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“So Close . . . and Yet So Far” 
Sermon by Rev. David D. Colby 
Micah 5:2-5a and Luke 1:39-45 

D e c e m b e r  2 3 ,  2 1 0 8  

Monday morning - December 17 - 
as I was checking out, the cashier said to 
me, "Holidays are coming."  I responded 
with an uh huh or a yup, but I am not sure 
whatever I said would have mattered 
anyway.  Because he rushed on, "Eight days 
- nothing you can do about it." 

Now, as an aside, that is maybe 
trying too hard to straddle both sides of that 
supposed cultural dilemma.  Does one say, 
"happy holidays" or "Merry Christmas"    This 
guy said his version of the more generic 
greeting but the countdown of days made it 
clear he was talking about Christmas. 

So when he said, "Nothing you can 
do about it," I bit my tongue - hard - and 
resisted the temptation of saying, "Well,  I 
could convert." 

Setting aside his openness to other 
religious traditions – I mean even Orthodox 
Christians and Coptic Christians celebrate 
Christmas on a different day.  I mean, 
stipulating that he is talking about 
Christmas.  From a calendar perspective, he 
was right on Monday morning, and even 

more right now.  Christmas is coming.  In 
two days.  Just thirty or so hours to finish 
shopping if you open gifts on Christmas Eve. 

So things are almost ready.  The tree 
is up, and filled with ornaments.  The choir 
has been practicing Christmas music for a 
while.  We had a Christmas pageant two 
Sundays ago and last Sunday Lessons and 
Carols last week.  We've been hearing the 
scripture lessons and lighting the Advent 
Candles.  And if you measure time like Bing 
Crosby, well, we received a dusting this 
morning and the forecast is full of 
snowflakes.  We are so close. 

And yet . . . as Abbie Betinis said to 
me after that marvelous Lessons and Carols 
service last Sunday,  "I'm just not yet ready to 
sing Joy to the World."   

Mary's "Magnificat" - the song that 
she is quoted singing, is an overture to the 
story of Jesus' birth and later ministry.  What 
this action of God means for her is that God 
is involved in a great reversal, leveling the 
playing field, turning this world's inequality 
upside down.  In what is happening, Mary 
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sings that God is bringing down the 
powerful from their thrones, and lifting up 
the lowly; God is filling the hungry with good 
things, and sending the rich away empty.  
That the gospel work has begun in earnest.  
That justice and love will enter the world and 
nothing will ever be the same again. 

We are not there yet, are we?  There 
is so much pain, so much sorrow.  And that 
inequality Mary imagined disappearing is so 
visible, so omnipresent in our own world still 
today. 

Last Sunday the poet Michael Dennis 
Browne read his own work All that Is Not 
Christmas, and it included this stanza 

Too many boats overturning, 
Too many children on the road, 
Too many burning wounds, 
Too many a pilgrim path torn open, 
Too many a bloody lullaby, 
Too many trails of tears. 

If Christmas is the time for the arrival 
of the Prince of Peace, God Emmanuel, God 
with us, then we are not there yet, are we? 

Amy Butler, the pastor at the 
Riverside Church in New York City, wrote an 
essay that I thought was beautiful and 
honest. 

In these weeks leading to Christmas, 
. . . the darkness of winter [converges with] 
the darkness of doubt, of fear, of insecurity - 
all of the very hardest parts of what it means 
to be a human being on this earth. 

Into this darkness we declare that 
something new is coming, and so during 
Advent, we wait.  We wait in the darkness, 
we wait in the absence, we wait in the 

silence.  We wait for what we believe is right 
up ahead of us, on its way. 

Like the shepherds who sat on a 
Galilean hillside in the darkest, inky black of 
night, we're waiting for something.  We can't 
see it; we can't hear it, but we're stubborn in 
our insistence, it's on the way.  We are 
people who will look back and remember 
what happened to the shepherds when, in 
their darkness and silence, faint notes 
echoed over the hills, lilting voices carried on 
the wind, ears perked up in the silence, and 
they heard the sound . . . of angels singing. 

We're listening for that - something 
like that.  In the meantime, though, we wait.  
And while we sit here in the darkness and in 
the silence, waiting, we do the very hard 
work - perhaps the hardest part - of living in 
anticipation of the in-breaking of God.  

The Kingdom of God is always like 
that in our human experience, visible, but 
only in glimpses.  Already present, but not 
fully.  So on this December 23rd, the 
challenge for us is to continue to watch and 
wait and be alert and ready to act.  To keep 
ourselves alert for the work of God in our 
days, and in our time.  To not be passive 
bystanders, but participants in the gospel 
story.   

Kindling, step by step, candles for 
peace, hope, joy and love.  When we cannot 
see the ending we can still take a first step.  
When we aren't really feeling a full 
embodiment of peace or joy or hope - 
maybe that is when that simple act of 
lighting matters most.  When we aren't quite 
there ourselves, we can light them for one 
another. 
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Preparing for good news.  Keeping 
the candles burning.  Kindling those flames.  
Like at a damp campsite, blocking the wind 
with a hand, drying a pine needle on your 
sleeve, crouching down and quietly, 
carefully, blowing a bit of breath on the 

flame.  Waiting for warmth.  Waiting for the 
flames to get passed on.  Waiting and 
watching and hoping - that the promised 
good news will come. 

O come, O come, Emmanuel. 

 

____________________________________________ 

1 Amy Butler, "And Hear the Angels Sing," in The Journal for Preachers, Advent 2018, Vol. XLII, Number 1.   

 

 

 


