happened to fulfill what God has said through the prophet.
Ahaz received a promise. Mary received a promise and now, so to does Joseph. All three acted upon the message received with a great deal of hope and trust. Joseph trusts and now sets out to prepare a dwelling place for Jesus.

I love this time of Advent and the opportunities it presents to us! We find ourselves in the fourth week now. Unfortunately, due to the calendar we don’t have a full four weeks. The great feast of Christmas is right around the corner. The graced opportunity is once again before us - Christ being born anew in our hearts. What have we been awakened to?
In Jan Richardson’s book, In Wisdom’s Path she entitles her first chapter on Advent “The Cave of the Heart.” She quotes the artist, Sister Doris Klein, who said, “In the cave of our hearts…in the fabric of our lives…in the soul of our earth… you continue, O God, to be born!” 
Sister Doris is one of many who are of the opinion that Christ was born in a cave. She said, “We all carry a cave, a hidden place within us, into which God longs to be born. Advent is a season to enter that place, to turn inward and encounter the God who seeks to emerge through us.” 
Richardson then goes on to write, “we, too, are called: to enter the cave of the heart, to trace the images drawn on its walls, to find God lying in the details of our lives, and then to emerge with newfound wisdom to engage in God’s work.”
So how is the Season of Advent unfolding for all of us? What a challenge it is to balance the busyness of all the preparations, dinners, visits with relatives, gift giving and oh yah, some time for prayer each day? 

In the midst of all the hustle and bustle, especially what possibilities can emerge for us as we set aside blocks of silent time?
Perhaps we can find quiet reflection time to prayerfully look at our longings. What do we truly long for? In our prayer and reflection, can we imagine what our Bethlehem looks like? What has taken place on our journey as we approach and stand before the dwelling place, peering into a stable carved out of the side of the cave? It might seem unsettling at first and maybe even scary to enter a cave, but it needn’t be. 
We might need God’s messenger to remind us Not to Be Afraid when we cross the threshold into the cave. We might need the reassurance that we can ask God for a sign and that God is indeed with us. What needs to be re-birthed in our lives? How do we bring others to birth? Let us allow ourselves that time in the cave of our hearts where God longs to be born. 
The more we are able to be in God’s presence, especially now and throughout this shortened fourth week of Advent the more we can say with St. Paul, that we too, serve Christ Jesus, we proclaim the Good News and we engage in God’s work, preparing a dwelling place for all who are in need, encountering the Christ born anew in all we meet. 
Giver of the dream,

this I ask:

for courage

to take the paths

the feet of my soul
have always know;

for vision

to see the wonders 

the eyes of my longing

would never forget;

for stillness

to hear the song

the ear of my spirit

will ever remember;

for daing

To taste the delights

The tongue of my heart 

Forever recalls;

for wisdom

to touch the depths

the hands of my desire

could never erase. 
JAN L. RICHARDSON 

In closing, I would like to share this blessing from Ministry of the Arts: 
May the Angel of [Mary’s and Joseph’s] Annunciation

Awaken in you God’s profound heartfelt love.

May your dreams lead you to profound reverence

as you bow before the Divine born in the stable of every heart.
May Mary guide you in birthing the Holy One in your life

and in birthing Love in others.

May Joseph engage you in deeper questioning and listening

and give you courage to risk the next step.
May your life become a Luminous Presence

Leading others to the place in their hearts and in the world

where Christ is always being born anew. 

May you have The Spirit of Christmas, which is Peace.

The Joy of Christmas, which is Hope.

The Heart of Christmas, which is Love.

 

