Prayer: Heavenly Father, give us the wisdom to understand the mystery of your coming; and the patience to await the day of the Lord; and in the meantime, give us some appreciation for your divine humor, Amen.
Today I have a confession to make…  I am about to do something that almost every preacher does but would of course never admit; I am going to tell you a long story which has got nothing to do with the scripture lessons we heard today!

But I hope in the spirit of the season, you will enjoy my story and forgive me for its irrelevance.  The story goes like this:  I was raised in a home that sought to be Christian in the context of my native land and its culture.  Those were the days when the famous Asian Theologian, C.S. Song proclaimed that the missionary did not bring the Christian God to Asia, instead; it was God that brought the missionary to the Asian lands. Therefore, the Asian theologians were bent upon finding God in Asia with no interference from the western missionary.  As a consequence of this firm faith that God lived in Asia a long time before the missionary arrived on its soil; the Asian faithful had to find meaning to the Christian faith independent of the western tradition and culture.  It was indeed a tall order. It meant disassociating oneself completely from the western heritage.  So, no candles, thank you very much we have a lot of sun in Asia and the heat would never allow for a candle to stand tall for any more than a few hours, anyways.  No thank you to layers and layers of religious vestments; I would rather be a mufti than die of heat exhaustion.  And of course, that pine tree could never survive the desert heat, so no thank you to the Christmas tree as well!  And yes, that fat ole guy with a heavy red suit and a warm red hat would never find the chimney to climb down into an Asian bamboo hut.  So I guess, none of him either. Oops, what to do about frosty the snow man and Rudolph the red nose reindeer?  Sorry no place for them in Asia either.  

Yes that is the Christianity I received; a critical rejection of everything irrelevant to Christ’s ministry as received through the scriptures.  For those of us mentoring the confirmands, yes, western traditions and western reason are not the basis of Christian faith in Asia.  I know, when our whole understanding of God gets locked into a context, and when our appreciation of God is so dependent on a specific cultural context and its history; it perhaps takes no less than God’s intervention in human history to make straight the way of the Lord. Yes, if what I have just said is true, then my Irish American wife and I cannot share an appreciation of the Christian God; at least not with similar perspectives. Yet, we do. Our faith is perhaps the strongest bond we share and that which nourishes us.  
Oops, she told me to make the sermon a little light today and look what I have done…  But never mind I am a quick learner: Sorry dear, let me try again…  so, let me tell you the irrelevant story:  I was raised in a family where my dad strongly opposed putting up a Christmas tree. All through my childhood the Christmas tree stayed a mystery; and then it reached a point where I lost any craving for having one. It is just a tree after all.  But my sister’s daughter, who was born and is growing up in Europe, could not understand Christmas without a Christmas tree.  When she was about three years old she spent her Christmas at our house with her Grandparents and her Uncles.  She loved all the wonderful things her grandmother cooked and baked in preparation for the Christmas celebrations, they were delightfully fattening; but she still did not feel like Christmas.  So, a morning before Christmas she got out of her bed early and went up to her grandfather – who by the way enforced the no Christmas tree rule – and asked him, “why is there no Christmas tree?”  And of course his years of theological conviction just came to an embarrassing halt! And he said, “You want a Christmas tree, my darling, lets go and get one”!  And that morning we all saw – to our utter amazement – my father walking into the house with a Christmas tree and a very happy grand daughter!”
His sense of justice; his sense of rightfully owning God’s presence in the Asian context; and all those wonderful ideas of liberation and of tables turning and those beautiful songs he had a poet develop out of the magnificat and had the Churches in the Diocese sing to prove that God had a preferential option for the meek and the lowly; all of those wonderfully Biblical and Christian ideas could not stand firm before the love he had for his grand daughter.         
Today we read the foundations for such ideas in the prophecy of Isaiah. I know there are many who would say that this is the good news; the captives free and the year of the Lord’s favor proclaimed.  In fact there is something emotional about it; when we hear the words, “to give them a garland instead of ashes” we think of course we are the ones always receiving the ashes so a garland would be a welcome change.  It is very easy to think of ourselves as the victim and therefore the good news being all about us.  That is what Christian Theologians in Latin America, and Africa and Asia have done for a long time now.  Their life tells them that that justice is for them; and that good news is theirs.  

