Sermon B
Advent IV, 2011
The Powerful and the Lowly.

This is the last of a series of Advent sermons entitled “A Season Contrary.”   Today the contrary elements present as two sorts of people; the powerful and the lowly…

Two characters stand like bookends at either end of our readings for today.  They are King David, all powerful, enjoying the stability and luxury of peace time to build a beautiful home for himself;  and thinking that he ought to be about the business of creating a home for God, too, lest he be understood to be negligent in his faith and faithfulness.  The second person is Mary a young, poor unassuming, probably uneducated girl who is, incredibly, visited by an angel to be told that she will be the mother of the Son of God.
These characters seem very different.  One is rich and influential.  The other poor and lacking any political clout.  One would have a strong sense of himself as an important person in the land, while the other was apparently modest in her self-understanding thinking of herself only as a “lowly servant.”  There are of course many differences between them, but they do have three important things in common:

· Firstly, they both began their lives in very lowly families

· Secondly, they are both beloved and chosen of God.  God chose David out of his life as a shepherd in the fields to be a king to serve God and God’s people.  And Mary too was chosen by God, out of her everyday mundane life, to fulfil a special calling of God to bear God’s Son, Jesus.  

· Thirdly, God has chosen David’s house, or dynasty, and it is through this house that God continues to bless his people throughout the generations.  God is not interested in the building that David feels it would now be good to provide as a temple.  God still needs David to understand that it is David’s dynasty that is to be built up, not David’s empire.
· Through Mary God extends this same dynasty.  This is a dynasty linked directly with David in a line of twenty-eight generations through Mary’s husband Joseph who was of the same family and lineage as David.  
· It is sometimes thought that Joseph was simply an adjunct to the mystery of the incarnation with the main “players” being God, the angel Gabriel and Mary only.  But this is not the case.  It is through Mary’s marriage to Joseph that Jesus is legitimized, both legally and socially, but not only that.  It is through this same marriage that the familial link is established between Jesus and King David, King David’s house, and he root of Jesse (David’s father).  Joseph gave Jesus more than just a name.  Without Joseph, Jesus could not have been attributed his royal lineage as a continuation of the house of David.  And it is this lineage that makes it possible for Jesus to be seen as fulfilling the prophecies concerning the coming of the Messiah.  
· Mary and Joseph are therefore both integral to the mystery of the Incarnation.

· And so are we.  In a mystical, or mysterious, way this lineage established and ratified by the gospels of Matthew and Luke, is extended into the third millennium, to our own time, in the lives of all faithful Christians.  This is because we understand ourselves to be connected to an ancestry of faith with Jesus, and with David, Jesus’ ancestor. We are connected in a real and actual way with this ancestry, because we are spiritually connected with Christ through our baptism.  If we are the body of Christ we too belong to the Davidic dynasty the one honoured by God throughout all generations. We, too, are of the House of David, and connected to the root of Jesse.
So, where today we might have begun with the contrasting elements of the powerful and the lowly, we now find that these differences collapse as we identify the common ancestry and lineage, both historical and spiritual, of the powerful King David and the unassuming and lowly Mary.  And we find that we too are caught up into this same noble lineage, because of our spiritual connection with Christ.  Indeed, wealth and power which seem in this temporal plane to separate and distinguish people from one another are no more than human constructs, a bit like the cedar temple David wishes to build is a human construct. God does not choose to work within them.  

The two contrary elements that are therefore really uncovered in these readings today are the elements of human logic which creates human constructs of difference between people, and God’s logic which embraces the powerful and the lowly together, and which can result in God sending his Son to us not to be recognized a king by might and power.  Jesus was recognized as God’s Son through the people who were drawn to him at his birth: the wise ones who recognized God’s logic at play.  These are the angels those elusive messengers of God that our modern logic doesn’t quite know what to make of; the shepherds, other lowly ones whose uncluttered existence enables them to hear God’s call clearly and respond to it; and the wise magi, watchers of the stars and their movements who detect a momentous breaking in of God’s light and power through the creation of a new star in the heavens…

One important question with us Christians at all times is the moral and political question of how we understand the distinction between power and lowliness, wealth and poverty, in our world and respond to them.  (Giving to the Christmas Bowl is, of course, a way of helping to bridge the gap).  But this moral and political question is not the only one which confronts us as Advent comes to an end and we are drawn into the season of the blessed nativity of our Lord and saviour Jesus Christ.  There is also the question of how we recognize God’s logic in this Christmas season which works by other rules than the ones we are used to.  How do we respond to God’s mystery as it breaks once again into the world at large and into our individual and personal lives?  

It is in trying to respond to this question that we realise the importance of drawing near with faith to the Christ child at this Christmas time.  But not only that…  the importance of drawing near with faith to God’s mystery on a regular basis in our lives. Because when we come together as Christ’s Church we remake in our gathering the holy and mystical lineage that began with Abraham, traces its way through the root of Jesse, the father of King David, and is linked into the life of Christ through the noble Joseph who took Mary as his wife as God commanded him. When we participate in this lineage we begin to see ourselves and our world differently.  We become attuned to the logic of God.  We detect the possibility even of angels in our midst.  We too come to worship the Christ child that we find in our Christmas stable, in the risky knowledge that we might begin to detect Christ’s presence in every lowly birth place in our world; in every child born into circumstances very different from our own.  Amen.

