4th Advent


God in the unexpected
1  Sam 16:6-13; Matthew 1:1-6.

God’s choices sometimes take us by surprise, or at least they should.  The society into which David was born granted to the eldest the rights of inheritance.  True to form, though, God wants the youngest son of Jesse to be anointed king of Israel.  It is not unlike the blessing bestowed on youngest brothers to this point in the salvation history:   Isaac, Jacob, Joseph, Benjamin, and Samuel all fit the pattern.   As our scripture text from 1st Samuel affirms:  God looks at the heart.   God willingly breaks with social convention in favor of those with a spiritual sensitivity.  God works in unsuspecting and amazing ways.

The genealogy we find in Matthew’s gospel underscores this point.  This is the season in which we celebrate the birth of Jesus, but Matthew’s story of the Good News does not begin with the birth of Jesus or even promises of that birth.  No, the Good News for Matthew starts in a real snoozer of a way.  It begins with a list of men who were the father of this person or that person.  And a few women, we should note with interest.  The listing of women in a genealogy dominated by men should spark questions and curiosity in its own right, but then read the names of these selectively chosen women and consider their stories.  I expect that the women’s bible study has covered this material in the last years, but a good refresher for the rest of us is in order as well.

Verse 3 names Tamar, who in pursuit of the justice due to her dressed up as a prostitute to trick her father-in-law into conceiving a child with her (Gen 38).   Verse 5 names Rahab as part of the family tree of the one who would be called Messiah.  There is only one woman appearing in our biblical texts with the name Rahab, and she was a Canaanite prostitute from the town of Jericho (Josh 2).  She assisted two Israelite spies using rather nefarious tactics.  Both the writers of Hebrews (11:31) and James (2:25) commend her faith and her works.  Ruth the Moabite is the next woman mentioned.  And while Ruth’s devotion to her mother in law is commendable, at the end of the day she is still a Moabite, an ethnic group of whom Deuteronomy 23:3 says shall not be allowed into the assembly of the Lord even to the 10th generation.  It is a prohibition which Ezra (9:2, 10:6ff) and Nehemiah rekindled when the exiles returned to Palestine from Babylon (Neh 13:23).   In the genealogy the wife of Uriah is mentioned calling to mind the adultery in which Bathsheba and David engaged, as well as the murderous plot David enacted.   And finally Mary, unwed and yet pregnant Mary; she, too, is listed.  The stories come to mind, at least for the writer of Matthew, when thinking about Jess’s lineage.  God willingly breaks with religious convention in favor of those with a spiritual sensitivity.  God works in amazing and unsuspecting ways.

The Divine birth of Jesus is not the only birth narrative of gods with which people of the Mediterranean world would have been familiar.  The Adult Education class last week touched upon several birth narratives from other cultures which have some similarities with the birth of Jesus the Messiah.  I learned something that hour, which is not true of every hour I am awake or even at church.  During the class I also found myself considering birth accounts emerging from the Greco-Roman culture into which Jesus was born.  Athena, for example, is a child begotten by Zeus, who we might call the chief god within the pantheon of God’s.  In a fascinating run of events Athena completes her period of gestation within the tummy of Zeus.  The belly, in Greek understanding, is a source of intelligence and wisdom.  When the Apostle Paul writes, for example, that “their god is their belly” (Php 3:19) he may be suggesting more than that the people of Philippi have a problem eating too many butter tarts or too much ham during the celebration of the winter solstice.  Athena is identified as the goddess of wisdom even as Jesus is linked with wisdom—in John’s gospel (John 1:1-5) as well as the Pauline epistles (1st Cor 1:18ff) .  But I digress, back to the birth of Athena.  After nine months Zeus develops a whopper of a head ache—again we see the link between the tummy and the head.  Not having access to titan strength Advil or Tylenol, Zeus consults with the blacksmith of the gods.  Hephaestus rightly assess that Zeus’ head is full up, and obeying the request of Zeus opens his head with an ax; all without hurting him. With the head opens, the goddess Athena springs forth. She was already an adult, wearing armor with a shield in her hands and uttering warlike cries!
  On account of the manner of her birth Athena is the goddess of wisdom and intellect as well as a skilled warrior.  How very different than our accounts of the birth of Jesus.


