“Daring to Believe”

II Samuel 7:1-11,16; Luke 1:26-38

“I do think that I must be the most unfortunate boy that ever lived in the whole world.” That’s what the young boy said as he found himself alone on a dark and dangerous road with the blackness of night quickly approaching. In C.S. Lewis’ book The Horse and His Boy, Shasta is a young boy who seems to never get a break. The book is an allegorical story about the Christian Life, our life-long journey of faith. Narnia is a magical kingdom ruled by Aslan, a mysterious and all-powerful Lion. Shasta was born in Narnia, but when he was an infant, he was lost in the far-off land of Calormen—a prideful place where money, power, and prestige are rare and competitively sought commodities. The book is the story of Shasta’s journey through the woods and through the desert that separates Calormen and Narnia.

As an infant Shasta was found alone in a shipwrecked boat by an unethical fisherman who beat Shasta and raised him as a slave. As an adolescent, he made his escape from slavery, but he was chased by a lion through the woods. Later he found himself alone in the middle of the desert with wild animals stalking him. And on the last mile of his journey toward freedom, Shasta and his fellow travelers found themselves once again being chased by a lion. “I do think that I must be the most unfortunate boy that ever lived,” thought Shasta, and tears began to flow down his cheeks.

But it was about that time on his journey toward Narnia that Shasta realized that he was not alone. In the midst of the darkness, there was someone, or something, walking beside him—a very large creature. 
“Who are you?” Asks Shasta. And here is the reply he receives.

“I was the lion who chased you and forced you to join with [your traveling companions]. I was the small cat who comforted you among the tombs. I was the lion who drove the jackals from you while you slept [in the desert]. I was the lion who [chased you] and gave the horses the new strength of fear for the last mile so that you should reach King Lune in time. And I was the lion you do not remember who pushed the boat in which you lay, a child near death, so that it came to shore where a man sat, wakeful at midnight, to receive you.”

Even in the far-off prideful country of Calormen, Aslan, the king and ruler of Narnia, was there to watch over Shasta throughout his life, molding and protecting the young boy; and guiding Shasta on his journey home. For, you see, Aslan had a plan for Shasta’s life. It turns out that this little slave boy was the one who brought the news of a coming invasion just in time to save Narnia.

In the same way, God was with David throughout his life. When we meet David in our Old Testament reading this morning, he is in a very different place than Shasta. David is at the peak of his power. He has been crowned King of all Israel. The Philistines and all of Israel’s hostile neighbors have been defeated, and all of David’s political enemies have been subdued. David has taken Jerusalem from the Jebusites and converted it into the capital city of all Israel, and David has built for himself a grand palace out of the finest cedar. Why should he not also build a house, a temple, for God as well?

But God says, “It’s not for you to build me a house. I’m going to build you a house.” God is promising to build a royal dynasty for David, the House of David. Then God reminds David that God has been watching over him every day of his life. “I took you from the pasture, from following the sheep, to be prince over my people Israel. I have been with you wherever you went and have cut off all your enemies from before you; and I will make for you a great name.” And God goes on to say, “Your house and your kingdom shall be made sure forever…your throne shall be established forever.”

From the day he was born, God was with David, watching over him. Throughout his life, God was molding him, protecting the young boy, and guiding David to become the greatest king Israel ever had. For you see, God had a plan for David’s life.

And in our New Testament scripture reading, we hear a similar story. “The Lord is with you,” says the angel to Mary. “The Lord is with you.” For you see, God had a very special plan for Mary’s life—a plan that had its roots all the way back in the promise that God made with David.

God promised David that the descendants of his house would rule over Israel forever. But ever since the Babylonian Empire led the last king of Israel off in chains, the throne of David had been empty. But Mary, of all people, was chosen by God to give birth to a new king. “He will be great,” says the angel, “and [he] will be called the Son of the Most High…He will reign…forever and ever, and of his kingdom there will be no end.”

My friends, the Good News of Christmas is this: “The Lord is with you.” Even in the far-off land of Calormen, so the allegory goes, Aslan was there with Shasta. Well, across the vast chasm that separates heaven and earth, God has come into your world that God might be with you. God has come into your world to watch over you throughout your life, molding you, protecting you, and guiding you on your journey home.

Like Shasta, you may not always feel like anybody is there. There may be times when you feel like the most unfortunate person who has ever lived. Like David, there may be times when you stumble, when you disappoint God and make a mess of the life God has planned for you. But just as God did with King David, God has promised never to leave you, no matter what. And like Mary, the plan that God has for you may call you to do some things that are politically and socially risky. Mary risked the rejection of her fiancée, the shunning of her family, and possibly her very life by agreeing to carry the child of God. She was an unwed mother living in a time where this could be a capital offense. But in the assurance that God was with her, Mary says to the angel, “Here I am, the servant of the Lord; let it be with me according to your word.”

The Season of Christmas is a fun time in our culture. Christmas is a time of parties and music, candy canes, and snowmen. But Advent is something very different. Advent is a season of expectation and preparation for the coming of one who has a claim on our lives, one who has been with us from the day we were born. Christmas, in its truest sense, is the celebration of the birth of Emmanuel, which means “God with us.”
“Nothing will be impossible with God,” said the angel to Mary. And Mary believed. She understood the claim God had on her life. She claimed the peaceful assurance that God was always with her, and she dared to risk it all.

In his book Wishful Thinking, Frederick Buechner provides this poetic definition of Peace: “Peace has come to mean the time when there aren’t any wars…But in Hebrew peace, shalom, means fullness, means having everything you need to be wholly and happily yourself.”

“One of the titles by which Jesus is known is Prince of Peace, and he used the word himself in what seems at first glance to be two radically contradictory utterances. On one occasion he said to the disciples, ‘Do not think that I have come to bring peace, but a sword.’ And later, the last time they ate together, he said to them, ‘Peace I leave with you; my peace I give to you.’”

“The contradiction is resolved when you realize that for Jesus peace seems to have meant not the absence of struggle but the presence of love.”

The promise of Christmas is that the Prince of Peace who comes into our world is Emmanuel, God With Us, bringing the peaceful assurance that God’s love, God’s care, God’s providential hand are always with us, molding us, protecting us, guiding us on our journey home.

And so, my question for us this morning is: Do we dare to believe in the promise of Christmas? Do we dare to believe in a kingdom where people don’t judge you by the color of your skin, or your place of birth, or the size of your bank account? Do we dare to dream of a world—do we dare to make ourselves vulnerable to live into a world—where violence is not the only way to stop violence? Do we dare to believe in a world—do we dare to make the sacrifices necessary to live into a world—where our neighbor’s condition is of equal importance to our own? Do we dare to say along with Mary, “Let it be with me according to thy word”? 
What I am asking is: Do we dare to believe that—in the birth of Jesus—God is truly with us?

Let us Pray:

Come, Lord Jesus! We are open to your Spirit. We are open to your full presence. For you are ruler of this world, and of your kingdom there will be no end. Amen.

David A. Cagle

December 6, 2020
II Samuel 7:1-11, 16

Our Old Testament Scripture reading comes from II Samuel 7:1-11, 16.

King David has conquered all of Israel’s enemies and captured the city of Jerusalem and has made Jerusalem the new capital city of Israel. Today’s reading tells a story about David’s plan to build a house for God, a temple; But God has something else in mind.

Luke 1:26-38

In our New Testament Scripture reading from Luke 1:26-38, listen for some echoes of the words and promises made to David, as those words and promises are fulfilled.
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