Sermon for Fourth Sunday of Advent-B

December 21, 2008 

Texts:  2 Samuel 7:1-11,16; Luke 1:47-55; Romans 16;25-27; Luke 1:26-38

Have you ever had your day perfectly planned,

Only to have some interruption that changes everything?
Most of us are subject to many minor interruptions

That change the plans for a day,

And most of us deal with these fairly gracefully.

I, for one, am rarely able to complete a day’s plans
Without something unexpected coming up. 

But I’m not talking about these fairly minor blips

In our day to day lives.

I’m talking about things that happen that cause a major perturbation.

There are lots of people in New Hampshire

Whose plans for Christmas this year

Have had a major re-working,

Due to prolonged power outages.

I think, also, of all the men and women in the utility crews

Who are up here from around the country

Trying to restore power for the rest of us.

I can only imagine that their spouses had other plans for them

During the two weeks leading up to Christmas.  

I think of the Army, Navy and Coast Guard reservists

And the National Guards

Who had really hoped to never be called to active duty

Who suddenly found themselves being deployed overseas.

I think of doctors and nurses

Who are called in for emergency duty

In the event of a disaster.

Sometimes, as in these cases and others,

God has plans for our lives

That are dramatically different from what we are planning.

Sometimes there are interruptions in our plans
When God’s priorities are different than our priorities.
Our texts this morning are all about God

Having different priorities than the humans

With whom God is interacting.

Consider King David.

He thinks he is doing a good deed.

He worries that he has built a nice house for himself,
While God lives in a tent,

The same tent that had housed God,

When the Israelites escaped from Egypt.

David begins to plan a house for God.

But God tells David,

Thank you very much,

But for now, I’m happy with my tent.

Instead, I have a different plan,

I am going to build YOU a house

Not a physical house,

But a family who will always have someone 

Who is a ruler in Israel.
God had different plans.
Plans that involved the House of David,

Not the house David wanted to build for God.

Enter stage right,

God’s plans for the House of David,

Which come up again in the Gospel text for the day.

Mary, the young teenaged girl from Nazareth,

Whom the angel Gabriel approaches,

In another abrupt interruption,

Is engaged to be married to a man, Joseph,

Who traces his ancestors to King David.  

God has plans for the house of David

And they mean all kinds of interruptions

For those whom God chooses to participate in those plans

And those who are affected by the outcome of those plans.

For starters, I would like to ask you to think about Mary for a moment.

One of those who is a recipient of a God’s interruption.

PAUSE

Mary is somewhere around 13 or 14, a young teenager.

Now if you are the parent of teenaged girls,

Have been friends with one,

Or are one yourself,

You know that long term planning
Is not on the radar scope of most teens. 

A long term plan consists of figuring out
Who is getting together in the next hour or two.

When the angel Gabriel approached Mary,

He dropped an interruption bomb,

That certainly took Mary’s life off of cruise control
And changed all of her long term plans. 

Most teens don’t have the emotional maturity

To make a long term commitment, 

But this is exactly what the angel asked of Mary.
What do you think was going through her head,

When the angel told her 

That she was to be the Mother of the Son of God?

We know what she said to the angel.

But Luke did not record what went through her head

In the moments before she answered. 

What might she have been thinking?
PAUSE

She might have thought of an answer to the angel such as 
“Who are you to come into my house

With a command that is so totally out of line.”  

She might have thought,

I can’t be a mother,

I have a wedding to plan.

She might have thought

I can’t answer this angel

Before I talk to my parents.

But Mary did not brush off the angel

Or engage in delaying tactics.

Whatever was going through her head,

She responded, “Here I am, the servant of the Lord.”

You know,

God interrupted more than just Mary’s life

With the birth of Jesus.

In the Magnificat, Mary’s song,

Which was our psalm reading today,

Mary sings of how

God is casting down the mighty from their thrones

And lifting up the lowly.

There is a nativity scene

At the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York,

That is a reflection of Mary’s song.

This nativity scene has all the typical features,

The rustic manger,

The beautiful hand craved figures.

Joseph, Mary and the baby,

As well as angels, shepherds, animals and the Kings.

But this nativity scene has one additional feature,

The manger is set among broken, decaying and ruined Roman columns.

The artist captures the interruption that

This child brings to the world order into which he is born.

With the birth of this child

God is casting down the mighty

And interrupting the old order of things.

Now, let’s go back to our own lives.

Think to yourself for a moment.

What interruptions to your plans have you experienced?

In what ways might God 

Be trying to cause change in your life?

PAUSE
Has there been a time,

When apparently evil things have happened to you

And you have wondered where God was?

God does not cause evil things to happen.

But God does often interrupt
To bring good out of something bad.

I know in my own case this week,

After struggling for nearly 8 days without power,

I don’t believe that God caused the power lines to fail

Or caused the crews to have particular difficulties in restoring my power.

However, I do think God used the opportunity of this life interruption.

To cause me to reflect on the privileges of life that I normally enjoy.

When Mary Jo Kvam talks to us about the CROP walk in the fall,

She often speaks of those who walk,

To get food and water.

As we hauled water daily from a neighbor’s house,

Even with the aid of a car,

I had ample opportunity to reflect on the difficulties of those, 
Who daily haul the water they need to live.

We’ve all heard the stories 

Of how individuals affected by some tragedy,

Have changed the direction of their life

Because of insights gained in the process of recovery.   

God interrupts and uses interruptions

To change the order of things,

To lift up the lowly

And cause the mighty to reflect and change.  

As humans we often cannot see the whole picture

Nor can we fully appreciate what God is doing 

In our lives and the lives of others.

In a sense, as we try to puzzle out God’s ways,

We hold only a single piece of a multi-thousand piece jigsaw puzzle.  

With that single piece in our hand,

We simply can’t comprehend 

What God is planning with God’s interruptions

To our carefully orchestrated plans.  

When Mary’s wedding plans were interrupted,
With the news of a baby she had no plans for,

She still had only partial information about the significance of this baby.

There is a poignant Christmas Carol entitled

“Mary do you know?”

The song goes through various verses
Including the question,

Mary do you know when you kiss your tiny child,

You kiss the face of God?

With 2000 years of history on our side,

We most likely know more fully than Mary,
How God intervened in the world

In the birth of this tiny baby to this young teenager.  

We have glimpses of how significant it is for us

That God intervened in the future of humankind

In this birth of this child.  

There is good news for each of us

In Mary’s answer to the angel.

When Mary answered,

Here I am, the servant of the Lord,

She set the stage for the series of events

That resulted in Jesus’ birth, death and resurrection,

And our own release from sin.

God’s interruption in Mary’s life

Has meant the difference for us 

Between being caught in a web of sin

And being freed to be God’s own child,

Through baptism into the Christ,

The One born to a teenaged mother.
Very few interruptions will have the significance

Of the one the angel brought to Mary.

However, God acts in each of our lives

In ways that often seem like interruptions to us.

How might God be trying to interrupt 

Your life in this time and place?

Which puzzle piece are you holding

As you puzzle out God’s intervention?

What does the Good News of Mary’s answer to the angel

And her son’s birth in the manger in Bethlehem mean to you?   Amen
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