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Advent 4—Year A 
Isaiah 7:10-16 
Psalm 80:1-7, 16-18 
Romans 1:1-7 
Matthew 1:18-25 
 
Oh, December 22nd. That Christmas train has left the station, bound for Bethlehem in just a few days’ 
time. All the momentum, all the energy, is hurtling toward that manger. You can see the changes 
throughout these spaces—greenery hung, wreaths up, Christmas tree adorned with glorious lights, 
Jesse Tree ornaments shifted from that lonely, stark branch to green boughs, the scent of pine is in 
the air. And yet, and yet, we’re not there yet. It is still Advent, and maybe like our lives outside of this 
place, there is still preparation to be made for Christmas. 
 
So, what is there in our prayers and lessons today for us to heed as we take these last few days to prepare 
ourselves for this birth? 
 
Well, the Collect reminds us that even though we  are preparing for Jesus’ coming, God is always 
visiting us, daily, every day, working on us, purifying our conscience, clearing away the debris of our 
repetitive and less-than-life-giving thoughts, clearing away all the distractions, calling us to let go, let 
go, let go to make room, to make the largest space possible, a mansion, in fact, prepared to receive 
the One who is coming to take up residence within us. 
 
Isaiah reminds us that this is not a time to play shy with our deepest desire. This morning’s exchange is 
easy for us to skip over. Hear the text again: Again the LORD spoke to Ahaz, saying, Ask a sign of 
the LORD your God; let it be deep as Sheol or high as heaven. But Ahaz said, I will not ask, and I 
will not put the LORD to the test. Then Isaiah said: “Hear then, O house of David! Is it too little for 
you to weary mortals, that you weary my God also? Therefore the Lord himself will give you a sign.”  
This is so interesting. Ahaz, King of Judah, is being invited to ask God for a sign, is being invited to 
make known to God his deepest desire, and there are no limits on the depth of that desire—“let  it be 
deep as Sheol or high as heaven”—that’s pretty intense. But Ahaz shies away, under the rubric of “it’s 
not right to test God.”  
 
Isaiah is having none of that. “C’mon, isn’t it  enough that you’re wearing out the likes of me, but 
you’re gonna wear out God, too, by playing coy?”  
 
On this Fourth Sunday of Advent, Isaiah puts the question straight to Ahaz, and to us, “What is it that 
you long for? What is it that you most desire? Ask a sign of God that speaks to that.” And signs work 
differently than wish lists that we expect God to fulfill like Amazon; signs are more about presence. This 
is more about making known to God the deepest things of our heart and asking God to give us a sign, 
some sign, any sign, that God is present with us in the midst of that desire that takes our breath away.  
 
Making known to God the longings and desires that we hold that deep within us, that are that 
intimate, oh, that’s a vulnerable thing to do. Who wants to tell God, as the psalmist does, about eating 
the bread of tears, or how many bowls of tears they have drunk? Who wants to reveal that it hurts to 
be derided and laughed at? Who wants to name, out loud, how much they long to be restored, how 
much they long to see the light of God’s countenance, how much they long to be saved and made 
whole? No, it’s much easier to play the “who-am-I-to-ask-God-for-that—it’s-just-not-appropriate” 
card.  
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We can try to hide from God all day long, but, honestly, it didn’t work for Adam and Eve in the 
garden, and it hasn’t really worked for anybody since. Let’s just acknowledge that our desire not to 
let God in on our desires has a lot more to do with us, than with God. 
 
Isaiah’s got our number and pops our little “I’m-not-worthy” bubble of false humility with what he says 
next, which pretty much goes like this: “Well, it doesn’t really matter; God’s gonna give you a sign 
anyway. Look, the young woman is with child and shall bear a son, and shall name him Immanuel, 
‘God with us.’ Whether you can speak of that desire or not, it’s there; you have it, and God is going to 
plant Godself right smack in the middle of it, in the form of a child who will forever remind us that, no 
matter what, God is with us.” 
 
And then there’s the gospel this morning. It’s Year A, which means we get to hear the story from Joseph’s 
perspective. Granted, Mary showing up pregnant by the Holy Spirit was not quite how he thought 
his engagement was going to go; that wasn’t really a part of his wedding planning, and it really messed 
with his head. Joseph was savvy; he was a man of the world, and he wasn’t really buying the 
conceiving-by-the-Holy-Spirit bit, but he was righteous, and he didn’t want to expose her to public 
disgrace, so he had resolved to do the honorable thing—dismiss her quietly. Joseph understood that 
his society had rules and boxes; she had stepped outside of that box, and it had to be dealt with, but 
at least he could handle this with the utmost of compassion. 
 
But God doesn’t much care for the rules and boxes of our making. How elegant that God would 
choose to enter our flesh in way that was guaranteed to blow one’s mind and shatter one’s 
conceptions! Joseph was trapped in his mental constructs, so God does what God has had to do so 
many times before; God sets out to circumvent that rational brain.  
 
The text picks up the story: But just when he had resolved to do this, an angel of the Lord appeared 
to him in a dream and said, “Joseph, son of David, do not be afraid to take Mary as your wife, for 
the child conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit. She will bear a son, and you are to name him 
Jesus, for he will save his people from their sins.” [And] all this took place to fulfill what had been 
spoken by the Lord through the prophet: “Look, the virgin shall conceive and bear a son, and they 
shall name him Emmanuel,” which means, “God is with us.” When Joseph awoke from sleep, he 
did as the angel of the Lord commanded him; he took her as his wife, but had no marital relations 
with her until she had borne a son; and he named him Jesus. 
 
