Sermon A Advent 4 2025_SCED
I wonder how many of us here, have asked God for a sign.  

· You know the kind of thing: We might let the Bible fall open and hope to find guidance on the page

· Or there are a number of biblical ways of seeking a sign: Jason laid out a fleece and was guided by whether it was moist or dry; then there are the  divining instruments in the Old Testament: the urim and thummim whose actual form we know very little about; and then there is the drawing or casting of lots.  

· We tend today to be rather suspicious of methods like these to seek God’s will; we view them as superstitious, and yet, curiously, we are often drawn to them in times of indecision
· You can imagine how I was very surprised to hear that in 2006 The Bishop of Glasgow & Galloway, The Rt Rev Dr Idris Jones, was elected to serve as Primus of the Scottish Episcopal Church, the church that Ian and I come from, and that that decision was taken by drawing lots.

· Today’s Isaiah passage pokes fun at our high mindedness: King Ahaz is invited by the prophet to ask for a sign.  His response was: “Surely not, Lord, I will never ask you for a sign.  For this read, “I could never engage in such spiritual immaturity.”  Well Ahaz was not known for his piety - the opposite in fact, and you can almost hear God’s chuckle in the story, as through the prophet God replies: “Well I’m going to give you a sign anyway, whether you like it or not”  And then the words, “a young woman will bear a child…” and so on and so forth to reveal the prophecy of Jesus’ birth.
One way of looking at the meaning of Jesus’ birth is to use the language of “exchange.”  One of the classics of the Church is a book by John V Taylor called “A Matter of Life and Death.” It establishes clearly that life and liveliness depend on the principle of “exchange.”  

· Thus there is exchange, of giving and receiving of life and love in the inner life of the persons of the Holy Trinity; 
· There is exchange, of giving and receiving of life and love in the created order, where, there is the “ceaseless interflow of energies in the cells of organisms and the interdependence of living creatures.”

·  And there is exchange, of giving and receiving of life and love in the birth of Christ where the human and the divine interplay in the very being of the human Jesus.

· And finally there is exchange, of giving and receiving of life and love that we are invited into through the work of God’s Spirit.
If aliveness or liveliness is a basic principle of God’s very being, and if active “exchange” is at the basis of how God shares God’s life with us, the question arises, “how do we seek to be open to that spiritual vitality, that exchange between God and us that the Holy Spirit seems to want to bring about?  Maybe seeking a sign, although seemingly crude and primitive, is not so far from the mark after all…

And like King Ahaz we learn that there is no point resisting a sign, if God (with God’s chuckle!) is determined to give it. It seems it’s ok to have a sign after all, especially if we haven’t asked for it in the first place…

(Which brings us back to the young woman bearing a son).  
So, what kind of a sign to humanity is this young woman and her baby Son?:
· Promised sign; promised of old;

· Illuminated sign: lit up by a guiding star; and therefore compelling

· Proclaimed sign: angels weave their way mysteriously in and out of the texts of the stories of the nativity proclaiming Jesus’ birth to Mary and Joseph, to the lowly shepherds, and to foreign Magi, the so-called three kings: influential representatives of the Gentiles.

And the story that is this sign, is itself full of signs of the exchange between God and humanity in order that men and women might grasp more surely the reality of God’s aliveness:
· Mary and Joseph are engaged with one another and with God through the Holy Spirit; there is brought into being in the context of their aliveness in God.

· Those angelic beings, what are they but more incidences of exchange of life and liveliness between God and humanity
· And the term “Immanuel”/God with us says it all: God exchanges heavenly existence for a limited earthly life, and beckons us to take part in that dynamic…
We often dwell on a kind of sentimental construction of Jesus’ birth which emphasises a cute baby; cuddly animals, and a nice warm stable conveniently full of lots of lovely swaddling material ready for the laying down of that precious head.  Yet 
There is nothing sentimental about the circumstances surrounding Jesus’ birth: childbirth without anaesthesia; homelessness, displacement, genocide (and the slaughter of the innocents by Herod falls squarely into that category); the near freezing temperatures of a Judean winter, with only the most meagre form of a roof over the heads of this Holy Family.
But there is also nothing sentimental about the meaning of Christ’s birth, the Incarnation.  Here the love and liveliness of God towards humanity is shown in a child who is at once God and a human baby.  This love is shown in a God who exchanged heavenly existence for an earthly one, and in a sacred and mysterious exchange of life and love whereby one who is fully human, may also be fully divine..

Karl Barth the renowned 20th C Swiss theologian had an interesting thing to say about the liveliness of God’s action that led to such a mysterious exchange. He said that in the exchange of qualities of divinity and humanity in the Christ child, the reconciliation between God and human beings has already been carried out long  before the event of the cross that is generally understood within Christianity as the event that brought about that reconciliation.
Barth says that in the very existence of the Christ child, divinity is at one with humanity, and humanity is thereby made holy and at one with God.  In Barth there is the great excitement of seeing the fullness of God’s redemption in the very being of the baby Jesus.

It was a great and noble sign that was after all given to the king Ahaz who resisted it.  And it is the same great and noble sign that is given to us this Christmas of a lively God who exchanges life through Christ with us.   All that remains now is that we welcome this living God into our midst through the birth of the Christ child, and that we value the great mystery that is brought to being in that otherwise humble birth.
Amen

