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December 18, 2011

Advent 4

God’s Rescue Operation: The Way of Love
Psalm 89:1–4, 19–26; Luke 1:26–38

Imagine this: a little girl, about three, is sitting on a couch beside her Dad one Christmas Eve.  He’s reading her the Christmas story.  She shows keen interest in the story right from the beginning but as the story continues, she becomes more and more absorbed in it.  When the Dad got to the part about the angels singing to the shepherds, the young girl couldn’t contain herself any longer.  She jumped of the couch, threw her arms in the air and with eyes as wide as saucers exclaimed, “The baby is God.”
And that, in a nutshell, is the Christmas message.  Christmas is the celebration of God taking on human flesh — becoming human — and entering into history in the form of a vulnerable baby born to a poor, teenage mother in a dirty animal stall.   And it is this claim that sets Christianity apart from all other faith traditions.  Who would expect a baby being God? – except perhaps an innocent three year old.  The idea of God entering the world as a baby seems ludicrous to the more pragmatic adult mind.

If God were looking for someone to get rid of his enemies, surely he would send a military leader we say - someone to subdue people by force and rule by power.

If God were looking for someone to solve the world’s social and economic problems, surely he would send a political leader we say – someone with a knack for getting things done and political savvy.

But instead God sent a baby.  And then the baby grew into childhood and from childhood into manhood and he continued to confound what people expected of God-come-to-earth.  He lived as a peasant, was ridiculed as one deluded, and was crucified as a criminal.  Yet from his birth to his death, he expressed love, he taught love, he lived love.  He was love incarnate revealing a God who cares.  That God became a child is the ‘what’ of Christmas.  The ‘why’ of Christmas is that God became one of us to shower love upon us and to show us how to love – so that we can live how we were created to live. 
Some of you may remember a movie starring Billy Crystal called City Slickers.  In the movie, the character played by Crystal, a city slicker, goes out west on a vacation in an attempt to put his frenzied life into some kind of order.  Out west he meets a crusty old cowboy and in the course of their meeting they have a conversation that goes something like this:

The cowboy: How old are you?  Thirty-eight?

Crystal: Thirty-nine.

The cowboy: Yeah you all come out here about the same age.  Same problems.  Spend fifty weeks of the year getting knots in your rope, then you think two weeks up here will untie them for you.  None of you get it…. Do you know what the secret of life is?

Crystal: No, what?

The cowboy:  It’s this. (holds up his index finger)

Crystal:  Your finger?

The cowboy:  One thing – just one thing.  You stick to that and everything else doesn’t mean nothin’.

Crystal: That’s great but what’s the one thing?

The cowboy:  That’s what you’ve got to figure out.
Jesus said all of life is about one thing.  The whole of the law and the prophets – the whole of the Bible – is about one thing.  And that one thing is love:  “Love the Lord your God with the whole of your being and Love your neighbour as yourself.”

Ethan the Ezrahite, the author of Psalm 89, was a man who knew God’s love.  His assessment of King David was that he was a man who lived in God’s love and that the promise he had made to Israel through David was that God’s love would continue to reign and rule through his descendants.  His psalm begins this way:
I will sing of your steadfast love, O LORD,£ forever; with my mouth I will proclaim your faithfulness to all generations. 
2 I declare that your steadfast love is established forever; your faithfulness is as firm as the heavens. 
3 You said, “I have made a covenant with my chosen one, I have sworn to my servant David: 
4 ‘I will establish your descendants forever, and build your throne for all generations.’”
The promise spoken to Mary about the child she was to bear was that he would be the fulfilment of the promise made to David.  He would come to rule and his rule would be a reign of love.  Here’s a record of the angel’s message to Mary:
Luke 1

26Now in the sixth month of her pregnancy,£ the angel Gabriel was sent by God to a city in Galilee called Nazareth, 
27to a virgin engaged to a man named Joseph, a descendant£ of David. The virgin’s name was Mary. 
28The angel£ came to her and said, “Greetings, you who are highly favoured! The Lord is with you!”£ 
29She was startled by his statement and tried to figure out what his greeting meant. 
30Then the angel told her, “Stop being afraid, Mary, for you have found favour with God. 
31Listen! You will become pregnant and give birth to a son, and you are to name him Jesus. 
32He will be great and will be called the Son of the Most High, and the Lord God will give him the throne of his forefather David. 
33He will rule over the house of Jacob forever, and his kingdom will never end.”
God sent Jesus to usher in a reign of love.  But God’s reign of love has nothing to do with human power and might and to demonstrate this, God came to earth as a helpless, vulnerable baby.  And in coming as a baby, he places value on all babies everywhere.  Babies are not nuisances; they are not an inconvenience; they are not an encumbrance.  They are valued, honoured and cherished because the holy God was once a baby.  And in coming as a baby, God places special worth on all who are weak and vulnerable and powerless among us.  In God’s reign of love birthed in a baby, none are despised; all are given special worth.
Paul, in reflecting on the utterly surprising and unexpected ways of God that are revealed in Jesus, writes this:
1 Corinthians 1:

27But God chose what is foolish in the world to shame the wise; God chose what is weak in the world to shame the strong; 
28God chose what is low and despised in the world, things that are not, to reduce to nothing things that are, 
29so that no one£ might boast in the presence of God.
In God’s reign of love, there is no room for pride of any kind.  Pride in power or wealth or wisdom are antithetical to God’s love.

The prophet Jeremiah sums up it like this:

Jeremiah 9

23Thus says the LORD: Do not let the wise boast in their wisdom, do not let the mighty boast in their might, do not let the wealthy boast in their wealth; 
24but let those who boast boast in this, that they understand and know me, that I am the LORD; I act with steadfast love, justice, and righteousness in the earth, for in these things I delight, says the LORD.
The apostle Peter, in instructing first century Christians how they are to live in God’s reign of love brought to humankind in Jesus, writes this: “Above all, maintain constant love for one another, for love covers a multitude of sins.” (1 Peter 4:8).  When I first heard the little phrase ‘love covers a multitude of sins’, I thought it somehow meant a person could get away with a lot of sinning as long as they loved.  In context, that’s not at all what Peter is saying.  He’s not referring to a person’s own sins but the sins of others and so what he’s saying is that if we truly live under God’s reign of love and see others through the eyes of love, their sins become invisible to us.  Love takes no notice of injuries, offences and affronts but overlooks them, bears with them and forgives them.  Isn’t it this kind of love with which a mother loves her child?  A mother can so love her child that all she sees are the possibilities that are within that child.  That’s how God sees us, says Peter, and how we are to be to one another.
If you’re thinking that God’s reign of love has no relevance to twenty-first century living, think again.  We are in desperate need of this reign of love.  Last month was Bullying Prevention/Awareness Month.  To promote it, CTV joined the international Love is Louder campaign and produced a short ad to publicize Kids Help Phone Line.  Here it is: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=URQp6aW7azU
Two thousand years ago, God entered our world as a baby to show us that love is louder; love is stronger than anything else we know.  He invites us to live in that love and encourage others to do so as well.  For in God’s love there is rescue, forgiveness, healing and wholeness.
Singer/songwriter Steve Earle wrote a Christmas song a number of years ago in which he marveled at the love of God poured out on the world through a baby.  The chorus goes like this:


And nothing but a child could wash these tears away 
Or guide a weary world into the light of day 
And nothing but a child could help erase these miles 
So once again we all can be children for awhile.
