Pre:
As we enter the season of Advent today, we begin a series of messages that I hope will help us all to be more attentive to God in this season. Where is God in this month of planning and working and shopping and preparing? Where is God in your life? 

Each week of Advent we will focus on one word and the goal will be to hold onto that word for the coming week and see how that word, or that idea can inspire us to greater faith and trust. 
Today’s word is expectancy.  And what a great word that is for Advent. The word advent means “coming.” And even in our secular experience of this season, we recognize the idea that something or someone is coming. Jesus, not Santa. We need to get the right person in mind here. Jesus is the one who is coming, and not as a baby. He’s coming as the Ruler of the universe to complete the work of salvation. But we look to the Christmas story for clues about this coming. Because of the overwhelming pressure of this season that draws us into a more secular observance of Christmas, it’s easy to miss what God is really doing, or to shrug it all off as coincidence. But if we live with a sense of expectancy, we become more attentive to the work of God and to God’s guidance in our lives. 

What better place to turn for a lesson on expectancy, than the experience of Mary, the mother of Jesus? It is interesting, isn’t it, when a woman is pregnant, we say that she is “expecting”!  So, begin even now, as we read the familiar story together, to think about your own Advent experience. What is it that you are “expecting”—and what is it that God wants to bring to birth in you? 

A Word for the Advent Season: Expectancy
Luke 1:26-38

In the book of Genesis, right after the Great Flood, God makes a wonderful promise to Noah: “As long as the earth endures, seedtime and harvest, cold and heat, summer and winter, day and night, shall not cease.” (8:22) This statement provides a firm foundation for the rest of the Bible story and for the entire history of the people of God. No matter what else may happen, God has promised that the rhythm of life and the seasons of the earth will continue. Day and night, spring, summer, fall and winter. Always in the same order! As long as the earth endures. This creates a sense of stability in the midst of the many changes that we face and reminds us of the faithfulness of God.
In our own lives we create rhythms and habits, perhaps for a similar reason. We need a stable foundation on which to build our lives. I remember as a young child, my family’s life was highly structured in that way. Each day had a certain character and feel. When I got up in the morning, I knew what to expect. The weekdays, of course, were school days—get up, eat breakfast, get on the bus, go to school, come home, change into comfortable clothes, eat a piece of chocolate cake with really thick chocolate frosting, go out and play, eat supper, do homework, go to bed. Friday night was game night, and my dad made popcorn. Saturday was sleep-in day, followed by hours of working with my mom in the kitchen, baking homemade bread, chocolate cake and chocolate chip cookies. Saturday night we ate a homemade version of Sloppy Joes. Sunday we went to church, came home, ate dinner, had a long nap, ate leftovers for supper and watched Ed Sullivan on our black and white TV. Over and over again, and it didn’t get boring. Every season of the year had its rhythms as well—spring planting or summer weeding or fall harvesting or winter resting. And every year came Christmas.  We always made the same foods, made our Christmas gift lists, and brought home a tree that always seemed like the ugliest tree on the lot, but became a work of beauty. 

Week by week, season by season, year by year, there was always a sense of predictability. I knew what to expect. Last week I mentioned that I like predictability. Do you? And my childhood experience programmed me to look for a dependable rhythm in life.  And I feel deep in my soul God’s foundational promise about the rhythms of life. 
God is utterly faithful. And that faithfulness is foundational for us. 

But here’s the thing: what often happens in the rhythms of life, is that we confuse faithfulness with predictability. 

And while God is utterly faithful, God is not always predictable. 

I like the way CS Lewis talks about this in the first book of the Chronicles of Narnia. In this wonderful story, four children become acquainted with Aslan, a great lion who is also the Christ figure in these chronicles. After saving the kingdom and after making the children into kings and queens, Aslan quietly slips away, with no word as to when or if he will return. A friend of the children, Mr. Beaver, had warned them that this would happen: “He doesn’t like being tied down,” Mr. Beaver said, “and of course he has other countries to attend to. It’s quite all right. He’ll often drop in. Only you mustn’t press him. He’s wild, you know. Not like a tame lion.” 


Those of us who like predictability and who also like the stable foundation of a structured existence, sometimes want to tame God and make God fit into our rhythm or our structure. But God is not tame, and that is why God’s behavior is so surprising at times.  When you look back at an event in your own life where God was clearly present, or when you read a Bible story you can sometimes say in retrospect, “Oh, yes, isn’t that just like God!” This has all the signs of a God-event. But looking forward, or in the midst, it is often a great surprise.