What if we are both Mary and Joseph? What if there is a part of us who knows, in our bones, that we 
are pregnant with the Holy Spirit, and what if there is a part of us who believes that’s just crazy-talk; 
that’s just not possible; it’s ridiculous in fact; and it will be better, all the way around, if we just dismiss 
that possibility and send it away quietly, and get on the rules and boxes that we know.  
 
Can we let God hammer on our heart, just a bit? Can we heed the angels that surely come our way, 
in waking life, in our dreams, who bid us to set aside our fear, who bid us to trust that whatever is 
stirring inside of us, whatever new life is growing there, really can be conceived by the Holy Spirit, 
and that this life within us bears the name God-with-us? Can we do everything in our power and 
organize our life to give this nascent, divine life a real chance to grow, instead of figuring out how to 
dismiss it and send it away quietly? What if these are the choices and preparations God is calling us 
to make in these last few days of Advent?  
 
I do not know where your heart is today as you prepare to close out this Advent season, but I do know 
that there are a thousand things clamoring for our attention between now and Christmas Eve. 
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Somewhere, between here and there, take a few moments and check-in with your heart, check-in 
with your desires, with your longings. Offer these to God, and muster your courage to ask God for a 
sign in the midst of all you are holding. And if you can’t ask, it’s okay—God’s sending a sign anyway.  
 
Set your mental constructs aside and simply give yourself over to the mystery that God is birthing 
something beyond your imagining in your life, and it is worth risking everything to nurture it. 
 
We’ve come to that blessed point in Advent that, whether we want it or not, whether we are ready 
for it or not, that baby’s coming. Thank God, that baby’s coming, and that coming isn’t dependent 
upon us. Come Tuesday night, that baby’s going to draw in breath and cry out, and that cry will 
pierce the night, and our world will shift, and we’ll spend the rest of days figuring out what to do with 
this divine life that God has placed in our hands. Amen. 
 
 
The Rev. Cynthia K. R. Banks 
St. Luke’s Episcopal Church, Boone, NC 
December 22, 2019 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Purify our conscience, Almighty God, by your daily visitation, that your Son Jesus Christ, at his coming, 
may find in us a mansion prepared for himself; who lives and reigns with you, in the unity of the Holy 
Spirit, one God, now and for ever. Amen. 
 
Old Testament 
Isaiah 7:10-16 
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Again the LORD spoke to Ahaz, saying, Ask a sign of the LORD your God; let it be deep as Sheol or high 
as heaven. But Ahaz said, I will not ask, and I will not put the LORD to the test. Then Isaiah said: “Hear 
then, O house of David! Is it too little for you to weary mortals, that you weary my God also? Therefore 
the Lord himself will give you a sign. Look, the young woman is with child and shall bear a son, and shall 
name him Immanuel. He shall eat curds and honey by the time he knows how to refuse the evil and choose 
the good. For before the child knows how to refuse the evil and choose the good, the land before whose 
two kings you are in dread will be deserted.” 
 
The Response 
Psalm 80:1-7, 16-18 
Qui regis Israel 

1 Hear, O Shepherd of Israel, leading Joseph like a flock; * 
shine forth, you that are enthroned upon the cherubim. 

2 In the presence of Ephraim, Benjamin, and Manasseh, * 
stir up your strength and come to help us. 

3 Restore us, O God of hosts; * 
show the light of your countenance, and we shall be saved. 

4 O LORD God of hosts, * 
how long will you be angered 
despite the prayers of your people? 

5 You have fed them with the bread of tears; * 
you have given them bowls of tears to drink. 

6 You have made us the derision of our neighbors, * 
and our enemies laugh us to scorn. 

7 Restore us, O God of hosts; * 
show the light of your countenance, and we shall be saved. 

16 Let your hand be upon the man of your right hand, * 
the son of man you have made so strong for yourself. 

17 And so will we never turn away from you; * 
give us life, that we may call upon your Name. 

18 Restore us, O LORD God of hosts; * 
show the light of your countenance, and we shall be saved. 

 
The Epistle 
Romans 1:1-7 
Paul, a servant of Jesus Christ, called to be an apostle, set apart for the gospel of God, which he promised 
beforehand through his prophets in the holy scriptures, the gospel concerning his Son, who was descended 
from David according to the flesh and was declared to be Son of God with power according to the spirit 
of holiness by resurrection from the dead, Jesus Christ our Lord, through whom we have received grace 
and apostleship to bring about the obedience of faith among all the Gentiles for the sake of his name, 
including yourselves who are called to belong to Jesus Christ, 
To all God's beloved in Rome, who are called to be saints: 
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. 
 
The Gospel 
Matthew 1:18-25 
Now the birth of Jesus the Messiah took place in this way. When his mother Mary had been engaged to 
Joseph, but before they lived together, she was found to be with child from the Holy Spirit. Her husband 
Joseph, being a righteous man and unwilling to expose her to public disgrace, planned to dismiss her 
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quietly. But just when he had resolved to do this, an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream and 
said, “Joseph, son of David, do not be afraid to take Mary as your wife, for the child conceived in her is 
from the Holy Spirit. She will bear a son, and you are to name him Jesus, for he will save his people from 
their sins.” All this took place to fulfill what had been spoken by the Lord through the prophet: 

“Look, the virgin shall conceive and bear a son, 
and they shall name him Emmanuel,” 

which means, “God is with us.” When Joseph awoke from sleep, he did as the angel of the Lord 
commanded him; he took her as his wife, but had no marital relations with her until she had borne a son; 
and he named him Jesus. 
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