
The Lessons Appointed for Use on the

Fourth Sunday of Advent

Year A

RCL

Romans 1:1-7
Psalm 80:1-7, 16-18
Matthew 1:18-25

Purify our conscience, Almighty God, by your daily visita-

tion, 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.
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Isaiah 7:10-16

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.”
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Psalm 80:1-7, 16-18 Page 702, 703, BCP

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.
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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 con-

cerning his Son, who was descended from David according to

the flesh and was declared to be Son of God with power ac-

cording 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 Je-

sus Christ.
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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 be-

fore 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 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 un-
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til she had borne a son; and he named him Jesus.
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SERMON

My friend, Rev. Ken Castania, raised a really interesting 

question once in a sermon. He asked, “What is the purpose of

the church?” and he answered it, “To tell the story.” The pur-

pose of the church is to tell the story. The church praises God,

and offers fellowship and comfort both to those within our 

community and outside it, but over and above all that, the 

church exists to tell the story.

Which story? Ay, there’s the rub. We have too many stories 

and we love them all too well. 

Paul wrote to the Roman Christians about having 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”.

The word “apostle” is derived from Apostolos a Greek 

word meaning, literally, “to be sent out”, and has come to 

mean any of the early followers of Jesus who carried His 

message into the world, so from its very first, the purpose of 
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the church has been to tell the story. 

Paul is announcing himself as one sent out to bring the 

word to the Gentiles (that’s us, church). He went further, 

though, and addressed his letter, “To all God’s beloved in 

Rome, who are called to be saints.” The Apostle Paul, one 

sent out to carry the message of Jesus into the world, is writ-

ing a letter to persons within Rome who he describes as 

“God’s beloved...who are called to be saints.”  What’s a 

saint? I suspect that most of us understand a “saint” to be a 

dead Christian, the more so if he shuffled off the mortal coil a

long time ago in some particularly gruesome way as a result 

of his faith but Paul is not writing to A dead Christian. He is 

writing to live Christians, plural.

The words most often translated as “saint” in both Testa-

ments, qādôš in Hebrew and ágios in Greek don’t carry the 

meaning of “dead Christian” at all. They mean “holy”. 

“Holy” in turn, doesn’t mean other-worldly or supernatural. It

means “set apart”. Paul is writing to those in Rome who have
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been set apart by God for a task, just as Paul was, a people 

specially marked out as God’s people. What is their task? To 

tell the story, the important story. The only important story.

This is the place where the trouble starts. We have too many

stories and we love them too well. We have the story of Santa

Claus. We have the little Drummer Boy. We have Rudolph, 

and St. Nicholas and the stockings. We love them all so well 

and they are all such good stories, but we, who are set apart 

as God’s people, aren’t called to tell just any stories. We are 

to tell THE story. It is when we drift from that call that the 

trouble starts. Insisting on just the stories we love gets us into

disputes with those who love other stories, and then there’s 

just no end to it.

Luke tells us that Mary and Joseph, two people from 

Nazareth, have to go to Bethlehem to be enrolled, for Joseph 

was of the house and lineage of David. Luke’s account is the 

Christmas story we all love, but Matthew has an entirely dif-

ferent account. In Matthew’s story, Jesus is born in Bethle-

3



hem, yes, but there is no trip from Nazareth to Bethlehem. 

Mary and Joseph already live in Bethlehem. It is only after 

the birth of the child that the family comes to live in Naz-

areth. An angel warns Joseph that Herod seeks the child’s 

death, as we will see next week, and instructs him to flee to 

Egypt. Joseph takes his little family to Egypt and stays there 

until he is told that Herod is dead. 

Then Joseph got up, took the child and his mother, 
and went to the land of Israel. But when he heard 
that Archelaus was ruling over Judea in place of his 
father Herod, he was afraid to go there. And after 
being warned in a dream, he went away to the dis-
trict of Galilee. There he made his home in a town 
called Nazareth, 

After decades of reading Luke’s story, it sometimes comes 

as a shock that Matthew tells a different story altogether. We 

want to protect the familiar Lucan version we love against the

alien account from Matthew, but they are both Gospel stories.

Trying to favor one over the other is where the fight starts 

and that’s a sure tip-off that whichever of the two stories we 
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are personally attached to is not THE story we are to tell. We 

can’t have the “Nazareth-ites” fighting the “Bethlehem-ites” 

at the Christian Super Bowl every 25th of December. Heck, 

we can’t even agree on that date! Many congregations within 

the Greek Orthodox Church still follow the Julian Calendar 

and celebrate Christmas on January 7!

