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Isaiah 7:10-16, Romans 1:1-7, Matthew 1:18-25 

 
 
When I look at the four lighted candles on the Advent wreath, it’s a bit of a startling realization that there is only 
one candle left to burn. We’re almost there! And, it’s almost here.  
 
People celebrate Christmas for all sorts of reasons. Some are very clear about the connection to the birth of 
Jesus and what that means. Many make very little association between the celebration on December 25th and 
the incarnation. And then there are those who want to make the Christian connection but seem confused about 
how to do it. 
 
Someone in my neighborhood has a yard jam packed with Christmas lights and blow up figures. And projected 
on the garage door, with one of those spotlight things that are so popular now, is an image of the three empty 
crosses on Calvary. Is it just me, or does that seem a bit odd? I know the two events are related, but that seems 
to be getting ahead of ourselves. It’s like the cartoon that was in our Midweek newsletter recently, where the 
woman in the audience at the kid’s Christmas pageant leans over to the person next to her and whispers, “you 
know he dies, don’t you?” 
 
Yes, we all know how the story of Jesus ends. But for now, let’s start with a focus on how it began. 
 
The other refrain we are feeling, besides “we’re almost there,” is “It’s almost here.” But what do we mean by 
that? What is the “it,” and where is the “here?” 
 
The “it” recognizes an event so magnificent, so mysterious, so monumental, that evidence of it is a part of every 
day of our lives. And I’m not just referring to the calendar.  
 
The birth of our faith, the miraculous coming of God to be with us in human flesh, the beginning of a ministry 
which would reshape the world, Jesus’ birth was all of these things. But if the physical birth, and Jesus’ earthly 
life were all that mattered, we could have an annual birthday party and call it good. But what we celebrate at 
Christmas is so much more than that! Angelus Selesius, 17th century poet and priest said it well, “Christ could be 
born a thousand times in Bethlehem – but all in vain, until he is born in me.” 
 
How many times have you been asked recently, “Are you ready for Christmas?” The church is pretty clear on 
what that means. It was expressed in the prayer we used at the beginning of the service today, which is from the 
BCP and very specific to this 4th Sunday of Advent. I’ll read it to you again. (p. 212 ) “Purify our conscience, 
Almighty God, by your daily visitation, that your Son Jesus Christ, at his coming, may find in us a mansion 
prepared for himself.” “Find in us a mansion prepared for Christ.” Be ready for Christmas. 
 
Mary had prepared a place for Jesus.  Today’s gospel reading says “she was with child from the Holy Spirit.” 
Joseph had also prepared himself to receive Christ. He woke from his dream and did as the angel of the Lord 
commanded him.” What these two had in common was their nurturing of their faith. And when circumstances 
hit which could have produced all sorts of reactions, especially for Joseph, faith won out over fear. 
 
A seminary friend of mine planted an interesting question in my head this past weekend. She said, “did you ever 
wonder if God chose Mary, because of Joseph?” Joseph doesn’t get much attention in scripture. But one cannot 
overestimate his role in carrying out God’s plan. What if Joseph had been a righteous man according to Jewish 
law, but unable to subjugate the law of man to the will of God? What if he had dismissed the message of the 
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angel in his dream because he feared the consequences of disregarding the law of his people? Joseph’s faith was 
more central to him than his fear. 
 
In the Old Testament reading we heard today, Isaiah tells King Ahaz God will give him a sign as assurance that 
Ahaz can trust God to save Judea. Ahaz turns down the offer. He was so caught up in his fear of being taken over 
by neighboring Israel and Syria, he refused Isaiah’s offer. Fear won out over faith and it did not end well for King 
Ahaz.  
 
These are dramatic examples of a struggle which goes on inside every one of us. How much do we trust God, 
especially in the midst of uncertainty and fear of the “what if’s”? Here’s an “in your face” question, “how willing 
are you to set aside your fears and desire for control and seek only God’s will?”  
 
The perfect nature and wisdom and love of God is, well, perfect. Anything we may ask other than God’s will, is 
then, of a lesser quality and for a lesser good. And that’s the rub. We want what we want, in the way, shape, and 
form we think best. Give it up, folks. Focusing on what we think is best and fretting over what might be, is an 
exercise in feeding our fears and not our faith. Of course we pray for healing, for peace, for justice, for love to 
prevail. God wants us to bring forth our needs and desires. But God also needs us to listen, and we can’t do that 
while we’re focusing on what we want.  
 
Christmas is a celebration of the eternal and unceasing birth of Christ into our human nature. We celebrate it 
like a commemoration, but it is not a one-time event! God is constantly offering God’s presence. So for 
Christmas to mean anything, Christ has to be born, and reborn in us, constantly. And so, we pray that through 
God’s daily visitation into our lives, there will be a mansion where Christ will always be welcomed. Twelfth 
century mystic, Meister Eckhart, says it this way, “What does it avail me that this birth is always happening, if it 
does not happen in me?” 
 
Christ being born in us is not like a Hollywood event of rapture or ecstasy. It is something which is cultivated 
when we tune out the extraneous and empty ourselves in silence and openness before God. Meister Eckhart 
says it also happens when we are able to “possess God in all places and all things.” Brother Lawrence, a 15th 
century lay monastic, says it this way. Our sanctification does not depend upon changing what we do day by day, 
but in doing for God’s sake, that which we usually do for our own.1 
 
Preparing our internal mansion for Christ to be born in us again and again, is not just an Advent exercise. It is a 
lifelong commitment. The purpose of the liturgical cycle of the church is to bring us around again, every year, 
through the seasons when we focus on events in the life of Christ. As the seasons return, year after year, we 
deepen our understanding of God’s gifts and lessons with each Lent or Easter or Epiphany or Advent we 
experience. 
  
I encourage you to pay attention to the words of the familiar hymns we sing this week. They are full of petitions 
to make Christ real to us every day, not just on Christmas.  “Cast out our sin, and enter in, be born in us today.” 
“Let loving hearts enthrone him.” “Let every heart prepare him room.” “O Come, O Come, Emanuel.” Emanuel, 
God with us. Emanuel, God in us.  
Come. 
 
The Rev. Janice Head 
Church of the Nativity, Grand Junction, CO 

                                                           
1 Practicing the Presence of God, Spire Books, 1967, p 27. 
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