In that sense, God’s intervention sometimes feels like what happened with Gracie Allen and her housekeeper. Are you old enough to remember Gracie Allen, who was married to George Burns but was also a comedian in her own right? One time somebody gave Gracie a baby alligator as a gag gift. She didn’t know what to do with it, so she put it in her bathtub. She then left for an appointment. When she returned home, she found this note from her maid: “Dear Miss Allen: Sorry, but I have quit. I don’t work in houses where there is an alligator. I’d a told you this when I took on, but I never thought it would come up.” 


So it is with us, and God. When you can see the whole picture (often in the rear view mirror) it makes more sense, and often has the marks of God’s grace. But when you first see that baby alligator staring you in the face, it can be a bit terrifying. 

So. . .when the angel Gabriel comes to a young woman named Mary and tells her that she is “expecting”. . . . and not expecting just any child, but God’s son, she is much perplexed, Luke tells us. Or another translation is deeply confused or troubled. Mary has been following the rhythms of her own life and her own culture. She is going day by day, week by week in a certain pattern and with certain expectations. She is engaged to be married. She and Joseph are planning the wedding, planning their life together. Looking forward to raising a family. It’s a life that, within their time and place, would be reasonably predictable, with Joseph setting up his carpenter shop and Mary being the primary caregiver for the family. All of this would happen in good time. But the message from Gabriel throws everything to the wind. And she is understandably upset. What else could she be? What Gabriel is telling her is impossible for one thing, and for another it will be really hard to explain. And if true, it will change her life forever, to say nothing of changing the world. No wonder she is upset. If you know Matthew’s version of this story, you know that it’s not only Mary who is upset by this news. So is Joseph, who at first believes that Mary has been unfaithful.

But there is a baby that God wants to bring to birth. And somehow both Mary and Joseph come to see that this highly unexpected and unconventional pregnancy is a part of God’s plan.  And we, looking back, can see that this surprising and unpredictable story has all the marks of the grace of God. 


There are certain themes the run through the Bible and emerge frequently. One of them is conveyed in the Latin phrase ex nihilo. The earth was created ex nihilo—from nothing. But God didn’t do that creation-from-nothing act only once. That’s a theme, or a sign of God at work. In other words, creation ex nihilo is not just something that God did; it’s something that God does. Such as the time when Isaac was born to ancient Abraham and barren Sarah. The angel Gabriel tells Mary a similar word of encouragement. Her cousin Elizabeth, also barren, has just become pregnant. Just like Sarah. “For nothing will be impossible with God,” Gabriel says. He doesn’t try to sell her on this mission by saying God’s plan will make life easy or that she will be abundantly wealthy or popular. He doesn’t say it, because it wouldn’t be true. Mary’s life will be hard and it will be full of grief. But also full of grace, because nothing will be impossible with God. She will be the mother of God’s son. 

Mary’s story challenges us to cultivate the art of expectancy. To do that, we need to reclaim the season of Advent.  In recent years, Advent has really gone by the wayside. The secular version of “Christmas” bursts on the scene on Thanksgiving night, swallowing up the leftover turkey and spewing out tinsel-laden toys and canned music. The danger, it seems to me, is that the season comes on like a tsunami, threatening to engulf everyone in its path. 

But Advent has a different feel to it. Advent is a season pregnant with possibility. Think about this. When Gabriel came to Mary, the message was that God had a plan that would come to birth through her. God’s plan for Mary is unique, of course, and no one else will experience what Mary experienced. But there is a transferable meaning here as well. God wants something to come to birth in and through you. Something that may be as impossible for you as  it is for a virgin to give birth. What is it? What does God want to bring to birth in you and through you? Will you embrace it as Mary did, even though there will be rough patches and difficult roads and much grief? Will you allow God to do that work of grace in you? Notice that Gabriel did wait for Mary’s response. God was not going to arbitrarily come upon her with this mission. God waits for your response as well. You have a choice this Advent season. You can spend all of your extra time shopping and cooking and cleaning, and all of your spare change on trinkets. Or you can give yourself a different kind of Christmas gift this year.  (Advent prayer bookmark.) 
So what are you expecting this Advent season?  In the midst of the predictable signs and songs and events of this season, I challenge you to look expectantly for God to do something new, something unpredictable. Yet so like God!   
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