I was led to this odd line of thought by conversations I 

overheard at the Chapel of St. Arbuck’s the past few weeks 

about families who have chosen not to tell their children 

about Santa Claus. To my surprise, hearing that made me 

cranky. You would think someone in my line of work would 

be shouting that we must keep Christ in Christmas, and that 

I’d then be happy to hear about families that are cutting down

the clutter around the holiday, but I’m not. I think it’s going 

to make the lives of those kids miserable at school and play, 

and I’m just not into making children miserable. The enor-

mous ball of stories we love too well to ever leave, the tree, 

the stockings hung by the chimney with care even if there is 
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no chimney, Rudolph, the Elves, Santa, the wonderful, warm,

loving, family time stories that we have embraced since 

childhood and enlarged since then are a celebration of the in-

nocence of childhood and our love for one another but heart-

warming as they are, they are not THE story we are called to 

tell. If we try to graft the story of the birth of Jesus onto our 

well-loved ball, if we try to keep Christ in Christmas by mak-

ing the story of the birth of our Lord just one of many well-

loved stories, we have done a terrible wrong to our Lord. The

birth of our Lord is not one well-loved story among many. It 

is THE story, the only important story, and this story must 

stand alone. THIS story can’t be mushed in with the rest of 

the holiday cheer even if we honor it as the greatest among 

others. THIS story isn’t A story. It is THE story, the only im-

portant story and the story we are sent out to tell.

So, once again, I have talked myself right to the edge of the

Dread Cliffs of Grinchidom. Gloomy old preacher! Guess 

who’s not invited to OUR Christmas parties? I’ll bet he’s a 
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hoot at funerals.

Well … yeah, I guess. A commitment to the purpose of the 

church to tell the story doesn’t often lead you to being elected

“Life of the Party”, and, indeed, if it does, you’re probably 

doing it wrong. Our great, secular ball of stories and tradi-

tions has rolled right over the humble manger and the Holy 

Family has been moved to the back of the TV set so as not to 

block the view of the magnificent tree. In our culture the sec-

ular traditions and the family traditions, the many stories we 

love too well, have filled our hearts to overflowing. And 

guess what? That’s OK. Even the gloomy old preacher can’t 

find anything wrong with families drawn together by their 

family traditions, listening to Christmas music, sharing the 

excitement of the children, shopping for that just-so-perfect 

gift for the ones you love. As I’m writing this, Bing Crosby is

singing “Silver Bells” in the other room. This is the only time

of the year that I can listen to that recording with real joy. I 

couldn’t listen to that recording in July. It would be cloying. 
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Only at this time of the year am I given permission to hear 

“Silver Bells” with my heart. There is nothing wrong with 

our big ball of traditions. It is a blessing beyond words, but it 

is not THE story.

Grinch that I am, I am as grumpy over the calls to “Keep 

Christ in Christmas” as I am by those who would keep Santa 

out of their children’s Christmas. We live when and where 

God has placed us. The when and where we have been placed

is one in which our well-loved secular traditions have over-

whelmed the reason for the season. Well, we can regret that 

but if we want to be honest, we have to acknowledge it, just 

the same. Christmas Eve might be given over to a candle-

light service, but Christmas day is all about family and the 

loving bonds that bind us. And presents, of course. Lots and 

lots of presents, but that’s a different sermon.

If we follow the Keep Christ in Christmas crowd, we will 

be led to one of two possible courses. We can declare war on 

Santa Claus, turning our backs on all our well-loved tradi-
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tions and demanding that the season return to a Mass for 

Christ as it was originally, or we can welcome the story of the

birth of our Lord, THE story, into our big ball of twine as just

one more tradition among many, asking our Lord to share 

space with Rudolph.

I don’t want us to do either one. I don’t want Vivie to be the

odd kid out while all the other kids are talking excitedly 

about Santa. I want pictures of her on Santa’s lap! And I 

don’t want to give up on any of the Christmas rush and hus-

tle, the secrecy and the giggles, either! But I also don’t want 

to lose sight of THE story we are called to tell, that God, the 

unknowable, unnameable transcendent Creator of our world 

took on flesh to come among us. Not royal flesh. Not excep-

tional flesh. Not a spandex suit with a big “J” on the chest, 

but the flesh of a vulnerable babe. That can’t be just part of 

our well-loved traditions. This is something else!

We are sent forth to bring THE story to the world, and that 

means that we must speak in ways and at times in which we 
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can be understood. There’s too much circus at Christmas for 

that. It’s a well-loved circus. It’s a marvelous circus. It’s a cir-

cus with real, valuable meaning, but it’s a circus. Baby Jesus 

needs some quietness in which to speak to us.

On January 6 we celebrate Epiphany. It is more fitting, I 

think, to listen to THE story on Epiphany. In Jesus’ time, His 

birth went unnoticed by the world. The world was too in-

volved in its own circus, with the feeding of their families, 

with gathering together, with going out and coming in, to no-

tice. It was at Epiphany, some two years later, that the world 

noticed that THE story had begun. 

This Christmas, let’s agree to celebrate the gifts of children 

and family and friends God has given us. This Christmas, 

let’s gather our strength from all we have to reach out to 

those who have less, that everyone should feel embraced in 

love. Then, when all are comforted, let us go into Epiphany 

Sunday with a commitment to tell THE story, to all the world.

AMEN
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Optional parts of the readings are set off in square brackets.

The Bible texts of the Old Testament, Epistle and Gospel lessons are from the New Re-
vised Standard Version Bible, copyright 1989 by the Division of Christian Education of 
the National Council of the Church of Christ in the USA, and used by permission.

The Collects, Psalms and Canticles are from the Book of Common Prayer, 1979.

Sermon Copyright © 2013 J. Stewart Schneider
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