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Sermon for Advent 4 

December 20, 2020 

 

Siblings in Christ, as the messenger Gabriel met Mary in her home with these 

words, so I say to you: “Greetings, Favored Ones, the Lord is with you.”  

 

I’m sure you can tell I’m not at church. Instead, I am proclaiming good news to 

you from my home. I was in NY for a couple of weeks to check on my family and 

am quarantining for 14 days now that I am back.  

I don’t know about you, but as much as we love our beautiful worship space at St. 

John’s, I’ve really appreciated the messages that have come to us from people’s 

homes this past year. Our lectors reading the scripture from living rooms. The 

intergenerational children’s messages given by families at kitchen tables. And the 

times like these when pastors and other leaders have for various reasons done parts 

of worship in the places where they live.  

 

When explaining church to children we often tell them that the building is God’s 

house. Which is a way to convey that its purposes are holy and somehow set apart. 

But it misses the mark when it makes children think that God somehow resides 

there in that place. And if we’re honest, even as adults we can get caught in 

thinking that the holiest space to be and find God is in church. 

In the reading from Samuel for today King David is the most powerful person in 

Israel. And he has a special relationship with God. But his faith is often corrupted 

by his own power. In his misguided zeal for God, David imagines that God must 

like the things he likes and thinks are grand. So, he rushes off to build God a 

magnificent house to dwell in, so God could get out of those dingy, temporary 

tents. Never mind that God did not ask for any grand edifice. Which God explains 
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as much to David, telling him that he is the House of God, and that God has and 

always will dwell with the people wherever they go. It seems God prefers the 

freedom of wandering with us over being kept bound by the constraints we want to 

put on God.  

 

When I was in Brooklyn my colleague Ben Colahan was pastor of a Latino 

Lutheran congregation in the next neighborhood to mine. He now serves a church 

in Chico, preceding me here to CA. When we were in Brooklyn together, we 

collaborated on a number of projects and events. One of my favorites was when 

my church joined his for Las Posadas. Las Posadas is a centuries-old Mexican 

tradition celebrated in many Latin American cultures. It centers around a 

reenactment of the search Mary and Joseph made to find lodging on the night when 

Jesus was born. Las Posadas means “the inns,” and the tradition is for certain 

homes in the community to be designated as “inns.” Each night between December 

16th and 24th, one house hosts other members of the community, who act out the 

part of the Holy Family. Ben’s event was just one night. He arranged with 

members of his church to be at home and act as innkeepers. The rest of us gathered 

behind musicians leading us through the streets of Brooklyn. We were an unlikely 

"holy family” made up of young hipsters and older folks from Greenpoint and 

long-time residents of the Latino community in Williamsburg, singing our way on 

sidewalks with candles in our hands. We moved from inn to inn, house to house, 

singing a plea for entry into warmth and shelter for the night. House after house, 

we were met with sung excuses that to paraphrase meant, “NO.” Until at last we 

found our way back to the church, where people were waiting for us. We sang our 

final plea and at last we were welcomed with singing:  

Entren santos peregrinos, peregrinos,  

reciban este rincón.Aunque es pobre la morada,os la doy de corazón. 
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Enter, holy pilgrims, holy pilgrims, 

Welcome to this corner.  

Though the dwelling is poor,  

I give it to you from the heart. 

 

Visitors from God are rarely so scripted and well-planned as the Christmas 

traditions we hold dear. Mary learns this when the messenger Gabriel barges in, 

offering a greeting that to our ears sounds generous and flattering. But whenever 

someone in the bible finds favor with God, it means their life is about to get a 

whole lot more complicated. And Mary’s perplexed reaction and wonder at these 

words tell us that she knows this is not just a friendly visit. We can tell by 

Gabriel’s next words that Mary recognizes the enormity of being a favored one, 

“Do not be afraid, Mary...” Though in that moment there was a lot for this young 

woman to fear. First, that some stranger was there in her living room. And also, 

that what he presents to her is not likely what she planned for her life. She would 

need to look past her own emotions anticipating the shame, guilt, accusations of 

infidelity, risk of losing her family. If she were to welcome God into her very self -

- this would ask a lot of her. It would take all she has to give.  

 

The other thing about messengers from God – they don’t show up when it’s most 

convenient for us. They appear often amid the darkest and most difficult times. 

When we feel like we can’t take on one more thing, and yet God asks more of us. 

But it is these moments when the promised salvation enacted by God is most 

needed.  

The Roman Catholic church celebrates this annunciation of Mary’s pregnancy on 

March 25th (if you do the math that’s exactly 9 months before Christmas). This 
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year this gestational period of God has overlapped with 9 months of the pandemic. 

And all that has been borne by us and the world in grieving, waiting, hoping, 

wondering, and fearing the worst. But it began with the proposition that God might 

be born into this world of grief and pain. To turn it upside down. Delivering us by 

a child delivered by his parents into a world corrupted by its own sense of power. 

Where those who have lost much already tend to suffer even more.  

 

This is not a long-ago story of one young person opening the door to God’s 

purpose for her life. It is a present moment for all of us favored of God, struggling 

to understand what sort of promise this might be. That the one who created us and 

this world is about to be born again in our midst.  

Every year new life is germinated in us, God’s people -- God’s Holy House. This 

year is no different.  

Just as the world into which Jesus was born was not perfect. But one torn by strife, 

divisions, military occupation, corruption of powers, discrimination and fear. God 

was born into this world, not some perfect, utopian paradise built of gold and fine 

cedar. Christ was born and lived among us. Held and birthed by the body of a 

faithful but finite woman.  

 

We aren’t sure what Mary came to understand in that perplexing interaction with 

Gabriel. But she trusted enough in God’s faithfulness to welcome the indwelling of 

God: “let it be with me according to your word.” Waking to the wonder of the 

present moment, she offers herself to the unbelievable possibility of a different 

future.  

 

This year has brought much pain and emotional strain. But we are God’s favored 

ones, who have been given a song to sing. Written before us by faithful ancestors 
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like Mary and David. Who did not always get it right or understand fully the 

perplexing ways of God. But who trusted in the power of God to deliver us from 

evil and transform this world.  

You have been made into a holy family, the very dwelling place of God.  

In the end, we don’t have much to give in return for what God has done. Except to 

offer ourselves and all that is ours into the use of God for the sake of saving the 

world.  

Enter, Holy Child, 

Welcome to this corner.  

Though the dwelling is poor,  

I give it to you from my heart. 

 

Amen.  


