
God With Us

Micah 5:2-5a; Psalm 1; Hebrews 10:5-10; Luke 1:39-45 (46-55)

Will Willimon: :After the funeral of her father, when I visited her as her pastor and attempted to

comfort her, she said to me, “I believe that dad loved us, and loved me. However, dad always gave

me the impression, since I was a little girl, that I never quite measured up to his expectations. Dad

always seem to be just a bit disappointed in me.” 

She said that, without any trace of bitterness, but with great sadness. I thought it was one of

the saddest things a daughter could say about her father. It is so sad that this father, who

undoubtedly loved his daughter, could not love her in a way that reassured her that she “measured

up” to who he wanted her to be.”

And yet, I fear that at some point that’s just the way some of us may feel, even secretly.

Maybe that’s a major reason why we gather for worship. Somehow we have got the impression that

we have failed to measure up to God’s expectations for us. We fear that the God may look at us and

the way we have lived our life, or the person we think we are, and that God may be “just a bit

disappointed” in us. 

You read the Bible, and you hear about God’s expectations for you. You listen to the teachings

of Jesus and you think, “Wow. I’m a very long way from God. There is a huge gap between who I am

and who Jesus expects me to be. I try, and sometimes try hard, but Jesus has just raised the bar too

high. His expectations are just too much for me.” 

It is as if, in our imaginations, God is way up there, somewhere, looking down here and saying

to us, in not so many words, “Once again you have failed to rise up to my expectations. You flunked

the exam.”

And if that is the way you feel about you and God, even if secretly, that’s why I want you to pay
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particular attention to this morning’s Gospel. Today’s Gospel is a beautiful, and perhaps even

disturbing reminder: Any God who would impregnate a poor, young, uneducated, unmarried woman,

then send a messenger to tell her that she is “blessed among women,” will stoop to almost anything,

even stoop not only to loving each and every one of us but also to coming alongside us. 

In our limited modern imaginations, this story of Mary’s pregnancy, and the incarnation, seems

odd. Mary’s kinswoman, Elizabeth, was very old, barren. She never should have had a baby. Yet

even in her advanced years, she is told that she is going to have a baby who will one day become

John the Baptist. Then there is Mary, who is told, by the Angel Gabriel, that she, even though she is

unmarried, is to have a baby who will be named Jesus. 

And Mary breaks into song. Listen again to some of the words of Mary’s “Magnificat:” 

With all my heart I glorify…. God my savior…. He has shown strength with his arm. 

He has scattered those with arrogant thoughts and proud inclinations. He has pulled the

powerful down from their thrones and lifted up the lowly. He has filled the hungry with good things

and sent the rich away empty-handed…. just as he promised to our ancestors, to Abraham and to

Abraham’s descendants forever. 

If you thought God was high up there, distant, unconcerned, uninvolved, think again. This God

shows up, often in the least expected times, turning lives upside down, enlisting ordinary people like

Mary and Elizabeth in God’s service. When this God wants to transform the world, to turn things

upside down in order that things should be right side up, God shows up and enlists ordinary,

everyday people to do it with God. 

The God who meets us in this story of incarnation, in the song of Mary, is not a deus

absconditus who occasionally, in some sentimental season like Christmas, appears. God doesn’t

come to the world “from the outside” since the world, in its workings, inside and out, is God’s.
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Miraculous experiences of divine presence, such as the impregnation of Mary, occur because the

scriptures tell us that the God of Israel and the church is passionately engaged in creation and

intends to flood the world with presence. 

Do you see? God places no demand upon you that you should work hard and believe so

intensely that you at last succeed in “measuring up” to God’s expectations for you. There is no God

to climb up to because in the incarnation God has taken the initiative and climbed down to us. Your

humanity is not something that keeps you sealed off, away from God. God has assured you are

humanity in the incarnation. 

The main truth to keep before us, in regard to incarnation, is not simply that “God is with us,”

but that God came to us as Jesus. Of all the ways for God to put on flesh, God came as a Jewish

peasant from Nazareth who was murdered by the authorities, not because of the peculiarity of his

birth, but for the revolutionary quality of his life. Jesus was violently tortured to death, not because he

was a baby conceived out of wedlock but because of what he said and what he did once he grew up.

His advent provoked a crisis in our settled intellectual and political arrangements, unmasking the

relationship between our cherished notions of what can and can’t be and our governmental sanctions

about who is and who is not in charge. —William H. Willimon, Incarnation: The Surprising Overlap of Heaven and Earth (Abingdon,

2003). 

Where is God? Mary’s song will tell us. God is busy, lifting up the lowly, putting down the

mighty, filling the hungry with good things, sending the rich away empty. You might not approve of

how God is with us, you might be threatened by the justice work of God, but never again can we say

God is not with us. 

Furthermore, we have got to say, after the birth of Jesus Christ occurs at Bethlehem, that God

is genuinely with us. Us. God knows us and where we live. Like Mary and Elizabeth we live not at the
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center of political and economic power. We live in out-of-the-way places not many people have heard

of, places like Bethlehem. We do not have prominent names that appear in news reports or are

engraved on brass plaques leading into spacious offices. We have names like Mary, Elizabeth, John,

Zechariah. We do not live in a world where the poor receive what they deserve. We live in a world

where there are vast gaps between the rich and the poor, where the rich get to pay their way into the

best of health care, the best of education, and the grandest opportunities and the poor must content

themselves with what is left over. We live in a world where powerful, political people who sit on

thrones feel all powerful and mighty, so much so that they think they can do anything they want to get

away with it. That’s us. That’s our world. 

And it is to us, and our world that God comes because this is God’s world, even though it

doesn’t always look like it, and we are God’s beloved, even though sometimes we don’t act like it. We

have not gathered here as a means of attempting to climb up to God. We gather this day to celebrate

that God Almighty, Creator of heaven and earth, has climbed down to us, has become one of us.

Jesus Christ was God’s intention to be with us from all along. 

Will Willimon: “In my first church, when I was a pastor celebrating my first Christmas, after our

little Christmas eve service where only 20 or 30 people were gathered, after we had sung our hymns,

and had read Luke’s beloved story of the nativity, as we emerged from the little country church, an

old Georgia farmer said to me, “Well, I guess God wasn’t as mad with me as I first thought. I guess I

am God’s, in spite of myself. Merry Christmas.” 

I sort of think what he was attempting to say is something like Mary has sung. Here is the

great good news that we will gather and celebrate at Christmas: God is with us. . . God is with us. . .

God is with us. Merry Christmas. Thanks be to God. Amen.
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