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Fourth Sunday of Advent
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2 Samuel 7:1-11, 16
Psalm 89:1-4, 19-26
Luke 1: 26-38

Purify our conscience, Almighty God, by your daily vis-
itation, 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.

Page 1

http://dl.dropbox.com/u/5702269/Church%20Line%20Drawing.jpg


2 Samuel 7:1-11, 16

Now when the king was settled in his house, and the 
LORD had given him rest from all his enemies around 
him, the king said to the prophet Nathan, "See now, I 
am living in a house of cedar, but the ark of God stays 
in a tent." Nathan said to the king, "Go, do all that you 
have in mind; for the LORD is with you."

But that same night the word of the LORD came to 
Nathan: Go and tell my servant David: Thus says the 
LORD: Are you the one to build me a house to live in? I 
have not lived in a house since the day I brought up the 
people of Israel from Egypt to this day, but I have been 
moving about in a tent and a tabernacle. Wherever I 
have moved about among all the people of Israel, did I 
ever speak a word with any of the tribal leaders of Is-
rael, whom I commanded to shepherd my people Israel, 
saying, "Why have you not built me a house of cedar?" 
Now therefore thus you shall say to my servant David: 
Thus says the LORD of hosts: I took you from the pas-
ture, from following the sheep to be prince over my 
people Israel; and I have been with you wherever you 
went, and have cut off all your enemies from before 
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you; and I will make for you a great name, like the 
name of the great ones of the earth. And I will appoint a 
place for my people Israel and will plant them, so that 
they may live in their own place, and be disturbed no 
more; and evildoers shall afflict them no more, as for-
merly, from the time that I appointed judges over my 
people Israel; and I will give you rest from all your ene-
mies. Moreover the LORD declares to you that the 
LORD will make you a house. Your house and your 
kingdom shall be made sure forever before me; your 
throne shall be established forever.
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Psalm 89:1-4, 19-26 Page 713, BCP

Misericordias Domini

1 Your love, O LORD, for ever will I sing; 
from age to age my mouth will proclaim your faithfulness.

2 For I am persuaded that your love is established for ever; 
you have set your faithfulness firmly in the heavens.

3 “I have made a covenant with my chosen one; 
I have sworn an oath to David my servant:

4 'I will establish your line for ever, 
and preserve your throne for all generations.'”

19 You spoke once in a vision and said to your faithful people: 
“I have set the crown upon a warrior
and have exalted one chosen out of the people.

20 I have found David my servant; 
with my holy oil have I anointed him.

21 My hand will hold him fast 
and my arm will make him strong.

22 No enemy shall deceive him, 
nor any wicked man bring him down.

23 I will crush his foes before him 
and strike down those who hate him.

24 My faithfulness and love shall be with him, 
and he shall be victorious through my Name.

25 I shall make his dominion extend 
from the Great Sea to the River.

26 He will say to me, 'You are my Father, 
my God, and the rock of my salvation.’”
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Luke 1:26-38

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 Ja-
cob 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 rela-
tive 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 
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Mary said, “Here am I, the servant of the Lord; let it be 
with me according to your word.” Then the angel de-
parted from her.
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SERMON

Our passage from Luke depicting the angel Gabriel 

bringing a surprising announcement to a young woman 

named Mary is called “The Annunciation”. When I say 

“young” I mean very young.  It’s so  exceptionally hard 

not to read back into the First Century our expectations 

and assumptions about what life was like for these folks, 

but  we  really  need  to  resist  that temptation.  The  life 

Mary knew was nothing like you might expect.  A boy 

child became “son of the Law” at 13. A female child 

was marriageable  at that age and perhaps as young as 

twelve for the betrothal. We think of Mary as a poised, 

mature woman. We’d do better to think of her as a little 

girl.

She’s not  just  any little  girl,  either.  She is  a little 

Jewish girl of Nazareth, and given that the people of her 

time couldn’t get to the far side of the moon, Nazareth is 
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about  as  far  away  from the  center  of  things  as  they 

could  manage.  Recent  excavations  indicate  that 

Nazareth in Jesus’ time was a tiny village of perhaps 

480 persons1, about half the size of Bellefonte. That’s a 

pretty small speck in the world.

Mary’s dominant status was that she had none. She 

was not a great leader like Deborah, who judged Israel. 

She was a little girl from a town so tiny it left virtually 

no archaeological record to excavate. She  would have 

had no education  apart  from  those  things her  mother 

might have taught her that a woman would need to run a 

household.  It’s almost unthinkable that she would have 

been able to read or write. Books as we know them had 

not been invented and it’s unlikely she ever saw written 

material of any sort in any event.

Luke seeks to give her royal blood by telling us that 
1 E. Meyers & J. Strange, Archaeology, the Rabbis, & Early Christianity Nashville: Abingdon, 1981; Article “Nazareth” in 

the Anchor Bible Dictionary. New York: Doubleday, 1992.

