
The Lessons Appointed for Use on the

Fourth Sunday of Advent

Year C

RCL

Micah 5:2-5a
Luke 1:46-55, The Magnificat
Luke 1:39-45

Purify our conscience, Almighty God, by your daily 

visitation,  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 Spir-

it, one God, now and for ever. Amen.



Micah 5:2-5a

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.

Therefore he shall give them up until the time
when she who is in labor has brought forth;

then the rest of his kindred shall return
to the people of Israel.

And he shall stand and feed his flock in the strength of 
the LORD,

in the majesty of the name of the LORD his God.

And they shall live secure, for now he shall be great
to the ends of the earth;
and he shall be the one of peace.



Canticle 15 Page 91, BCP
The Song of Mary

Magnificat
Luke 1:46-55

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.
He has mercy on those who fear him 
  in every generation.
He has shown the strength of his arm, 
  he has scattered the proud in their conceit.
He has cast down the mighty from their thrones, 
  and has lifted up the lowly.
He has filled the hungry with good things, 
  and the rich he has sent away empty.
He has come to the help of his servant Israel, 
  for he has remembered his promise of mercy,
The promise he made to our fathers, 
  to Abraham and his children for ever.

Glory to the Father, and to the Son, and to the Holy Spirit: 
  as it was in the beginning, is now, and will be for ever. Amen.



Luke 1:39-45(46-55)

In those days Mary set out and went with haste to a 
Judean town in the hill country, where she entered the 
house of Zechariah and greeted Elizabeth. When Eliza-
beth heard Mary’s greeting, the child leaped in her 
womb. And Elizabeth was filled with the Holy Spirit 
and exclaimed with a loud cry, “Blessed are you among 
women, and blessed is the fruit of your womb. And why 
has this happened to me, that the mother of my Lord 
comes to me? For as soon as I heard the sound of your 
greeting, the child in my womb leaped for joy. And 
blessed is she who believed that there would be a ful-
fillment of what was spoken to her by the Lord.”



SERMON

Normally, I lunch with the monks at the Basilica of 

Panera. One day this week, however, it was cold and 

wet and the Basilica’s parking lot was full. I went to the 

Chapel of St. Starbuck instead. 

Coming back from lunch, I was stopped at a traffic 

light near Holy Family. I was in the passing lane. In the 

right lane, and half a car length ahead of me was a pick-

up truck being driven by a young woman with her win-

dow down who was smoking a cigarette. Since she was 

an attractive young woman, I noted her presence, but 

since I am married to a woman who is practically per-

fect in every way, my attention did not linger long on 

the attractive smoker.

In a few seconds, however, I became aware that I 

was smelling cigarette smoke in my car! Like most ex-

smokers,  I  find cigarette smoke to be profoundly un-

pleasant. Turns out my car was bringing air in from out-



side  and  that  one  cigarette,  even  one  that  far  away, 

could still foul the air in my car. I started thinking of 

how the sins of others embroil us in their consequences 

quite apart from what we mess up personally.

Well,  the  light  changed  and  she  pulled  forward 

quickly. I pulled forward slowly as all old men do when 

in the passing lane, with my turn signal on as prescribed 

in Scripture, and went my way down Winchester, listen-

ing to some oboe music on the radio. It helped to drown 

out the sounds of automobile horns behind me...

I had forgotten about the young woman until I got 

to Twin Bridges, by A-K Steel, when I realized that I 

was still smelling cigarette smoke. It had gotten into the 

air handler on my car and was being recycled over and 

over. Like many old men, I keep a can of Febrese in my 

console against the possibility of unwanted odors aris-

ing in my automobile, so I cleared the smoke away, but 

I began thinking about what God might be telling me 



through this event.

That is  such an old-fashioned thing to say, isn’t it, 

that God might be telling me something through such 

an encounter? It’s just as easy to imagine that I had my 

automobile  vent  set  to  outside air,  the  woman in  the 

truck was a chance encounter, and the persistence of the 

cigarette smoke was meaningless. And yet, I cannot es-

cape the certainty that God speaks to us through just 

these sorts of encounters. I’ve already confessed to you 

that I pay attention to persistent dreams, so by now I 

have  probably  convinced  you  that  I’m  some  sort  of 

signs  and  wonders  antique,  a  throw-back  to  another 

time. Everybody knows that here are much simpler ex-

planations for the things that happen to us. I agree, but I 

cannot release my certainty that God speaks directly to 

us, if we will but listen and that He often does so with-

out using words, but by showing us. 