Yet amazingly, that is what people in Europe and America have also believed; and rightly so, because there is no dearth of ashes in these contexts either.  And that is what bewildered me growing up.  Especially because I was not the poorest of all in my context; did that mean, that God will take away my happiness as a means to prove his justice and his “leveling” the playing field?  And then one day when as a teenager I arrived on the shores of America with a 15 day transit in Europe; did I instantaneously become eligible for a garland instead of ashes because now most that surrounded me had more material and privilege?  I declared to myself a long time ago that such Biblical teaching was absurd.  The magnificat was problematic and it made no sense; a privileged person of one context just may be the oppressed of the other, how is God going to judge; which measure is God going to use that would actually be just?     
I am sorry but today’s readings are problematic. They are divisive on the surface, for they embolden the categories of the oppressed and the oppressor.  They speak with triumphalism about the bringing down of the mighty from their seats and exalting the humble and the meek. They are especially problematic because there is perhaps none amongst us who cannot point a finger at a person whom s/he would like to see leveled.  There is always someone somewhere who has hurt us, and if justice is turning of the tables; then truly, God’s justice is not good news for any one of us!
Oops, sorry Mollie, I promised you an uplifting sermon! So where is the good news? Isn’t that what the Pharisees also wanted to know?  Where is the good news?  If John you are not the Messiah, and you are not Elijah, and you are certainly not the prophet, then why are you baptizing people?  Why are you setting people apart, sanctifying them; what is the purpose? Those questions from the Pharisees are relevant questions. Pharisees were all about laws, yes, but they were also the populace; they were not the elite.  They were interested in overthrowing the Greco-roman rule.  Words, such as those of the magnificat were music to their ears. But they were also locked in their own context.  They could only think of Elijah, Messiah or a prophet as a savior. Those were the three categories from where salvation could come according to their scripture, tradition, and reason.  

I find Elijah particularly interesting because his only credential for coming again is that he did not die and was raised up alive.  Of course a little baby in the manger was not what the Pharisees had in mind as an agent of change. That was too much process and too ordinary for ordinary believers.  The messiah had to be different.  God’s intervention had to be visible and instantaneous. So who better than Elijah? Sounds like a reasonable thing; and it would be in line with the scripture and tradition as well. O WOW we just covered all three basic foundations of our faith, scripture tradition and reason.  So, I guess the messiah has to be Elijah. That is what thinking in the box does to a people!
But my friends, Christ is not about what reason tells us.  He is certainly not just about what tradition may have us believe.  And now, let me make a bold statement, Christ is not contained by the Scriptures either.  Christ is not locked into any of our human trappings.  That is why the Gospel of John says it so beautifully – and we omitted it in our reading today – “And the Word became flesh and lived among us, and we have seen his glory, the glory as of a father’s only son, full of grace and truth. From his fullness we have all received, grace upon grace. The law indeed was given through Moses; grace and truth came through Jesus Christ. No one has ever seen God.  It is God the only Son, who is close to the Father’s heart who has made him known.

Yes friends, the idea that keeping everything western out of our religious landscape would somehow be a fulfillment of God’s justice had to be shattered through a relationship of love; a loving relationship between a grandfather and a granddaughter. The idea that a person who does not believe in reason or is not well versed in western traditions of the church should not be allowed as a clergy in the Episcopal Church was once again shattered the day you welcomed me in your midst.  It was and continues to be your love that nourishes me in my faith; that love which made the senior warden declare one day that she is my mother!  And yes, Mollie and I can experience God in the same way, not because she enjoys some privilege as a Caucasian American or because I am exotic; but because we decided that our relationship will be based not on who we are, but on the grace and truth we receive from Christ. 
It is this love that forces us to forget who we are. This loving relationship of a father and a son, much more intimate than the letter of the law, reveals to us our loving God.  Our roots and our structures that give us our identity melt away to nothingness for God’s truth takes over. The rationality of justice loses its meaning because God’s grace abounds.  That is what we celebrate during the Christmas season. That is what we await in the second coming. And if the love between us is what I feel it is; friends, I believe we are all well prepared to share the joy of Christmas. We have perhaps learned well that it is God’s grace and truth; and not God’s justice which we await. May God continue to help us see beyond the trappings of our contexts; and may we continue to share our love in ways that reveal God. Amen.