Page 2



her child will inherit the throne of his ancestor David, 

but if you recall, David’s son, Solomon, had 700 wives 

and 300 concubines. Setting aside the  question of why 

the wisest man in history would put himself in a posi-

tion  in which a thousand women are all mad at him at 

the same time, I think the mathematics of the situation 

would indicate that if he had children with only some of 

his wives and concubines, there would be no one in Ju-

dah a thousand years later who  couldn’t claim descent 

from David. I think, whatever Luke has to say about it, 

that Mary was just as I’ve described — a little Jewish 

girl from the sticks of no particular status at all. 

It  is  Mary’s  status,  or,  rather,  her lack  of  it,  that 

draws me back to the image I  used last  Sunday of a 

cruise ship. If you recall, I asked you to imagine that we 

are on a cruise ship equipped with the finest of luxuries. 

Fifty-two inch plasmas in each stateroom, with  ESPN, 
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an Xbox and a Wii. In the dining hall, the Grand Buffet 

is stocked with the finest of food and drink 24/7. There 

are concerts and Broadway shows, a great gym, a huge 

library.  There are walking paths and swimming pools 

and casinos galore. No expense has been spared. Our 

accommodations are the finest, BUT … we all have in-

terior cabins. With no portholes.

It's no surprise, then, with so many distractions, that 

most  people  settle  into  the  Grand Buffet,  stake out  a 

good seat at the game, and think nothing at all  about 

how they came to be here. There are on board, however, 

some few who have been granted a peep outside. They 

have seen that we are on a ship, supported by a vast, 

blue sea. By the wake in the water, these elect can see 

that we are on a journey — a journey guided by an un-

seen hand in the wheelhouse. It's a life-changing revela-

tion.  We are all on the same journey!  We’re all in the 
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same boat!

If these few try to share their revelation,  they will 

find that it frightens their fellow passengers. It's scary to 

trust an unseen hand in the wheelhouse. What if the un-

seen  hand  in  the  wheelhouse  isn’t  paying  attention? 

What if he doesn’t know what he’s doing? What if he is 

malicious, and is deliberately taking us to doom? I think 

these questions are scary enough that most of the people 

on the boat would rather not think about them. I think 

they would bury themselves in the entertainment possi-

bilities and drive thoughts about this out of their heads. 

They might even take the position that there is no one in 

the  wheelhouse  because there  is  no  wheelhouse,  and 

we’re not going anywhere. That’s certainly more com-

fortable than putting our trust in something we can’t see 

or even, by definition, prove scientifically.  Fact is that 

trust must be won, but faith must be given.
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Thinking about Mary and her lack of status brought 

this image to mind for me because there are other pas-

sengers on our ship. For these, there is no Grand Buffet, 

no gym, no 50 yard seats. These live beyond a locked 

door, in the bowels of the ship. For those in steerage, 

there are  very  few distractions.  And among these pas-

sengers, in the poorest accommodations, is Mary.  Very 

soon, there will be another passenger in steerage, Mary's 

son, Jesus.

Why would Gabriel go to a little Jewish girl from 

the sticks to bring his message? Why wouldn't he go to 

the virtuous wife of the banker, or  to  the caring physi-

cian, or to someone else on the upper decks who would 

be in a position to spread this good news ship-wide? If 

the idea is to spread good news that there IS a hand on 

the wheel, and that he wishes only good for his charges, 

why go below decks to do it? If the idea is to assure us 
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of our safety in his hands by sending his only Son to 

share our journey, why start at the bottom? Can't you be 

wealthy and influential and virtuous?

Well … yes, you can. I would draw your attention to 

one Nikolaos of Myra. He was born about the year 270 

in  Patara,  a  port  in  present-day  Turkey,  and  lived  in 

Myra, eventually becoming its Bishop. He was known 

for his generosity. It is said that he would secretly go 

about the town, leaving coins in shoes that were left out 

for  him.   Through  a  series  of  transliterations  of  his 

name, he was known in Holland as Sinterklaas. As any-

one who has watched “Miracle on 34th Street” with Na-

talie Woods knows, we call him Santa Claus.

So, yes, you can be wealthy and virtuous, but how 

common is it? There are philanthropists, of course, but 

they give from their plenty,  not from their essence.  He 

gives  nothing who does not  give of  himself.  Look at 
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what is being required of Mary:

And now, you will conceive in your womb and 
bear a son, and you will name him Jesus.

We're not talking about a tax deduction here! Mari-

am, the little Jewish girl from the sticks  is going to go 

through a pregnancy, labor and delivery because some 

random guy told her she would. And her reply?

“Here am I, the servant of the Lord; let it be 
with me according to your word.” 

THAT, church, is self-denying faith.  Above decks, 

the party roars on. Only  in those  below decks, where 

there are no distractions, can you find such a response. 

Only those who live in darkness and are forced, by their 

circumstances,  to  confront  it  are  equipped  to  see  the 

light. 

