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Liturgical Day: The Fourth Sunday in Advent
Date: December 24, 2006
Sermon Title:  Forgiveness, Meaning and Power

Grace to you and peace, from God our Father, and the Lord and Savior Jesus
Christ. Amen.

The week before the arrival of Christmas: how many of you can remember what it
was like during this week when you were a child? With two young boys in our family, I
am finding myself remembering often what it was like for me at that age.

I remember watching Mom put up all the Christmas decorations: the nativity
scenes, the table cloths, the candles and wreaths, and finally, the stockings and the tree.
Christmas tins would begin to pile up in the front entry way — an unheated room in our
house — each of them filled with a different kind of Christmas cookie. (As I got into High
School, I learned how to slip into that room unnoticed and sneak my favorite cookies out
of their tins without being caught...)

Then over the course of a week or two, presents would begin to pile up under the
tree — some purchased by my parents, and others arriving in the mail or with visits. The
last few days went by in an agonizingly slow manner. The minutes seemed like hours;
the hours seemed like days; the days seemed endless.

Finally, Christmas Eve came. December 22 may be the shortest day in the year,
but December 24™ is definitely the longest. All day long we kids would wait and fidget
and look at the clock and look at the clock and look at the clock. We would spend all
morning and all afternoon imagining the evening ritual.

Yesterday I was at the funeral of Larry and Darlene Renevier’s 29-year old
grandson, Jeremey Wollack. The Pastor told a story about Jeremy as a young boy. He
said that on Christmas Day he would wake up in the middle of the morning, at two or
three o'clock. He'd sneak down the hallway and wake his sister, and the two of them
would sit and watch television for three hours until their parents would finally wake up
and let them start opening presents.

I remember that kind of waiting. We always opened our presents on Christmas
Eve, so the family would sit down to dinner, the same dinner every year, the same long
Christmas Eve dinner every year. Then we would head into the front room and unwrap
all of our presents before making our way to the 9:00 service at church. It was one of
the most exciting nights of the year. And the weeks of anticipation only seemed to
heighten our experience of Christmas giving.

Advent is a season of anticipation — as we anticipate the celebration of our Lord’s
birth. What does it mean to wait on God in anticipation? I suspect that we answer that
question best by looking at the world through a child’s eyes. A child who has not yet
learned to restrain the outward signs of excitement. A child whose skipping feet and
twitching fingers more than hint at the emotions bubbling up to the surface.

There are some who think that Advent should be a somber time, a quiet time of
restraint. But that image of a child reminds us that building anticipation is far from
somber... far from restrained. In fact, it is exactly the opposite. As the faithful anticipate
the coming of this celebration, a joy can begin to build within that simply aches to burst
free.

That is the type of anticipation I think of this morning when I consider our Gospel
text and Mary’s story. Imagine what it must have been like for her to travel through the
Judean hill country to the home of Zechariah and Elizabeth, all the while pondering what
had happened to her in the past weeks. First there had been Joseph — shy glances,
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turning into first dates, leading into a relationship that seemed to have promise for the future. There was the
day of their betrothal, when they were promised to one another in an engagement.

Then there was that strange day when Mary received a visitor — one who seemed almost heavenly. This
visitor, Gabriel we are told, informed her that something even more fantastic than her relationship with Joseph
would happen to her. She would conceive, and bear a son hamed Jesus. He would reign over the house of
David forever, and of his kingdom there would be no end. Gabriel told her something else that was as hard to
believe: that her aging aunt Elizabeth also was about to give birth, as proof that nothing was impossible with
God.

She tells Gabriel that if this is God’s will, she is God’s willing servant. Breathlessly she races to
Zechariah’s and Elizabeth’s — half afraid to believe that the words are true. I can picture her alternately
running and walking down the dirt lane that led to their house; wondering if they will call her crazy, or affirm
what she believes to be true; every step closer to that house and her heartbeat seems to race all the more.

Finally, ready to burst with anticipation, she steps over the threshold and greets Elizabeth. To her delight
and amazement, Elizabeth shouts out, filled with God’s Holy Spirit, and confirms everything Mary has heard
from the angel. Mary literally bursts forth in song — The Magnificat it's called — a song that praises God for
choosing her to be a servant of the Good News. A song that proclaims all that God has done, is doing, and will
do for those who believe.

It's that image of a breathless Mary, filled with excitement, that I want to take with me through these
final hours of Advent anticipation. Because, if the truth is told, the promise that is born anew in us each
Christmas season is as real and life changing as the child that would be born to Mary on that first Christmas
morn. Real because you and I know the kind of difference Christ can make in a person’s life. Real because we
have experienced the forgiveness that he longs to share with us — forgiveness that gives us peace with God.
Real because we know the meaning that Christian faith gives to our lives — meaning that makes such a
difference in how we live, and how we bless the world that surrounds us. Real because we have sensed the
power that comes from our faith — power that becomes available to us when the presence of God goes with us
wherever we are. These are incredible gifts. These are gifts worth waiting for. And as we prepare our hearts
and homes for the arrival of the Christmas season, we prepare ourselves to once again receive these gifts, and
be touched by peace and meaning and power.

So together, each year, we anticipate the celebration of the Christmas story. It is a story that we receive
each year in faith. It is a story that communicates to us the promise that God wishes to share with us. The
promise that is born anew in us at Christmas time is one that can renew our relationship with God. When this
is what we find ourselves waiting for, Advent can't be a somber or depressing time. Instead, it is a joyful and
exciting time. Like a little child who, year after year, awaits the magic of Christmas Eve.

