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27 November 2011
Today, according to the lectionary, is ‘Advent 1B’.  Just in case you’ve missed the advertisements and the shop displays, that means that Christmas is just around the corner.  
The problem is that the Bible readings don’t seem to have anything to do with Christmas at all!  So I consulted the dictionary to confirm just what ‘advent’ means:

"important arrival," an extended sense of Advent "season before Christmas" (O.E.), from Latin adventus "a coming, approach, arrival," from the stem of advenire "arrive, come to,".  Applied in Church Latin to the coming of the Saviour, either the first or the anticipated second, hence Adventist.  In English, also sometimes extended to the Pentecost.
So there we have it then.  All that I have to do is to prepare a sermon covering the Nativity, the second coming and something about today!  But I do love a challenge.

If Jesus was born on 25 December, then today, 27 November, Mary would have been exactly 36 weeks pregnant.  I have never heard the Christmas story told in terms of pregnancy - so that seems as good as any a place to start.
When you are pregnant, there are three main players – (I will ignore father because he has already done his bit).

The Baby
At 36 weeks, the foetus is a perfectly formed 'little people'.  All that it needs to do in that final month is to grow bigger and stronger and put on weight in preparation for birth.
While the baby may look ready to be born, the time is not yet right.  At anything less than 38 weeks, at the very earliest, it is considered premature.  Even today, with the wonders of modern medical science, it will start life forty love down.  In Jesus’ time there would have been almost no chance.

No matter what we may think or feel, intervention aside, baby will be born as and when it is ready.  The baby has no regard for the schedule or convenience of anyone else.  Parents-to-be can have a suitcase packed and ready, have checked and timed the most direct route to the hospital, put the doctor’s (or midwife’s) number on speed-dial – but it is the baby that will decide when it is going to be born.
Apart from not yet being physically ready to be born on 27 November back in 4 BC, the time was not right for the baby Jesus to be born.  He was in the wrong place and it was the wrong time for the prophecies to be fulfilled.  (Did you know that there were/are 18 prophecies relating to His birth.)  Seven of these dealt with His lineage, but Micah 5 v2 specifically said that He would be born in Bethlehem and Joseph and Mary had not got him there yet.  Jesus was not yet ready to be born.
And although there are people that come crawling out of the woodwork on a regular basis claiming to have inside knowledge on the matter, Jesus will return only when He is good and ready.  Not when it is convenient for you or I.
The Mother
By the end of 8 months, most mothers-to-be seem to be thinking 'Haven't I done well?  That wasn't half as bad as my worst expectations'.

And then, at or about, the magic 36 weeks, the baby suddenly starts to grow at an alarming rate and the body that you have been living in all your life starts to change seriously.

A friend of mine kept a photo diary of her ‘view looking down'.  Suffice to say that the rate at which her tummy grew in those last few weeks was quite an eye-opener.

And it is not just the size.  There are all sorts of changes happening to your body as it prepares for the birth and the feeding of the infant.  Nothing is as it was, but everything that is happening is vital in preparation for the birth.  You’re on a rollercoaster ride and all that you can do is hang on.
At 36 weeks, Mary would have been just entering that stage.  It is interesting that this is the cut-off point, beyond which most airlines will not allow you to fly.  Can you begin to imagine what it must have been like for poor, Mary riding through the hot and dusty Holy Land on a donkey?  Taken away from her family and support network, knowing that her first born may arrive at any moment.  It must have been very strange – and very scary.  But without that journey, the Christmas story would not be.
The mother, in this instance, is the church.  Many of us are quite content with the way that our church is and has been for all of our lives.  It is comfortable.  It is familiar.  It is a constant in in a world of change.

But that familiar church will have to change to allow it to welcome the returned Christ and to play a new role in a new era that will be ushered in when our Lord returns.  
Have you noticed that the church is changing.  Changing in ways that we don’t always appreciate or understand.  Things just aren’t quite what they used to be.  Could it be that we are moving into that final and bewildering stage in preparation for the return of the Master?  I don’t know.