God’s son is disclosed in the fragility of a baby, not springing from the Godhead as an adult.  The wisdom of God, Jesus Christ, comes to us the skin of vulnerability and in the cross, not clad in amour or protected by a shield.  Jesus brings salvation by laying down his life, not slaying Titans or opponents on the field of battle.  God willingly breaks with mythological convention to bless those willing to treasure these things in their hearts.  God works in amazing and unsuspecting ways.
It is Christmas Eve and most of us would like to see the Christ born new within us and among us.  The texts forming the background to the birth of the messiah suggest we will find God’s anointed, the Messiah, in the most surprising people and places.  So to conclude my sermon I will share a version of a story I was told as a lad; and one I am certain many of us know quite well.  Patty assured me Diane Hooge offered it at a Christmas banquet some years back.  (And if it is good enough for the Enns and Hooge clans to recite in church it is good enough for me).   It is the account of Martin the Shoemaker and it is based on the Leo Tolstoy story Where Love is, God is.  Good stories bear repeating.
   

     There lived...an old shoemaker, loved and honored by all his neighbors, [Martin was his name].   One Christmas he sat alone in his little shop, reading of the visit of the [magi] to the infant Jesus, and of the gifts they brought, and he said to himself, “If tomorrow were the first Christmas, and if Jesus were to be born...this night, I know what I would give him!”  He arose and took from a shelf two little shoes of softest snow-white leather, with bright silver buckles.  “I would give him these, my finest work.  How pleased his mother would be!  But I’m a foolish old man,” he thought, smiling.  “The Master has no need of my poor gifts.”
     Replacing the shoes, he blew out the candle and [went to bed].  Hardly had he closed his eyes, it seemed, when he heard a voice call his name.  “Martin!”  Intuitively, he felt aware of the identity of the speaker.  “Martin, you have longed to see me.  Tomorrow I shall pass by your window.  If you see me and bid me enter, I shall be your guest and sit at your table.”....
     Before it was yet dawn, he arose and tidied up his little shop.  On the table he placed a loaf of white bread, a jar of honey, a pitcher of milk; and over the fire he hung a hot drink.  His simple preparations were complete.   When all was in readiness, he took up his [watch] at the window.  He was sure he would know the Master.  As he watched the driving sleet and rain in the cold, deserted street, he thought of the joy that would be his when he sat down and broke bread with his guest.
     Presently, he saw an old street sweeper pass by, blowing upon his thin, gnarled hands to warm them.  Poor fellow!  He must be half frozen, thought Martin.  Opening the door, he called out to him, “Come in, my friend, and get warm, and drink something hot.”  No further urging was needed, and the man gratefully accepted the invitation.
     An hour passed, and Martin next saw a poor, miserably clothed woman carrying a baby.  She paused, wearily, to rest in the shelter of his doorway.  Quickly, he flung open the door.  “Come in and get warm while you rest,” he said to her.  “You are not well?” he asked.  “I am going to the hospital.  I hope they will take me and my baby in,” she explained.  “My husband is at [gone], and I am ill, without a soul to whom I can go.”  “Poor child!” cried the old man.  “You must eat something while you are getting warm.  No?  Let me give a cup of milk to the little one.  Ah!  What a bright, pretty little fellow he is!  Why, he doesn’t have any shoes!”  “I have no shoes for him,” sighed the mother.  “Then he shall have this lovely pair I finished yesterday.”  Martin took down the soft little snow-white shoes he had looked at the evening before, and slipped them on the child’s feet.  They fit perfectly.  Shortly, the young mother went her way full of gratitude, and Martin went back to his post at the window.
     Hour after hour went by, and many needy souls shared the meager hospitality of the old cobbler, but the expected guest did not appear.  At last, when night had fallen, Father Martin retired to his cot with a heavy heart.  “It was only a dream,” he sighed.  “I did hope and believe, but he has not come.”
     Suddenly, so it seemed to his weary eyes, the room was flooded with a glorious light; and to the cobbler’s astonished vision there appeared before him, one by one, the poor street sweeper, the sick mother and her baby, and all the people whom he had aided during the day.  Each one smiled at him and said, “Have you not seen me?  Did I not sit at your table?” and the presence vanished.
     Then softly out of the silence he heard again the gentle voice, repeating the old, familiar words:  “Whosoever shall receive one such little child in my name receives me…  For I was hungry, and you gave me something to eat; I was thirsty, and you gave me drink; I was a stranger, and you took me in…  Truly I say unto you, inasmuch as you have done it unto the least of these my brethren, you have done it unto me.”

It is not a bad story, maybe even true when we are able to live into it.  May we be graced with eyes to see, and ears to hear, and hearts to receive, and courage to act upon the Divine visitations of this season.  Amen.
Patrick Preheim, co-pastor Nutana Park Mennonite Church
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