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Ahaz and the people are worried.  The Northern Kingdom and Syria have teamed up against the Kingdom of Judah.  And now Ahaz and the people dread what might happen next.
	They are so afraid that they are even contemplating seeking the help of the rising world power—Assyria—to intervene on their behalf.
	In this moment of dread, the prophet Isaiah appears with a word from the Lord.  Ahaz and the people need not worry.  They definitely should not reach out to Assyria for help, that would be a mistake.  Instead, they should trust in God, who will deliver them.
	Ahaz is not sure, so Isaiah tells him to ask for a sign from God.  Ahaz refuses to do that.  So, Isaiah gives a sign anyway.
	He points to a young woman with child and proclaims that her child will be called “Immanuel”—God is with us.  And that by the time that child is weaned, the thing that the people now fear will have passed.  In fact, those two kings they currently fear, will be no more.

	When I was at the clergy retreat back in September, at Clearwater Forest, Luther Seminary Professor Matt Skinner talked about hope during the seasons of Advent and Christmas.
	He said that when we celebrate the coming of Christ, we celebrate that in three different ways.  We celebrate the coming of Christ in history, in mystery, and in majesty.
	We celebrate that Christ came in history, born of Mary two thousand years ago, living and ministering as a Jew in ancient Palestine.  Crucified by the Roman Empire for his subversive teaching.  
	We celebrate that Christ comes to us in the present.  This is the mystery.  We feel Christ as a present to us even now, a power available to us.  Or, as Meister Eckhart taught about why Christmas is so important.  The importance of Christmas is not that it celebrates Christ being born 2000 years ago.  Its importance is that that Christ can be born in us, even now.  Christ comes to each of us.  Christ is born anew in us this year, every year.  The coming of Christ is ever-present.
	And we also celebrate that Christ will come in majesty.  That in the future, God’s dreams and hopes for humanity and all creation will be fulfilled.  That the reign of peace and justice, beauty and love will come in fullness.  
	Matt Skinner taught that each of these ways of celebrating the coming of Christ are “expressions of God’s desire to be among us.”  To become a particular human being in Jesus of Nazareth.  To be in relationship with us, and with all believers, in our current daily lives.  And to be with us at the end, welcoming us home.
	And Matt Skinner pointed out how different from the Greco-Roman understanding was this emphasis on the idea of God-with-us.  He said that in Greco-Roman religion the focus was on how to honor the gods so that they would leave us alone.  If you’ve ever read any Greek or Roman myths, you know that when the gods and goddesses show up, things rarely go well for the humans they are interacting with.  So the primary goal of the rituals and sacrifices of Greek and Roman religion was to appease the gods so that they stayed away.
	But not so in the faith of Jesus and the Hebrew prophets.  God is with us.  As a source of strength and power, also of consolation, comfort, and compassion.  The people want to draw near to God and want God to draw near to them as help and guide and source of hope.

	And, here’s how Matt Skinner related that to the story in the Book of Isaiah.  This young, pregnant woman, despite the threat of attack from foreign nations, is confident enough to name her child “Immanuel.”  In this moment of dread, she is bringing a child into the world.  And, in the name she gives the child, she is declaring her faith in the promises of God.  God is with us even now in this dreadful time.
	Matt Skinner called that “a brazen act of hope.”

	So, Isaiah has a word from the Lord that latched onto that young woman’s brazen act of hope.  Before that child is eating curds and honey, the thing you now dread will be no more.
	The message to the people and their king is this—that thing you’re waiting for, that promised day is going to come, and probably sooner than you expect.

	And this is what I take as the Advent message for us this year.
	We are living in a liminal time, a time of uncertainty, fear, anxiety, even dread.  We know that things can and should be different and better than they currently are.  
Our neighbors shouldn’t be kidnapped from the streets by masked men.  Protesting citizens shouldn’t be tear gassed and shot with pepper balls.  Public events shouldn’t be attacked by mass shooters.  Schools ought to be places of safety, learning, and easy-going joy.  Churches shouldn’t have to spend so much time and energy and resources on security.  
It hasn’t always been this way.  It needn’t be this way.  It can be different again.
“But when?” we wonder.  We worry that maybe this is a new reality and things won’t change.  Or that this dark season will go on far longer than we feared.
And, maybe so.  Maybe we have years of hard work ahead of us to build a better, more just, kinder, gentler, more peaceful and loving society.  
But sometimes the good breaks out in sudden and surprising ways.  
Sometimes the wait isn’t as long as we feared.
Sometimes the promised day comes sooner than we expected.
	And that baby, conceived in a time of fear and dread and potential deprivation, grows up, instead, in a time of abundance and ease.
	Sometimes this is how it happens.

	I can assure you that the promised day is coming!
	God’s vision for a better world will not be defeated by the powers of this Earth.
	Sooner or later, the promised day is coming.
	Of course, I have no guarantee that it will be sooner.  That we will experience a radical inbreaking of justice and righteousness.  But our faith invites us to dream of the possibility.
	Sometimes the promised day comes sooner than we expected.
	And in that possibility lies hope.  That can animate our vision, inspire our work, empower us with courage, and give us the peace to experience joy in the blessings of God.
	The core message of this final Sunday of Advent is that God is with us.  With us in the particulars of history.  With us as a source of strength and comfort in our daily lives.  With us to inspire our dreams for the future.  
	Christ has come, continues to come, and will come again in glory.
	Amen.


