“‘Three Votes for an Early Christmas’”
Isaiah 9:2, 6-7; Micah 5:2-5a; Job 9:25-33

(Based on a Sermon by J. Ellsworth Kalas)

Well everyone seems to agree.  It’s ridiculous how early Christmas merchandizing starts these days.  Every years Christmas advertizing seems like it starts earlier and earlier.  “Any year now,” you hear people say, “I expect to see a Christmas promotion connected with the Fourth of July ads.”  There are even some merchants who are uncomfortable with the move to an early Christmas.  “I like the profits,” a businesswoman confides, “but as soon as I get out of my store, I feel a little sad about the whole thing.”
And what’s my position in all of this discussion?  Well, in my own way, I’m even worse than the merchant, the advertizing guru, and the people who send out the mail order catalogs.  You see, I vote for an early Christmas, a very early Christmas.  But not earlier in our annual calendar.  I’m not turning my back on Advent Conspiracy.  I just think that Christmas would have a lot more meaning, if we looked for the beginning of the story in places in the Bible earlier than the Gospels of Matthew and Luke.

First of all there was Isaiah.  Isaiah would know what I mean.  Isaiah was a prophet in Judah over twenty-seven centuries ago.  Isaiah was proclaiming his prophecies 7 centuries before the Christmas birth stories in Matthew and Luke.  But Isaiah had a vision of Christmas, a preview of Christmas that can help correct and enlarge our perception of Christmas still today.

Isaiah was the patrician among the ancient Jewish prophets.  Isaiah was an advisor to many of the Kings, particularly to Hezekiah, perhaps the greatest of the late kings of Judah.  So Isaiah was accustomed to thinking politically, and he had a natural inclination to see the big picture.  And sometimes his view and thinking were so big that his prophecies dealt with the welfare of all people of the earth.  Isaiah watched his nation go through good times and bad times.  And a lot of his prophecies were warning about the hard difficult consequences that Judah would face for her bad political policies and decisions.  But in the end, Isaiah envisioned an utterly better day.  Listen once again to his words:
“The people who walked in darkness have seen a great light; those who lived in a land of deep darkness – on them light has shinned.” (Isaiah 9:2)

And what is this great light?

“For a child has been born for us, a son given to us; authority rests upon his shoulders; and he is named Wonderful Counselor, Might God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace.” (Isaiah 9:6)

Isaiah’s words make it clear that he envisions more than just another heir to the throne.  It’s possible that Isaiah didn’t even know exactly what it was he was saying.  But twenty centuries of Christians believe that Isaiah’s words were fulfilled in the Christmas day birth of Jesus, the Christ.

So Isaiah got a seven century early start on his vision of Christmas, but, ironically, we’re still scrambling to catch up with his vision.  Now there are a lot of good things about the world we live in today.  But you’ve got to admit that a lot of the time we’re walking “in darkness,” and there are a lot of us who walk “in a land of deep darkness.”
A century and a half ago, Henry David Thoreau said, “the mass of men lead lives of quiet desperation.”  Well, sometimes I wonder if Thoreau wasn’t unduly pessimistic.  But when I watch the late night news , or look at the faces in the crowd, I know that Thoreau was on to something.  And I know that even though Christmas has come to our world, it still has not come, in any deeply effective way, to vast numbers of people.  That is to say that Christmas hasn’t come in the measure that the prophet Isaiah had in mind twenty-seven hundred years ago.

Isaiah went on an early Christmas shopping expedition.  Very early!  He knew what the people of his day needed, and as history has demonstrated, the need is the same in every generation.  We humans were made for light, and we don’t do well shriveled into some place of subterranean darkness.

And Isaiah also knew that we needed more than just a new political system.  Now “the government shall be upon his shoulder,” (Isaiah 9:6) but it’s a government with a high God-content , with results that will go far beyond our usual political platforms.  Isaiah is talking about more than jobs and working conditions, food and world trade – significant as these issues are.  Isaiah is reaching into matters of the heart.
We humans have always dreamed of a world of such perfection.  In truth, it’s that kind of dream that keeps our political systems going.  Those of us who live in democracies always hope that we will get it in the next election.  In some countries today there’s a hope that revolution, some overturning of the old order will make a new world possible.  Plato envisioned it with his Republic, the English nobles with their Magna Charta, the Pilgrims with their dream of a city set upon a hill.  Every political convention, however flawed it may be, is still informed by something of this wondrous dream of a better political establishment, and, from it, a better world.  But of course all these dreams are flawed, because those of us who implement them are flawed.  We need the One described in Isaiah’s vsion.
And then there was Micah.
Micah was a prophet in the same time period as Isaiah, but the men were clearly different in so many ways.  But they did have this in common.  Micah, too, was voting for an early Christmas.  We know little about Micah, except the town from which he came, Moresheth, a quite unpretentious village.  And he wasn’t a politically connected man, like Isaiah.  We remember him, not for any involvement with kings and empires, but for the words he dared to speak and write:
“Hear, you peoples, all of you; listen, O earth, and all that is in it.” (Micah 1:2a)

