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RESPONSIVE READING		based on Psalm 89
I will sing of your steadfast love, O Lord, forever; 
I will proclaim your faithfulness to all generations.
I will declare that your steadfast love is established forever; 
your faithfulness is as firm as the heavens.
Your steadfast love endures forever;
Your faithfulness is as everlasting as the skies.
You said, “I have made a covenant with David, my chosen one:
‘I will establish your reign for all generations.
I have exalted one chosen from the people.
My hand shall always be with him; my arm shall support him.’”
Your steadfast love endures forever;
Your faithfulness is as everlasting as the skies.
My faithfulness and steadfast love shall be with him; 
and in my name he shall be exalted.
I will set his hand on the sea and his right hand on the rivers.
He shall cry to me, ‘You are my God, and the Rock of my salvation!’
Your steadfast love endures forever;
Your faithfulness is as everlasting as the skies.
SCRIPTURE READING 	Romans 16:25–27 	Now to God who is able to strengthen you according to my gospel and the proclamation of Jesus Christ, according to the revelation of the mystery that was kept secret for long ages but is now disclosed, and through the prophetic writings is made known to all the Gentiles, according to the command of the eternal God, to bring about the obedience of faith— to the only wise God, through Jesus Christ, to whom be the glory forever! Amen.
GOSPEL Luke 1:26–38, 46-55	In the sixth month the angel Gabriel was sent by God to a town in Galilee called Nazareth, to a virgin engaged to a man whose name was Joseph, of the house of David. The virgin’s name was Mary. And he came to her and said, “Greetings, favored one! The Lord is with you.” But she was much perplexed by his words and pondered what sort of greeting this might be. The angel said to her, “Do not be afraid, Mary, for you have found favor with God. And now, you will conceive in your womb and bear a son, and you will name him Jesus. He will be great, and will be called the Son of the Most High, and the Lord God will give to him the throne of his ancestor David. He will reign over the house of Jacob forever, and of his kingdom there will be no end.” Mary said to the angel, “How can this be, since I am a virgin?” The angel said to her, “The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you; therefore the child to be born will be holy; he will be called Son of God. And now, your relative Elizabeth in her old age has also conceived a son; and this is the sixth month for her who was said to be barren. For nothing will be impossible with God.” Then Mary said, “Here am I, the servant of the Lord; let it be with me according to your word.” Then the angel departed from her.
After the angel’s announcement, Mary traveled to visit her aged relative, Elizabeth. Like Sarah, the wife of Abraham, the long-ago ancestors of the Jewish people, Elizabeth had grown old without bearing a child; but, again like Sarah, she miraculously conceived in her old age and gave birth to the one who would be Jesus’ herald, John the Baptist. When the two women met, Elizabeth cried out that the baby had leaped for joy in her womb; and she blessed Mary and the baby Mary was carrying. Some ancient versions of the next passage, called “The Magnificat,” indicate that it was sung by Elizabeth, not Mary. I like to believe they sang it together; I like to believe this song can be sung by all of us.
And we sing, “My soul magnifies the Lord, and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior, for he has looked with favor on the lowliness of his servant. Surely, from now on all generations will call me blessed; for the Mighty One has done great things for me, and holy is his name. His mercy is for those who fear him from generation to generation. He has shown strength with his arm; he has scattered the proud in the thoughts of their hearts. He has brought down the powerful from their thrones, and lifted up the lowly; he has filled the hungry with good things, and sent the rich away empty. He has helped his servant Israel, in remembrance of his mercy, according to the promise he made to our ancestors, to Abraham and to his descendants forever.” And Mary remained with Elizabeth about three months and then returned to her home. Heaven and earth will pass away but the word of our God stands forever. TBTG

If there’s some little thing you need to remember, where do you post it? In my house, it’s on the refrigerator door. I mean, how many times a day or night do I open it? (Way too many, probably.) Strangely enough, seeing something constantly can also render it completely invisible. Nevertheless, the refrigerator door is where, for the past many years, I have posted my favorite piece of advice from the noted Christian theologian, Socrates. It goes, “Beware the barrenness of a busy life.” And, no, he wasn’t really Christian. He died about 400 years before Jesus’ birth. But, “beware the barrenness of a busy life” seems to me a perennially helpful sort of saying.

I want to say a word about barrenness. Sarah, and Elizabeth, and several other women of the Bible, were “said to be” barren because they had grown old without giving birth. And then, impossibly, they did. Sarah was 90 years old, Abraham 100; Elizabeth and her husband Zechariah were “getting on in years,” as Luke (1:7) tactfully put it. Mary wasn’t old enough or married enough to be labeled barren; but her situation, too, is called miraculous - impossible. Maybe a “virgin birth” is too much for you to swallow. That’s all right.

