Pre:
During the month of November we’ve been talking about our stewardship theme. Morning Star: The Next Generation. Fear Not! We’ve found that in looking to the future, there are many fears that come our way. But God is with us, and fear need not paralyze us. 


Today, on the last sermon of November, that is also the first sermon of Advent, I want to ask you to think about fear in a different way. How the presence of God is often frightening.
Many people talk about wanting God to be present in their lives. They want God’s guidance and God’s help and God’s provision. God’s comfort. Yet, when God actually appears, it can be a real shock. It’s frightening. That’s because God has opinions and perspectives and agendas that are different from what you and I have ever considered. Higher and brighter than the stars that you see at night. Yet closer to your heart than you may have ever suspected. 

It’s just the first weekend in Advent, but for our reading today we are going to jump right into the Christmas story, because I want you to think about how it is when God appears right in the middle of your life, without any great introduction. Come with me to a hillside just outside Bethlehem where some very ordinary blue collar workers are eking out a living watching sheep. It’s a night like any other night, with one little non sequitur. 

Non Sequitur 
Luke 2:8-20


One of my favorite cartoons in the Sunday funny section is called Non Sequitur. It usually has a little bent or bizarre twist, and sometimes I don’t get it, because I’m not in touch with the subject that the writer is working with. But when I do get it, it’s really fun. In a recent comic that I read on the internet, a young girl by the name of Danae, has been worried that her computer nerd friend Jeffrey and his cohorts have created all of those social networking sites on the internet as a way of creating mass mind control throughout humankind. Danae is watching her dad at the computer:
Danae says: Daddy! Stay off the internet!

Daddy says: (sigh) What is it this time, Danae?

Danae says: What would you say if I told you there’s a cabal of socially retarded geeky guys who have started to rule the world using mind control?!

Daddy says: (after a pause) I’d say you’ve got a pretty good grasp of the banking industry.

(There’s more) Later, Danae confronts her friend Jeffrey and he begins to confess what he and his cohorts have been doing.

Danae says: You mean I’m right about the geeky guy social networking mind control conspiracy?

Jeffrey says: Yeah. . .but it just started out as a prank. Then it sorta grew into a game of global domination. . .now we don’t know how to stop it.

Danae says: Oh, I see, so what you’re saying is. . . the geek shall inherit the earth?

Jeffrey says: It’s our curse. . .we’ll go to any length to feed our pun addiction. (gocomics.com, 11-21-09)


My message is called “non sequitur.” The phrase non sequitur means “it doesn’t follow.” In a non sequitur there’s a logical disconnect between the premise and the conclusion (which is probably true of a lot of sermons!). 
Non sequiturs can be fun, like in the comics. They can be confusing in daily life. They can be annoying, when they’re used in advertising (If you buy this toothpaste, you’ll find romance. If you buy this car your family will be secure).  And according to our Bible story, they can be downright frightening. 

The old King James version of the Bible says that the shepherds were “sore afraid” when an entire angel army descended upon them.  They were terrified.
It’s important to understand that the shepherds are not sissies who jump at the sight of a spider. Shepherds are a rough and tumble bunch, and they are accustomed to facing danger in the dark of night. Danger from wild animals or thieves. Danger from the rocky cliffs, when sheep go to wandering. Danger is well known to them. Fear is not. And here they are, shaking in their sandals. The angel of the Lord has appeared to them, and the glory of the Lord is lighting up the night sky. 
And it’s not just the shepherds who are afraid of angels. Generally, some of the first words out of an angel’s mouth are “fear not.” And for good reason. How do you think you would react if you met a real angel? An otherworldly messenger of God, bathed in God’s glory, and the brightness of all the stars in the universe? 

Listen to this: A young school teacher decided to travel across America and see some of the sights that she had been teaching her kids about. Traveling alone in a truck with a camper in tow, she launched out. One afternoon rounding a curve on I-5 near Sacramento, California, in rush hour traffic, her truck’s water pump blew. She was tired, exasperated, scared, and alone. In spite of the traffic jam she had caused, no one seemed interested in stopping to help. Leaning up against the trailer, she prayed, “Please God, send me an angel. . .preferably one with mechanical experience.” Less than five minutes later, a huge Harley drove up, ridden by an enormous man sporting long, black hair, a beard and tattooed arms. With an incredible air of confidence, he jumped off and, without even glancing at the young woman, went to work on the truck. Within another few minutes, he flagged down a larger truck, attached a tow chain to the frame of the disabled truck and whisked the whole 56-foot rig off the freeway onto a side street, where he calmly continued to work on the water pump. 