Above decks, the coming of a child to a little girl in 

a rural community wouldn't make a human interest spot 
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on the  five o'clock news.  Above decks, those few who 

have  been  granted  a  glimpse  outside  realize  that  all 

within  are  supported  by  the  sea.  All  of  us,  rich  and 

wretched, virtuous and villain, are on a journey directed 

by  an  unseen  hand  in  the  wheelhouse.  When  these 

prophets bring their words to their fellows, at best they 

are asked to move aside and stop blocking the TV be-

cause the game is coming on. At worst, they may be at-

tacked.

Below decks, a little Jewish girl of no background 

replies with the Magnificat:

My soul proclaims the greatness of the Lord,
my spirit rejoices in God my Savior; 
  for he has looked with favor on his lowly servant.
From this day all generations will call me blessed: 
  the Almighty has done great things for me, and 
holy is his Name.

Can you be privileged and virtuous? Can you live 
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above decks and show compassion to your brothers and 

sisters? Yes, but it is much more difficult. Those below 

decks, who share suffering, can relate to it better than 

those  above deck who live  lives  of  privilege.  This  is 

why we so often hear stories of someone’s mother who, 

though struggling for her  family during the Great De-

pression, would still provide a hot meal to a hobo. She 

knows what it is to be hungry and because she has suf-

fered hunger, she can relate to the hunger of others with 

compassion.  That’s  much,  much more difficult  if  you 

have a reserved seat at  the Grand Buffet.  It is also the 

most pressing challenge for those of us who sail on the 

upper decks. The life of a Christian begins with the abil-

ity to feel the suffering of others. To do so is a gift with-

out price. The Dali Lama observes:

The first beneficiary of compassion is always 
oneself. When compassion, or warmhearted-
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ness, arises in us and our focus shifts away from 
our own narrow self-interest, it is as if we open 
an inner door. It reduces fear, boosts confidence 
and brings us inner strength. By reducing dis-
trust, it opens us to others and brings us a sense 
of connection to others, and sense of purpose 
and meaning in life.

The distractions of a privileged life make feeling the 

suffering of others much more difficult. When I discuss 

the lot of  those below decks with my fellow “A” deck 

passengers, I don't often hear words of compassion. In-

stead, I hear statements like,  “Get a job”,  or “Take a 

bath”. I hear words like “lazy” and “criminals”. Hurtful 

words directed at the dehumanized masses of suffering 

children of God, as if all who suffer do so through their 

own  fault,  even  those  who  were  working  until  their 

companies laid them off. Even older workers who can’t 

find a job anymore but still  must pay dearly for their 

medications. Even children. It was recently reported that 
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Kentucky  is  second  in  the  nation  in  the  number  of 

homeless  children.  Another  study  counted  more  than 

29,000  homeless  children  in  Kentucky,  more  than 

twelve thousand under six years old.

Are there villains below decks? Yes. Are they all vil-

lains  because  they  are  below decks?  No.  Remember, 

there  are  villains  above decks as  well,  some of  them 

committing offenses that far exceed those committed by 

those below decks. People are people, above decks or 

below.

And so, Mary will bring forth her child, who shall 

be called holy, in poor accommodations, in a manger. In 

his adulthood, he will speak words of condemnation to 

those distracted by the Grand Buffet and words of com-

fort to those who confront the darkness  of hunger and 

hopelessness.  He  will  teach  “Blessed  are  the  poor”. 

Tevye, in “Fiddler on the Roof” adds, “Of course, it's no 
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shame to be poor —  but it's no great honor, either”.

Beyond all that, He will teach that there is a wheel-

house.  There is  a  hand on the wheelhouse who is  so 

competent that He would send His only son to share the 

journey with us.  The lessons Jesus will  flesh out begin 

before he is born because the lesson of Mary at the An-

nunciation is also one of self-denying faith. Mary’s les-

son is bound up in her words, 

“Here am I, the servant of the Lord; let it be 
with me according to your word.”

I  want  to close with  a thought from Cantor Mark 

Perman:

If everyone were to recognize the common ethi-
cal and spiritual thread that binds all of humani-
ty, wouldn't that help us to move beyond the su-
perficial differences that seem to endlessly di-
vide?

Those  above  decks  who  have  seen  a  peek  at  the 
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ocean realize that we are all in the same boat  together. 

Those below decks, who share the suffering of the poor, 

know it as well.  Our challenge on the “A” deck is to 

recognize  the common ethical and spiritual thread that 

binds all of humanity. We must take to heart Mary’s les-

son of self-denying faith. We must take to heart the Dali 

Lama’s words that “When compassion, or warmhearted-

ness, arises in us and our focus shifts away from our 

own narrow self-interest,  it  is  as  if  we open an inner 

door.”

Can you do it, church?

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 Revised Standard Ver-
sion 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 © 2011 J. Stewart Schneider
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