On my birthday, October 28, in the year 312 AD, 



before the Battle of Milvian Bridge against Maxentius, 

Emperor  Constantine I,  so the  story  goes,  saw a Chi 

Rho, a monogram of the first two letters of Christos, in 

the sky. He put the Chi Rho on his banners and adopted 

the motto, “In hoc signos vinces” – In this sign you will 

win. Constantine I won the battle of Milvian Bridge and 

became the first Christian Emperor.

Constantine thought he saw a Chi Rho in the clouds. 

He embraced it,  changed his approach to the coming 

battle and his life. I thought I saw an elephant in a cloud 

the other day. It did not move me to start a zoo. How 

come?  Was Constantine I  simply  a  more  imaginative 

cloud watcher than I am? Is it really so that we live in a 

random  universe  in  which  the  only  meaning  is  that 

which we decide to assign to it?

I can’t buy it. I would go mad.

The voice of God can be heard in His creation, if 

you will but listen for it. Kat tells me that she can feel 



my grandchild moving regularly now. I’m told that’s a 

common and positive sign. It’s not a remarkable thing 

at all, but during the event we call “The Visitation” in 

our text today, Elizabeth read it as significant. Mary, a 

girl child expectant and without a husband, went to her 

aunt, as many, many “girls in trouble” have done since. 

Her  aunt,  Elizabeth,  was also  expecting.  When Mary 

entered,  Elizabeth  felt  her  child  move.  Well...is  that 

meaningful or is that not? To Elizabeth, there was no 

question.

When Elizabeth heard Mary’s greeting, the 
child leaped in her womb. And Elizabeth was 
filled with the Holy Spirit and exclaimed with a 
loud cry, “Blessed are you among women, and 
blessed is the fruit of your womb. And why has 
this happened to me, that the mother of my 
Lord comes to me? For as soon as I heard the 
sound of your greeting, the child in my womb 
leaped for joy.

Two things happened. The child moved at Mary’s 



greeting, and Elizabeth was filled with the Holy Spirit, 

which allowed her to discern what was happening and 

to rejoice with Mary at the miracle which was to be. 

The trick is  to learn how to invite and recognize the 

Holy Spirit.

Who doesn’t know someone who rushed to buy a 

lottery ticket because they had seen some sequence of 

numbers and been convinced that those numbers on a 

lottery ticket would make their dream come true? That’s 

actually quite true, provided the dream was to lose two 

bucks. Otherwise, not so much. God doesn’t hand out 

lottery tickets, or make a horse run faster because we 

ask Him to. He doesn’t stand by a sickbed but let the 

sufferer die unless we pray the right sort of prayers, ei-

ther, but God does speak to us of His purposes. That’s 

the thing that is so hard to accept: God speaks to us of 

His purposes, not our purposes.

Mary’s  situation,  though  not  unique,  was  no  less 



devastating for its ordinariness. Suppose your daughter 

came home in a family way and told you the child’s fa-

ther was God? That’s going to be a tough sell, church. 

Mary did not hide her head over this singular event in 

her life.  She lifted up her voice in a speech we call, 

“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.

Goodness knows there is a much simpler explana-

tion of her condition and that explanation is not going 

to cause anyone to call her blessed. Mary, with her vi-

sion clear, saw God’s creation with Kingdom eyes and 

sang her song of grateful praise. How did she manage 

that? How do we manage that?

Well, the truth is that we can’t, very well. We’re hu-



mans which means we are a stew of mixed emotions, 

conflicting  goals,  inattention,  imperfect  compassion, 

and prideful self-righteousness, all those things which 

the church historically has called “sin”. We are mixed 

creatures  and  we  can  perceive  God’s  speaking  to  us 

only imperfectly.

So, when faced with cigarette smoke from a distant 

vehicle, or an elephant in the clouds, how in the world 

are we, poor souls, to know if God is speaking to us or 

if we’re just being self-deceiving?

In a way, the Scriptures don’t serve us well in this. 

Luke is relating an account, and Mary’s internal dialog 

isn’t important to him. The important thing to realize is 

that she has no doubts. She knows what happened to 

her.  She  has  spoken to  an  angel!  We don’t  normally 

speak to angels. Things aren’t that clear to us. We have 

to exercise the gift of discernment or we shall run off 

after every cloud which passes by. As we attempt to do 



so, the results of everyone’s sin clouds our vision like a 

cloud of cigarette smoke, polluting our attempts to fo-

cus on God, stirring up our less praise-worthy emotions 

until the whole place looks like a 19th Century saloon 

with a thick cloud of smoke hanging over all.

