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• Braving the traffic and the crowds the last few days, many people have been 
out buying last minute presents. For us, Christmas is inseparable from gifts. 
The presents that receive the most attention in this season are those we see 
on television and in the malls. But a great thing to remind our children and 
grandchildren is this ~ one gift stands above all others. This, of course, is 
the gift of God’s self-revelation in the birth of the Messiah. 

• Not all gifts are obvious in their value and meaning. I remember opening a 
present when I was in third grade. Inside was a pair of gloves. For a third 
grader, this was just one notch above getting underwear for Christmas! And 
yet, I had those gloves for years.    (pause) 

• In our first reading, a prophet visits a king who has lost his sense of 
vocation.  Yet, every king of Israel was supposed to remember who the real 1

king was ~ the Lord and God of Creation. But Ahaz was a man who was 
used to relying on himself, on his own strength and influence. And here we 
find him, in our first reading, ruling as the king of Judah. The northern 
kingdom of Israel has broken away, and now their king has joined with the 
Assyrians. They are on his doorstep, threatening to wage war against Ahaz 
and Judah!  

• Here unfolds one of the more memorable scenes in the Old Testament. The 
prophet Isaiah is sent to challenge a feisty and undependable king. To try 
and picture the moment, imagine the lawn of the White House, near the 
West Wing. This is the kind of situation to which the prophet is sent. Imagine 
you are that prophet; and that it is years ago, back during the Cold War. In 
this imagined scene, God prompts you to go tell the President not to rely on 
such things as strategic bombers and nuclear submarines for security. And 
then the Lord gives you these words to say to the President: “Take heed, be 
quiet, do not fear. And do not let your heart be faint because of… the fierce 
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anger of” Russian and China, which might someday soon come against 
you!  2

• If you were that prophet, every instinct in your body would tell you not to go. 
All your experience of the world would tell you that such a mission could 
only lead to trouble. After all, you are only a prophet, and he is the President. 
You are an ordinary person, and he is a trained and experienced statesman. 
It would make no sense at all! 

• But, defying his own fears and instincts, Isaiah goes to meet King Ahaz “at 
the end of the aqueduct… on the road to the public laundry.”  Through the 3

prophet, God speaks again to Ahaz. This time he says, “Ask for a sign from 
your God. Ask anything. Be extravagant. Ask for the moon!” But Ahaz says, 
“I’d never do that. I’d never make demands like that on God!” So Isaiah tells 
him, “Then listen to this, government of David! It’s bad enough that you 
make people tired with your pious, timid hypocrisies; but now you’re 
making God tired. So the Master is going to give you a sign, anyway.”  

• “Watch for this: A girl who is presently a virgin will get pregnant. She’ll bear 
a son and name him Immanuel (God-With-Us). By the time the child is 
twelve years old, able to make moral decisions, the threat of war will be 
over. Relax, those two kings that have you so worried will be out of the 
picture. But also be warned: God will bring on you and your people and 
your government a judgment worse than anything since the time the 
kingdom split…” 

• The prophet has invited the king to ask God for a gift. In mock humility, the 
king protests, “I will not trouble the Lord with a request for a gift!” But the 
king does not perceive how his behavior and attitude are troubling to the 
Lord! And so, through the prophet, the Lord promises King Ahaz a gift 
anyway – a gift whose value and meaning is not at all obvious. “Look,” says 
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the prophet, “the young woman is with child and shall bear a son, and shall 
name him Immanuel. He shall eat curds and honey by the time he knows 
how to refuse the evil and choose the good.”  What a strange promise! How 4

could the birth of a child be a gift for a troubled world? 

• This is the kind of promise that Mary received from the Angel Gabriel. And it 
is the kind of promise that every one of us receives, when we are called to 
acknowledge and accept that same gift. During this Advent season we have 
reflected on how there are a number of aspects to our response to God’s 
call, and to the promise of God’s gift to us. Fear can often be our first 
reaction, followed then by wonder and uncertainty about the fit between 
God’s promise and our own suitability for receiving it. By attentiveness to 
God’s Grace, our uncertainty can be transformed into a humility ~ a humility 
that is willing to accept the Word of Promise and the Call to receive it. And if 
we come that far – if we are willing to believe and remain attentive, letting 
God be God in a way King Ahaz was never willing to do, we may come to 
that wonderful moment. It is in Mary’s fourth response to God’s Word of 
Call. It is quite simply, Joy! There is no other word for it. Both Mary and 
Joseph, each in their own way, accept the unlikely and unexpected word of 
promise. And accepting and receiving God’s will for what it is, they find joy. 

• Over the course of this Advent, I have shared with you four images of the 
Annunciation to Mary of the promised gift of a child – a child who would be 
God with us. In the last image, El Greco beautifully captures the sublime 
quality of the moment. Having accepted God’s Word in humility, Mary’s eyes 
and her whole being are uplifted up to receive the message. Her uplifted 
hand says it all! The gilded and hovering angel points upward, in the 
direction where all this is supposed to go, to the realm of Spirit. This is 
where the Lord will ascend through his Resurrection, taking us and our 
humanity with him into the very being of God.    (Pause) 
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• Joy may not be the defining feature of our lives today. Yet, we can find the 
fullness of joy in the gift we celebrate this week. For we receive a gift whose 
meaning and value we can never fully anticipate in advance. 

• To this gift, Mary says “Yes!” And, with her, we can say, “yes,” as well. Yes to 
God’s Word that comes to us as both promise and call – a promise that he 
will be with us always, as we accept him for who He really is. And, a call for 
us to become new persons in him. For, in him, we find a spiritual maturity 
this world can never give. 

• In raising our hearts in assent to God’s promises, and by receiving God’s call 
to be transformed by the Spirit, we will grow. We will grow into that quiet joy 
which was Mary’s, instilled by the Angel’s visit. Behold – a virgin has 
conceived, and has borne a Son, and we call his name Immanuel – for God 
is with us! 
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The Annunciation by 1) Simone Martini (above);       
2) Dante Gabriel Rossetti (right); 3) Trygve Skogrand 
(lower right); and 4) El Greco (below). 

For the four Sundays of Advent: 
{clockwise:}   Apprehensive  /  Introspective 

Attentive  /  Accepting with Joy 
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Matthew 1:18-25 

Now the birth of Jesus the Messiah took place in this way. When his mother Mary had been 
engaged to Joseph, but before they lived together, she was found to be with child from the 
Holy Spirit. Her husband Joseph, being a righteous man and unwilling to expose her to 
public disgrace, planned to dismiss her quietly. But just when he had resolved to do this, an 
angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream and said, “Joseph, son of David, do not be 
afraid to take Mary as your wife, for the child conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit. She 
will bear a son, and you are to name him Jesus, for he will save his people from their sins.” 
All this took place to fulfill what had been spoken by the Lord through the prophet: 

 “Look, the virgin shall conceive and bear a son, 

  and they shall name him Emmanuel,” 

which means, “God is with us.” When Joseph awoke from sleep, he did as the angel of the 
Lord commanded him; he took her as his wife, but had no marital relations with her until 
she had borne a son; and he named him Jesus. 

Notes:
 Isaiah 7:10-16.1

 An adaptation of Isaiah 7:4 {NRSV}.2

 For this and the following, see portions of Isaiah 7 in the Message translation.3

 Isaiah 7:14-15 {NRSV}.4
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