The trouble is that we have no precedent.  We just have to go with the flow so to speak.

Other People

By 36 weeks, there is nothing subtle left about your pregnancy.  Everybody who sees you is fully aware that you are expecting.  Your friends at work will probably have opened a sweep on the gender, date and weight and complete strangers will take a look at you and start to discuss how you are carrying and speculate on things like ‘is it a boy or a girl’.
When Mary and Joseph arrived in Bethlehem, there would have been no hiding her state.  The implication in the Bible story is that it was due to her condition they got sympathy and ‘alternative accommodation’ even though the inn was full.  
As an aside, if you ask anyone about that accommodation, they will probably tell you that Jesus was born in a stable.  So here is a little challenge:  Go home and see if you can find any reference in your Bible to a stable – or, for that matter, any animals being present.  He was placed in a manger, yes.  And we know that the inn was full, so they couldn’t stay there.  But that is all that we know.  Those are the facts.
It is not improbable that they got put up with a local family – and remember that many houses in the area had animals under the same roof as people – both for convenience and central heating.  The manger could well have been used because it was the only suitably sized piece of furniture to be used as a crib.
I don’t say that it was so.  I am just saying that a huge part of the story as we tell it at Christmas is based on re-telling things that are not actually in the Good Book.
But back to my story.  Complete strangers in the form of the Magi and the shepherds had to respond to Mary’s pregnancy for the prophecies to be fulfilled.  These people had to come together at the right time and the right place.  And for that to happen, they had to somehow be made aware that the Christ was about to be born.
Oh look, I can’t resist this one.  How many Magi were there?  Three?  Once again, the Good Book does not actually mention a number.  Sure, there are three gifts recorded – but I have been in this very church when we have given someone a single gift from the whole congregation.  Three gifts do not necessarily extrapolate to three people.  
Psalm 72:10-11 reads ‘The kings of Tarshish and of distant shores will bring tribute to him; the kings of Sheba and Seba will present him gifts. All kings will bow down to him and all nations will serve him.’  It doesn’t say three.  
In 2004, the General Synod of the Church of England not only decided that there were anything between two and twenty Magi but that (horror of horrors) they might even have included wise women!
Why do I digress like this?  Because you will probably remember these trivia much longer than this sermon; and when you do, please also remember that the Good Book is full of wonderful new surprises, no matter how many times you read it.  All you have to do is to read it with an open mind.  Read it and enjoy it.  It is a living word.
Back to my sermon.  Months 1 to 7, you might manage to conceal your pregnancy but after 8 months, there is no way that you can hide it.  Complete strangers around you are aware.
It was vital to the nativity story for other people to be aware that the Christ was about to be born.  Not only to be aware, but to respond.
And what about in 2011?  Have you noticed how much people are noticing the church and religion these days?  People who claim that they have no faith and no interest in the church just have to keep niggling at it.  Sometimes they trash it.  Sometimes they mock you for believing in ‘that stuff’.  Sometimes they tell disgusting jokes about it.  Sometimes they express genuine interest in it.  But they are noticing it.  In fact, they cannot leave it alone. They are aware.  Isn’t that wonderful?
Doesn’t that say something?  As we read earlier.  From the fig tree learn its lesson: as soon as its branch becomes tender and puts forth its leaves, you know that summer is near.
Closing

· Today we commence the season of Advent.  
· Today we remember Mary in those final weeks of her pregnancy and we give thanks for mothers everywhere, without whom, none of us would be here.
· Today we remember the new beginnings heralded by the birth of our Saviour and light the candle of Hope.
· Today we remember that Jesus has promised to return – but at a time of His choosing.
· Today is a good time to ask ourselves how we would respond if Jesus chose the middle of our Christmas celebrations to return.  Would we feel comfortable inviting Him in to join us – or would we need a little time to ‘prepare’?
Because there will be no advance warning.  Either Jesus will find us ‘on task’ and living the Christian life - our suitcase ready packed for the maternity home and a clear knowledge of how to get there – or He won’t.

Are you ‘on task’?
Amen
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