Now for an unpretentious man, those are pretty bold words.  But as it turns out, the whole world has indeed, listened.  Especially, it has listened to a particular verse that still thrills us more than twenty-seven centuries later.

“But you, O Bethlehem of Ephrathah, who are one of the little clans of Judah, from you shall come forth for me one who is to rule in Israel, whose origin is from of old, from ancient days.”  (Micah 5:2)

We can only speculate what Micah himself had in mind.  Obviously, the little town of Bethlehem was uniquely significant to the Jewish people, because their most revered king, King David, had come from there.  But now Micah was promising something or someone far beyond David, one “whose origin is from of old.”

Years after these words were written Jewish scholars laid hold of these words with hope born of longing.  So in the Christmas story as told by Matthew’s Gospel, when wise men come from the East searching for a new born king of the Jews, the religious scholars of that day said that when the Messiah comes, he would be born in Bethlehem.
So it is that Micah, the prophet from Moresheth, got a head start on Christmas.  And much like Isaiah Micah’s was a head start some seven centuries before Jesus’ birth.

But also, there was Job.

I think my favorite early celebration of Christmas was Job.  Well, Job didn’t really celebrate Christmas.  But he wanted Christmas, and wanted it desperately, even though he didn’t really know that it was Christmas that he wanted.

Let me explain.  The Bible tells us that Job was “the greatest of all the people of the east.” (Job 1:3)  But Job’s greatness wasn’t simply a matter of his wealth and his community standing.  Above all, he was a truly fine human being, someone of whom God would say, “There is no one like him on the earth, a blameless and upright man who fears God and turns away from evil.”  (Job 1:8)
In those days, it was widely believed that if you were good, God would bless you; and conversely, if things were going wrong for you, it was clear that you were not good.  Job seemed to live a charmed life, and everybody assumed it was because he was such a good man.  But suddenly it all changed.  In a devastating series of tragedies, Job lost his considerable fortune, his seven sons and three daughters, and his health.  He took refuge on an ash heap, apparently all that was left of his once-great resources.

There he was visited by a small company of his so called friends, but they turn out to be lousy friends and horrible comforters.  Over and over again they try to get Job to admit that he did something to deserve his pain.

Yet with his fortune, family, and health gone and with his friends turned against him, the worst was this: Job felt he couldn’t get a fair hearing with God.  He sensed, rightly, that the distance between his state and God’s was profound, insurmountable.  Who was he to ask for a hearing with God?  In fact, his state seemed so hopeless to Job that he even saw God as his enemy.  So Job says to his so-called-friends:

“God is not a man like me that I might answer him, that we might confront each other in court.  If only there were someone to arbitrate between us, to lay his hand upon us both.”  (Job 9:32-33)

Job wants a very special kind of mediator, someone with enough standing to lay a hand on God, and understanding enough of our human condition to lay a hand on Job.  Job was appealing for Christmas. You see, Jesus was born of Mary and lived and ate and slept like the rest of us humans.  But he was conceived by the Holy Spirit, and born of the virgin Mary.  In other words, Jesus can lay a hand on God, because he is God, but he can understand our humanity because he is human. Folks, that’s the Good News of Christmas!
So there you have it, Isaiah, Micah, and Job: three votes for an early Christmas.  I’m sure that many a twenty-first-century person is also looking for an early Christmas.  Caught up in shopping, greeting cards, and party plans, and knowing how many days it will be until December Twenty-fifth, yet hoping for an early Christmas.  And not clearly knowing what it is they’re longing for.

Isaiah, Micah, and Job would understand.  But they’d surely wonder why someone would still be waiting for Christmas on this side of Bethlehem’s manger.  After all, Jesus has already come.

Let us Pray:

Oh, Lord, soothe our longing; fulfill our hope. Help us, O Lord, to claim and live into the reality of Christmas.

David A. Cagle

December 4, 2011

2nd Sunday of Advent
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