THE 4th SUNDAY IN ADVENT
December 20, 2009

Micah 5:2–5a
But you, O Bethlehem Ephrathah, who are too little to be among the clans of Judah, from you shall come forth for me one who is to be ruler in Israel, whose origin is from of old, from everlasting days.  Therefore he shall give them up until the time when she who is in labor has given birth; then the rest of his brothers shall return to the people of Israel.  And he shall stand and shepherd his flock in the strength of the Lord, in the majesty of the name of the Lord his God. And they shall dwell secure, for now he shall be great to the ends of the earth.  And he shall be their peace. 

Hebrews 10:5–10
Luke 1:39–45 (46–56)
In those days Mary arose and went with haste into the hill country, to a town in Judah,  and she entered the house of Zechariah and greeted Elizabeth.  And when Elizabeth heard the greeting of Mary, the baby leaped in her womb. And Elizabeth was filled with the Holy Spirit,  and she exclaimed with a loud cry, “Blessed are you among women, and blessed is the fruit of your womb!  And why is this granted to me that the mother of my Lord should come to me?  For behold, when the sound of your greeting came to my ears, the baby in my womb leaped for joy.  And blessed is she who believed that there would be a fulfillment of what was spoken to her from the Lord.”    [And Mary said, “My soul magnifies the Lord,  and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior,  for he has looked on the humble estate of his servant. For behold, from now on all generations will call me blessed;  for he who is mighty has done great things for me, and holy is his name.  And 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 mighty from their thrones  and exalted those of humble estate;  he has filled the hungry with good things, and the rich he has sent empty away.  He has helped his servant Israel,  in remembrance of his mercy,  as he spoke to our fathers,  to Abraham and to his offspring forever.”  And Mary remained with her about three months and returned to her home.].

IN THE NAME OF JESUS.
God is with us—that’s the message of Christmas.  

We see it in the name Immanuel, which is the Hebrew word meaning “God is with us.”  The Church sings it as a prayer, in the great Advent hymn, “O Come, O Come, Immanuel”—that is, Come and be with us, our God and our Lord.  And we can consider what it means that when he comes as Immanuel, the Son of God is now a child in the womb of Mary, and his Mother Mary now sings the poem we call the Magnificat, singing of her child, who is also her Lord:

“My soul magnifies the Lord, 

and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior, 

 for he has looked on the humble estate of his servant. For behold, from now on all generations will call me blessed;  

for he who is mighty has done great things for me,

and holy is his name.  

And 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 mighty from their thrones  and exalted those of humble estate; 

he has filled the hungry with good things,

and the rich he has sent empty away.  

[Luke 1]

God is with us in Mary’s child—that is the message of Christmas.  But how is God with us, and where is God with us—that is the question for the sinner.


Malachi 5:2:

But you, O Bethlehem Ephrathah, who are little among the clans of Judah, from you shall come forth for me one who is to be ruler in Israel, whose origin is from of old, from everlasting days. 
The Prophet to speaks in a strange way.  Some 400 years before the birth of Jesus, the Prophet speaks of the Savior coming in the flesh, and the first thing he says about it is, From you, Bethlehem, little among the clans of Judah—from you shall come forth the One. 

Who could’ve speculated that when the Lord sends a prophet to tell sinners how the God of Creation would come in the flesh, how the Lord of Heaven and Earth would come forth to dwell with us—who could’ve speculated that one of the words he would’ve used would be “small”:  small, little, inconsequential—these are hardly words we would associate with the God of Heaven and Earth  coming in the flesh. 


Our world likes things the other way, big, and great, and consequential.  Listen to the political cliches, and everything is not just big, but it’s unprecedented and historic.  That’s the way we do things in our world.  If it’s not big and unprecedented and historic, it’s not worth doing.  So everything is always being built toward a better time in the future, an unprecedented era, a utopia.

Back in the early 1900's T.S. Eliot surveyed the world round him, and he wrote his most famous poem.  What he saw around him was a world where technology and human knowledge was on the rise, everything was optimism and hope.  

A generation previous Darwin had come up with a theory claiming to  explain the origins of man, as if there was no creation, and man was the captain of his own soul; then Freud had published his books, claiming to explain human dreams, and to give a scientific understanding of the depths of the human mind; Nietzsche put forth a philosophy redefining man and claiming to show that man was self-sufficient, and not only did man not need God, but there was no god—god is dead, said Nietzsche; and the poet Henley had written his great poem, Invicitus, in which he described the human condition this way:
I am the master of my fate:

I am the captain of my soul.
Everything was optimism and hope.  Nothing would stop man’s progress; there were no limits; we were all progressives.  