But however you understand Mary’s pregnancy, I want to point out the similarities among Sarah, Elizabeth, and Mary stories. They weren’t really barren. They were empty. There’s a difference. Barrenness produces nothing, is capable of nothing - no matter how busy and important you feel. Emptiness opens the way for something new to arrive. “We empty ourselves to let the divine flood us with love. We are empty so we may be full Beverly Lanzetta, quoted in Richard Rohr, daily online devotions, Thursday, December 17, 2020..” Ponder that in your heart for a minute. 

The Apostle Paul says Jesus emptied himself of glory to take on human form (Phil. 2:7). The Greek word for that is kenosis. Mary emptied herself to let God fill her with an embryonic hope that would change history. So did Sarah. So did Elizabeth. Their emptiness was not barrenness; it was receptivity, willingness, openness to the incomprehensible. They made room within themselves for what was beyond understanding. And God filled that room with God’s own self. There’s a word for that fullness in Greek, too: pleroma. It doesn’t just mean the filling out of a womb through the nine months of pregnancy; pleroma is the filling out of history: events, like births, happen “in due time,” when the time is ripe, when gestation is complete, when what is waiting to be born can wait no longer. And then, what seems impossible enters our lives.

The world has experienced its share of emptiness this year: empty school rooms. Empty offices. Empty airplanes, theaters and restaurants. Empty churches. Empty bank accounts. For the friends and families of more than 300,000 Americans, empty places in love’s circle of belonging. But I can’t call this emptiness barren. Barren is endless busy-ness and bragging promises that never bear fruit. Instead, I see what impossible things have happened: here at CPC we have held together spiritually despite not meeting in person. Even some of us who are “getting on in years” have become proficient on Zoom and Google Meet. Grandparents have stepped into the role of home tutors, helping their grandchildren with distance learning. And I haven’t heard a single one complain about it! You have stretched yourselves to help one another; you’ve put up with the hassle of wearing masks to keep the world safer. You have witnessed terrible inequities in our society, and you have not turned aside or ignored them. Teachers, sanitation workers, retail clerks have set aside concerns for their own safety to meet the needs of others. Scientists defied all expectations by preparing new vaccines in under a year. Impossible? 

Health care workers have performed unbelievable feats of endurance, love, and presence to care for the sick. Some have died. Would you call their lives barren? They humble and inspire us. Even those who mourn today are filled with the memories of those who taught them that love itself cannot die. “We empty ourselves to let the divine flood us with love. We are empty so we may be full” - full of God, who is apparently determined to be born again in our time. Christ is born when the proud are brought low and the lowly ones are lifted up; Christ is born when the hungry are fed and the rich are sent away - sent away empty. 

What will fill our proud and affluent world when it is emptied, as this year it has been emptied? Will the rich and powerful simply seize the opportunity to grab more money and more power? Will those who have been denied abundant life for generations still be denied the chance to flourish? Or will the lowly truly be lifted up, the humble exalted, the hungry filled?

Do I have a say in this? Do you? Do you want one? How will we use our voices? Remember that God uses powerless people to do the impossible! Christ is born when people empty themselves and open their hearts to others in radical ways, ways that hark back to Jesus Christ’s own teaching, that challenged every power structure of his time and encircled each outcast and neglected soul. Does a world like this seem impossible to you? “How can this be?” Mary asked; and the angel answered: “With God, nothing is impossible.” How can we trust this is so?

Take some time to create emptiness this week. Set aside an hour or two for quiet. Eliminate those tasks that bring no joy to you or anyone else. Beware the barrenness of a busy life! Empty yourself to be flooded with divine love. Don’t wait until all the tedious details are finished; that will never happen. Look for the pregnancy that cannot yet be seen; for the goodness that is clamoring to be born in you. Seek the stars that hide in daylight. Listen for the music that sings in silence. Start seeing the invisible, hearing the inaudible, believing the impossible, and have no fear, God will work the impossible in you. Amen. Thanks be to God.

Prayers

God for whom all things are possible, stir our hearts to desire what you desire, to love what you love, to give birth to your presence in lives of gentle justice, stern mercy, and abiding love.
God of emptiness and of fullness, fill us with more than tasks to be completed; fill us with a desire to bring your reign to completion, here and now

Our hearts are torn by the thought of so many suffering in so many ways from the unexpected tragedies of this past year: those who have lost work, lost homes, lost the means to support themselves and their families. At the same time, we give thanks for those who have worked so hard to develop vaccines, and share them with those who need it most. May wisdom and fairness guide those who lead in this.

God of sickness and of health, be with those whose bodies falter and fail in these days. Be with those members we see rarely but do not forget. Be with us as we face challenges together. 

Comfort the many who mourn the loss of loved ones, whether death came swiftly and suddenly, or gradually, after years of illness. Always, fill us with healing memories of love shared.
Now, as the celebration of Jesus’ birth approaches, give us the grace and the impatience to wait for your coming to the bottoms of our toes and to the edges of our fingertips. Come in your power and come in your weakness and make all things news. We pray in Jesus’ name and as he taught us, “Our Father, who art in heaven….