That’s what it is all about to be human. To be human 

is to do the best you can with limited perception of the 

reality around you. God’s creation exceeds that which 

we  perceive.  God  Himself  exceeds  His  creation.  We 

need help, and help is not far from us. It is the practice 

of prayer, and God’s Grace extended to us. The practice 

of prayer and God's Grace are just what we need, but 

like all  things worthy, the practice of prayer must be 

cultivated.

Kathy and I were listening to Sting sing some songs 

the other night. He had a very large orchestra with him 

containing  a  really  eclectic  grouping  of  instruments. 

Over his shoulder, I could see someone playing a lap 



dulcimer.

“I see the dulcimer player”, I said, “but I don’t hear 

a dulcimer.”

“Maybe  it  is  all  blended  into  the  sound”,  she 

replied.

This was another of those “Ah HAH” moments, be-

cause Kathy isn’t musical at all. Her skill is cuisine and 

she has no equal. Music, though, sounds different to her 

and to me. She hears a massed sound. I hear individual 

instruments. I can do that because I have practiced for 

years. I didn’t hear that way in the beginning. It  was 

only  after  I  had trained my ear  by  long and diligent 

practice that I came to hear in that way. Prayerfully at-

tending  to  the  indwelling  Holy  Spirit  is  like  that, 

church. It cannot be done without practice. It requires 

silence  and  discipline  and  subtlety  and  discernment. 

Unfortunately, we don't live in a quiet, disciplined and 

subtle world. We live in a smoke filled saloon where the 



music is always turned up to 11. 

If prayer is something you do only when things go 

wrong, when someone is ill, when a job is lost, you can-

not expect to hear God’s voice because you have not 

practiced. What you will hear will be the smoke of your 

own sins, and that of others. If you practice daily, every 

day, every minute – if you pray without ceasing – you 

will find that the smoke lifts up. You will become at-

tuned to the small, authentic voice which represents all 

you are able to process of God’s presence. You’re hu-

man. You have to teach your ear to hear and your eyes 

to see. When you have become as accustomed to that 

voice within you as you are to your own voice,  then 

THEN you can discern the voice of your divided mo-

tives from the insistent voice of God within you. And 

then you can trust what you hear and what you perceive 

in God’s Creation. You are a part of God’s Creation, and 

it is part of you. Prayer is the way we connect with it 



and come to trust it. That is an important difference be-

tween  belief  and  faith.  Belief  refers  to  the  story  to 

which you have given your heart.  Faith  is  the  confi-

dence and courage to trust that story with your very life.

How does this  happen? It  happens through God’s 

grace. God’s recognition of our pitiable state means that 

God is willing to give us a mulligan and another, and 

another and as many do-overs as we need until we get it 

right. So long as you are trying. That’s why we call it 

God’s  Grace  –  our  failings,  our  sins  are  covered  by 

God’s  Grace so that  we may practice  until  we get  it 

right. So long as we’re trying.

I  don’t  know how prayer  “works”.  I  don’t  know 

how the tears we shed last Sunday benefited the parents 

of  Newtown,  Connecticut  or  how private  prayer,  ap-

proaching every task with an internal word of prayer, 

improves our  awareness  of  God.  I’m pretty  sure  that 

prayer, like God’s Grace, cannot be measured on a scale 



or sifted onto filter paper in the laboratory. I can only 

report,  as  can  you,  that  it  does,  that  constant  prayer, 

prayer without ceasing, clears away the smoke of sin in 

personal and common life. My wish for you is that you 

become accomplished pray-ers, that you come to trust 

the Word you are aware of in yourself. My wish for you 

is that the smoke of sin shall go up and leave you atten-

tive to your Father’s will.

That’s a lot of sermon from one cigarette. Maybe I 

got it wrong. What if this whole megillah is a creature 

of my imagination and we  do live in a random world 

having no meaning beyond that which we assign to it? 

That was the question bedeviling me as I went to sleep 

Wednesday night.

Thursday, I turned onto Winslow Road to go from 

Rt. 60 to Roberts Drive. Ahead of me, by Rose Hill, 

hung a  sinuous  cloud of  smoke from some chimney, 

trapped between the hills. It wound itself along Roberts 



drive, about thirty feet above the pavement. Below it, 

clearly visible, was the road to church, unobstructed by 

the smoke. My way clear was revealed, before my eyes, 

as the sins of the world, and my own, went up in smoke. 

I was convinced. May it be so for you, church. May it 

be so for you.

AMEN

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 © 2012 J. Stewart Schneider