These past three weeks have indeed been a time of watching and waiting. With the whole world, we've
awaited the arrival of one of the richest celebrations known. We've purchased gifts, attended parties, offered
wishes of kindness and good cheer. We've reached out to needy neighbors, and remembered the concerns of
the world in our prayers. We've experienced what some have come to call a season of sharing. And with the
whole church, we've awaited the celebration of our Lord’s birth. We've thought of those who waited for
centuries for the coming of Christ. We've thought of those who heard the preaching of John in the Judean
countryside. We've thought of the ways God wants to be born anew in our own lives. We've even given some
thought to the day when our Lord will return in glory.

And now the waiting is all but over. As the Christmas celebration arrives, may it renew our relationship
with God. May it deepen our sense of meaning and purpose in life. And may it fill our hearts with God’s perfect
joy. For one of the last times this year: A blessed Advent to you all. May our coming celebration of the Lord’s
birth be all that God wants it to be for us.

Amen.
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English Text: '

39 In those days Mary set out and went with haste to a Judean town in the hill country,
40 where she entered the house of Zechariah and greeted Elizabeth. ¥ When Elizabeth heard Mary’s
greeting, the child leaped in her womb. And Elizabeth was filled with the Holy Spirit ** and exclaimed
with a loud cry, “Blessed are you among women, and blessed is the fruit of your womb. ** And why
has this happened to me, that the mother of my Lord comes to me? * For as soon as I heard the
sound of your greeting, the child in my womb leaped for joy. *> And blessed is she who believed that
there would be a fulfillment of what was spoken to her by the Lord.” * And Mary said, “My soul
magnifies the Lord, ¥ and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior, * for he has looked with favor on the
lowliness of his servant. Surely, from now on all generations will call me blessed; * for the Mighty One
has done great things for me, and holy is his name. *° His mercy is for those who fear him from
generation to generation. ! He has shown strength with his arm; he has scattered the proud in the
thoughts of their hearts. >* He has brought down the powerful from their thrones, and lifted up the
lowly; > he has filled the hungry with good things, and sent the rich away empty. ** He has helped his
servant Israel, in remembrance of his mercy, >> according to the promise he made to our ancestors, to
Abraham and to his descendants forever.” "

Greek Text:

39 AvXoT&ROX O€ MXPLAM €V TKLG NUEPXKLG TROTALG ETTOPEDDN ELG THV OPELVIAV METX
OTTOLOAC €LC TTOALY 1000, 40 KL ELOAANDEV €LC TOV OLKOV ZXXXPLOU KXL NOTTROXKTO TV
EALOGBET. 41 KX EYEVETO WG NKOVOEV TOV XOTTXOMOV TAC Maxpilag n EALOBET, EOKipTNnOEV
TO Bpédog €v T KOl XUTAC, KXL ETTAROON TIVEOUXTOC &ylou N EALOKBET, 42 KXl
XVEPUVNTEV KPXULYT MEYRAN KXL ELTTEV - €EDAOYNMEVN OV €V YUVXLELY KXL EDAOYNMEVOC O
KXPTTOG TAC KOWALXG 0OU. 43 KXL TTOBev pot To0TO tvex €EAON N uATRP ToO KLUPLOL MOL TTPOC
€ME; 44 1000 Y P WG EYEVETO N pwvN TOD XOTTXOMOD OOV €ELG TX WTXK MOV, ETKIPTNOEV €V
XYOXANLXOEL TO BPEDOC €V TH KOWALX MOU. 45 KXL MXKXPLX 1N TILOTEVOXROX OTL E0TKL
TEAELWOLG TOLG AEAXANMEVOLG XOTH TTRPX KUPLOUL. 46 Kt €ltrev MapLaip - MeyoxAOvVeL 1 Yuxni
MOU TOV KUPLOV, 47 KXL NYXAANLXOEV TO TIVEOUX MOU ETTL TW BEW TUW CWTAPL MOV, 48 OTL
ETTEBAEYEV ETTL THV TXTTELVWOLV TAC 500ANG xUTOD. 1500 Y&p &TTO TOO VOV paxkaxplodoLy We
TIROKL XL YEVEXL, 49 OTL ETTOLNOEV HOL MEYRAX O dUVAXTOC. KXL XYLOV TO OVOUX XUTOD, 50 KoL
TO EA€OC XUTOD ELG YEVEXG KXL YEVEXG TOLC doBouvpévolg xVTOV. 51 ETTolnoeV Kp&RTOG €V
Bpaxiovt x0OTOD, dLETKOPTILOEV VTTEPNIRVOUE dLXVOLX KXPOILXG XOTWV - 52 KXOELNEV
dUVAOTAG XTTO BpOVWV KXL DPWOEV TRTTELVOUC, 53 TTELVWIVTIG EVETTANCEV XYXOWV KL
TTAOUTOOVTXG EEXTTETTELAEV KEVOUC. 54 XVTEAXBETO TopxnA TTxtdO¢ x0TOD, HvNodRAveL
ENEOUG, 55 KXOWG EARANTEV TTPOG TOUC TTIXTEPXKG NUWV, TW ABpaaM KXL TUW OTTEPUXTL
a0TOD €lg TOV aldver. "

f_A list of Bible lessons for the coming weeks is available at http://www.elca.org/dcm/worship/church_year/lectionary.html.
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