This is the world T.S. Eliot saw in the early 1900's.  Then the Titanic sank, and we were struck with despairing of how our best technology and planning could end up at the bottom of the Atlantic.  Then came World War I, with hundreds of thousands of soldiers left cold on the fields of Europe.

And after the devastation and the lost dreams and now the doubt over what could be accomplished by man other than death, T.S. Eliot wrote his great poem, and it was given not an optimistic title such as Invictus, but he called it, The Waste Land.

The Waste Land:  where all the optimism and limitlessness, all the pursuit of a utopia, was left bloody on the fields of Europe.

Who are those hooded hordes swarming

Over endless plains, stumbling in cracked earth . . . wrote Eliot,

What is the city over the mountains

Cracks and reforms and bursts in violet air

Falling towers

Jerusalem Athens Alexandria

Vienna London

Unreal.
The final verdict.  All the great plans, the big progressive movements, the loud voices of reform, the great cities, they were brought to dust by the bursts of bombs in the violet air.  It is no longer real.


So what is real?  If the great movements and promises of utopia are not real, what do we listen for?

The Prophet Malachi uses a different word: Little.  Small:

Out of you, Bethlehem Ephrathah, little among the clans of Judah—out of you shall come forth for me one who is ruler in Israel.
That’s our Lord’s way.  Little, Small.  Out of a little town of Bethlehem, the salvation of the sinner.  From a simple virgin of Israel, the Son of God in the flesh.  On a seemingly inconsequential cross on an unremarkable hill outside Jerusalem, the innocent blood shed to take away all the sin of all the arrogance of all mankind.

That’s our Lord’s way.  For us too.  We know that world of T.S. Eliot.  We still hear the psychology of Freud; we still teach the ideas of Darwin in our schools, as if it were science and not an ideology, we still hear of great plans and big progress, a utopia awaiting with just a few more reforms—we’re trained up in this, to think big, to think without limits, grouping people up into the largest, most impressive group possible.  Is someone unemployed—then the thought is not to be with him and help him find work, but to start a big unemployment program, solving all our problems.  Is someone sick and hurting—the thought is not to be with her and suffer with her, and try to bring healing and comfort to her, but to start a big health program that solves all problems.  Is someone struggling in school, another without a home—the answer is not to be with them and help them as their friends, but design the big plan that will educate everyone and build a million homes.

This utopianism sounds good, as if it is the answer to the human condition, but, as T.S. Eliot observed, at the end of the day, it leaves a Waste Land.

Our Lord thinks small.  

Out of little Bethlehem; from an inconsequential virgin named Mary, on an insignificant hill, on a cross of wood outside Jerusalem—it’s all pretty small, but it is salvation; it is, as Mary tells us, the great torn down and the poor blessed, the proud are scattered and the humble built-up; it is the thrones and plans of this world left in the dust, and servants raised over all.  And it all came forth out of little Bethlehem, small, little among the clans of Judah.


Our Lord thinks small.

One person at a time, one sinner at a time.  You, me, our friend, our enemy, each a name, small, seemingly inconsequential; but Mary, like most mothers, had the book on her Son:

The great, he tears down, the small he builds-up.

The proud he scatters, the humble he exalts.


It’s Advent, and He is God-with-us, Immanuel.  Where is God with us?

He’s with us in our sin, calling us to repentance, cleansing us with his blood—he is with us.

He’s with us where we are emptily pursuing our great plans and utopias, where we act as if we are Invictus, unconquerable; he’s calling us back from our arrogance, and gathering us into the healing embrace of his Gospel.

He’s with us in our Waste Lands, our despair over the failures of the great plans of our lives, bringing us into the small, gently spoken word of sins forgiven.

He’s with us, Immanuel, in a seemingly small way; in water poured over the head of a child, bestowing the Name of the God of the universe, in Body and Blood taken into the mouth of a sinner, sanctifying that mouth and that sinner for eternity; in the word of forgiveness spoken from one Christian to another, bringing reconciliation.

He’s with us.  Our disordered lives, our scattered plans, our troubled families, our hurting neighbors, our despairing words, all our Waste Lands, whatever they may be, he is with us.

That’s our Lord’s way.  Jesus and the sinner—not a huge movement, nor a utopian program, but Jesus and the sinner:  Jesus forgiving and cleansing and sanctifying, giving life, for he has purchased the sinner with his own blood.  You, and me, and our children, our neighbor, the one hurting, the one trying to figure a way out of his sin, out of little Bethlehem, it’s Jesus, Immanuel, God-with-us, the Savior forgiving sins—he is the One Malachi proclaimed for all sinners, Malachi 5:5:

And they shall dwell secure, for now he shall be great to the ends of the earth.  And he shall be their peace. 

IN THE NAME OF JESUS.
(((((5
MALACHI 5:2-5