The intimidated school teacher was too dumbfounded to talk. Especially when she read the words on the back of his leather jacket, which said, “Hell’s Angels, California.” As he finished his task, she finally got up the courage to say, “Thanks so much,” and to carry on a brief conversation. Noticing her surprise at the whole ordeal, he looked her straight in the eye and said, “Don’t judge a book by its cover. You may not know who you’re talking to.” With that, he smiled, closed the hood of the truck and straddled his Harley. With a wave, he was gone as fast as he had appeared.” (crosswalk.com)

And the mild-mannered schoolteacher was left to consider what had just happened to her. 

Angels are frightening creatures. Because they don’t come from our world. They are not like us. They come from God, with God’s message and with God’s help. 

There is a tendency to want to domesticate God’s angels, and I suppose that is because of Christmas cards and pageants and just the familiarity of the story. We dress them up as cute little kids instead of burly guys on Harleys.  But you can’t domesticate God’s messengers or God’s message. 

So, angels always have this non sequitur kind of appearance. They don’t fit into our orderly world. Yet they open us up to what God is doing, by breaking apart our otherwise neatly arranged opinions and perspectives and way of life. 

And here’s where I want to take you back to a statement that I made in the introduction. Like the people of God in the first century, we look for God to act. We want God to make things right in our world, just as they wanted God to make things right in their day and time. But do you expect God to think like you do? Do you expect God to have the same values and opinions that you do? 

One of the most important things for the people of God to understand is this truth spoken by the Old Testament prophet Isaiah: “’For my thoughts are not your thoughts, nor are your ways my ways,’ says the Lord. ‘For as the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than your ways and my thoughts than your thoughts.’”

The people of God in every time have been tempted to try to make God conform to their own culture and their own preferences and their own habits. The people of Israel did that in the first century, when they wanted God to come as a conquering king to re-establish the nation of Israel and throw off the bonds of Rome. We do it in our own time and place, by looking at God through our rosy American glasses, and wanting God to bless our greed-driven lifestyle, where 6% of the world’s population uses 40% of the world’s resources. 
Do you really want God to come into our world today? Are you ready for the shock?

God’s angels have a message to proclaim in our time as well as they did in the first century. And a big part of this message has to do with the nature of the shepherds. We have a  tendency to romanticize the shepherds in a similar way as we domesticate the angels. Shepherds in the first century were certainly not seen as romantic figures, any more than we would romanticize homeless people today living in tents in the woods. Because of the nature of their work, which kept them from keeping the precise standards of the religious law, shepherds were socially ostracized. They were not welcome at the temple, and they were not allowed to be used as witnesses in court. People didn’t think that shepherds were honest. It wouldn’t logically follow that God would send out the first birth announcement of the messiah, to shepherds. It would have made a lot more sense if God would have sent a message to the Sanhedrin or to the priests or to some other big wig religious person.  

In the first century, the people of God were looking for God to come into the world and to fix what had gone wrong. And they had a particular idea of how that would look. Shepherds visiting a baby in a manger did not fit that view. What has become for us a commonplace and familiar story was for them a non sequitur of Biblical proportions. 

Kind of like the story of a man building a huge boat in the middle of the desert. Or an elderly couple having their first baby. Or dry bones coming to life.  The people of God walking through the Red Sea on dry land. It doesn’t follow normal logic. 

 God’s angel army has come to the shepherds. Lowly people, not even “faithful to God” in the accepted meaning of the term. Yet these are people to whom the messiah was born. People favored by God, the angel said. 

And when you think about it, what better group of people to be the first visitors to the new-born Lamb of God, who would take away the sins of the world? And what better group of people to represent all of the social outcasts and ordinary people for whom Jesus would die?

So be careful when you create your picture of what God is like or what God ought to be doing in the world. Be cautious in setting up formulas for what it means to be a faithful child of God. Be hesitant to draw the lines that say who is in and who is out. Instead, look up, there may just be angels in the sky tonight. 
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