18th December 2011
Lk 1: 26-38

Jesus is coming - get ready!

Listening to radio can be illuminating

Over the years of listening to Radio 2 – I’ve notice a tread. I wonder if you’ve noticed it as well. I have to say it’s not confined to Radio 2 but we’ll stick with it for now. It’s about personalities and their radio shows. If you didn’t have access to the time and just turned on the radio at a particular point you could recognise very quickly who you were listening to because as I’m sure you’ve noticed there is something unique about each of them.

For example Terry Wogan not only had a particular brand of humour but he involved so many people in his show that it had a certain style about it. Chris Evans has followed suit drawing in younger listeners with his - ‘what are you doing for the first time today’ slot. Similarly Ken Bruce plays on his Scottish background and then we have the somewhat to my ears rabid sensationalist approach to news topics of Jeremy Vine. And we could continue to go through the day.
The OED defines uniqueness as ‘one of a kind, unlike anything else.’ It’s important to hold this thought before us as we look at a familiar story from Luke’s gospel. Because it has all the hallmarks of uniqueness about it – God’s plan is unique, Jesus’ birth was unique and Jesus’ ministry was unique.
God’s unique plan

God’s plan is unique and this is revealed in our first reading from 2 Samuel. Chapter 7 announces that the Lord’s promise that this Davidic dynasty will last forever. 

It is if you like another step along the road of God’s promise which first focused on Shem and his descendants
, on Abraham and his descendants
, on Judah and his royal descendants
. The prophets later make it clear that a descendant of David will fulfil the role of theocratic King and will complete the redemption of God’s people
. 
Jesus’ unique birth

Luke introduces Jesus’ forthcoming role in terms that his initial readers would have understood – ‘He will be great and will be called the Son of the Most High. The Lord God will give him the throne of his father David, and he will reign over Jacob’s descendants for ever; his kingdom will never end.’ 
I’m sure you have seen those make over programmes on the TV – they seem to be on all the time ranging from clearing up people’s houses, to redecoration, or relocating to a bigger and better house – here or abroad. They all have one thing in common, to make a big play at getting the best out of the situation. The recent rash of celebrity making programmes also deals in this. A recent study showed that a high proportion of teenagers wanted not to become doctors or accountants or successful in business but to become celebrities. They saw this as the ultimate makeover.
In contrast to that we see a different picture presented to us – God chose a very humble person and a very humble setting in which he introduces the next stage of his plan. It says a lot about the great lengths that God goes to in order to identify with the humble people of the world. God may be God of the universe – but he is no elitist.
The fact of the Virgin Birth also underscores that God is our Creator and his creative power is capable of making life out of nothing merely through his will. If anything expresses God’s sovereignty it is in his power to create life. The most poignant moment in my life was the birth of Emma and Edward – those first moments of holding them both after they were born. 
Our culture has the strong desire to deny the uniqueness of Christ. But Christ’s birth is significant because it shows special divine involvement from the start. As John tells us in his gospel – ‘the Word became flesh.’ This fact also reasserts the fundamental power of God to reshape lives – such supernatural activity marks Jesus out as unique from the start.

Jesus’ unique ministry

Luke has told us that Jesus’ kingdom will never end – here then is a person who had a profound impact at his birth; so profound that we hear later of King Herod ordering the killing of all the infants under two – in an attempt to get rid of this rival. And of course his birth brought in the Kingdom of God – His Kingdom therefore is in the here and now. We live at this very moment in the Kingdom of God.
As we wait for his glorious return when the full out pouring of His Kingdom will be seen - we are tasked to continue the work that Jesus started. The following couple of examples give a flavour of what we are called to do - making peace between people and ensuring the poor are treated fairly. 
Peace not only on a global scale but in our own homes and with our neighbours and friends; Jesus gave us examples of his way of reconciliation. We see it time and time again in the gospels where he tried sometimes successfully other times not to reconcile the various religious and social groups to each other. Whether successful or not that is the model that we should hold before us.
We are also called to seek equity for the poor and in that we perhaps automatically think of the developing world but I’m sure you’ve had appeals come through your door which address the needs of the poor in this country. There is a rising underclass which we shouldn’t ignore because we live in a welfare state – there are countless people out there who have very little and who seem to fall through the ‘system’.  You can see examples of that in the work of the Salvation Army – I worked on placement in the St Paul’s district of Bristol and saw great need for hot food, clothing and accommodation a basic human need that was not being meet by government agencies.

Get into shape

Probably one of the hardest things to do over Christmas is to keep in shape! If we are honest we eat and drink too much and spend the New Year trying to get back into shape. What we eat and drink are choices we make in physical terms – we could of course be radical and cut down and give the excess to those in need. But it just doesn’t end with the physical we have spiritual choices to make as well – do we blow out on all that’s on offer and there are as we have looked at recently many opportunities to do just that. Or do we concentrate on the way, the truth and the life – Jesus Christ.

I could have looked for an appropriate contemporary story about someone who is in good spiritual shape but of course there is no need - our passage provides us with the example in the response of Mary. Because for all the familiarity of the birth story it is our response to it that is the most important aspect.

Mary reflects the person God unexpectedly chose to use. She brings no outstanding credentials and lives on the edge of the nation. She brings nothing on her CV other than her availability and a willingness to serve. The connection made for us is that these are exactly the qualities God wants of us. God puts her to use in his plan – a process for which she has had no training or preparation. God simply promises to be with her on the journey and she responds to that by going on it with him. The angel faithful to his task – wants Mary to know how God’s grace reaches out to her; and for all her uncertainty she knows that though that grace she can do what God asks of her.
It is the same for us – if we respond to God’s call on our life then we can join with her and say, ‘I am the Lord’s servant.’ This can be quite scary but God doesn’t just ask us and then fail to equip us. Just as the Holy Spirit is promised to Mary by the angel we too are promised the Holy Spirit. He will equip us to minister to the community of Christ.
 
I’ve touched on this point before in previous sermons that we don’t need fancy courses or a checklist to tick before each of us is able to speak of our faith. What we need is to know Christ personally and be available and willing to do what he asks of us. Paul in his Letter to the Romans puts it quite succinctly – ‘How, then, can they call on the one they have not believed in? And how can they believe in the one of whom they have not heard? And how can they hear without someone preaching to them? And how can anyone preach unless they are sent?
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