
  
 

Sermon for Sunday, December 23, 2018 
 

AS THE WORLD TURNED 
Micah 5:2-5a / Luke 1:46-55 

 
The two texts we just heard proclaimed are Christmas prophecy classics. They are the biblical version 
of treasured movie reruns which we cannot seem to live without around this time of the year, such as 
“It’s a Wonderful Life,” “A Christmas Story,” “White Christmas,” “Home Alone,” and of course, 
“Charlie Brown Christmas.” We have heard and read these texts so many times and have become so 
familiar with them, that they cannot surprise us anymore. Like a comfy blanket we drape them around 
our shoulders and snuggle in with a cup of tea by the fire for the evening to bask in the ancient 
prophecies of the messiah once again.  I am not immune to this either—I felt challenged to offer 
reflections on the texts because in some ways they’re all too familiar.    

But these ancient prophecies were and are not meant to keep us comfortable. They were and are 
meant to keep us on our toes. They look forward in order to remember the past. And they dwell on 
the past in order to peer into the future.  

“From you, O Bethlehem, one shall come forth to rule Israel for me—One whose origin is from of 
old, from ancient times,” the prophet Micah declares on God’s behalf to those in exile, to those who 
live in darkness and the shadow of death. “He shall stand and shepherd by the might of Adonai. And 
that shall afford safety.” What a message of hope that the dispersed Israelite community will soon 
return home once again under the protection of God’s anointed where they will be reunited with their 
loved ones who were left behind. A mysterious shepherd, the ancient one from of old, will 
accomplish this. Micah thus prophesies a future that rests firmly on the past. A future which is 
secured by God and God’s promises and therefore cannot be shaken. A future when God’s people 
once again will live in safety, their livelihoods restored. A future which will be ushered in through 
considerable hardship and suffering, however, like the pain and suffering a woman experiences in 
labor. 

Of course, some people in the Jewish community at the time of Jesus, and the Christian community 
which developed later, saw Micah’s prophecy fulfilled in the birth of the child of Mary and Joseph. 
Many rabbis contended that “the son of David will not come until the Roman power enfolds Israel for 
nine months, as it is written.” And here was Mary, a young woman pregnant with the hopes of many, 
proclaiming, “My spirit rejoices in God, my savior, for he has looked with favor on the lowliness of 
his servant. His mercy is for those who live in awe of him from generation to generation.” She was 
the one who was the bearer of who had to be born to fulfill God’s promise of old. 

What is interesting to me is that this young woman, who was probably about the same age as 
Sophie/Elle who read Mary’s proclamation for us this morning, dwells on the past in order to peer 
into the future. Now, I am a language Geek and as I prepared my sermon, I noticed that in Luke’s 
Greek text all the verbs that talk about things in the future are in the past tense, which the means they 
are a done deal. So it is not a future prediction that the Expected One “has shattered the proud in the 
thoughts of their hearts,” that “he has brought down the powerful from their thrones and lifted up the 



 
 

 

lowly,” that “he has filled the hungry with good things and sent the rich away empty.” Rather, all of 
this is already accomplished. It is done! According to Luke’s gospel and in Mary’s words, it has 
already happened a long time ago when God made God’s promise to Abraham and his descendants 
forever. 

So, if the safety, peace, liberation, and salvation of which the Bible speak have already been 
accomplished, why does our world as it turns today look completely different from that biblical 
vision of wholeness, of shalom? Why is the Kingdom of God, the Kingdom of Heaven, not in our 
midst as Jesus said it was? I think it is. We just don’t see it. 

The question is not why we have no safety and no peace. The question is, “Why do we not have eyes 
to see that we already do?” The question is not why God’s promises and the ancient prophecies have 
not been fulfilled. The question is “Why do we not hear and receive them?” One of my spiritual 
mentors, the late French Jewish thinker Emmanuel Levinas, used to say that our predicament has to 
do with our “spiritual optic.” In his view, which is both thoroughly Jewish and thoroughly Christian, 
the reason why we don’t perceive the wholeness of which Micah and Mary speak is because our optic 
is blurred and our view is obstructed. For Levinas, issues such as hunger, poverty, health care, 
immigration, exploitation, racism, sexism, power … you name it … are not primarily economic, 
political, sociological, or whatever label we want to use issues. They are spiritual issues. In biblical 
terms, as God speaks through the prophet Isaiah: “I am about to do a new thing. Now it springs forth! 
Do you not perceive it?” (Isaiah 43:19)  Sometimes it’s hard to perceive what we don’t see or expect 
to see, which is what the Season of Advent is all about—expecting and expectations… . 

It finally struck me. Both Micah and Mary deal with the past and the future, but neither makes any 
mention of the present. This is really odd because you would think they have every reason to be 
concerned with their current situation and the pressing issues at hand. Micah has the exiles to worry 
about and Mary is a pregnant teenager without a husband. So, maybe one of the reasons we find it 
hard to have eyes to see and ears to hear is because we are bogged down too much with the pressing 
issues in our own lives. It’s hard to reminisce and be philosophical when life in the now demands all 
our attention.  

Our prophet and our pregnant teenager, then, model for us what is oh so hard to do: to rise above our 
circumstances and remember that no matter our predicaments, the world has already turned in our 
favor toward healing, peace, safety, and shalom because God has already accomplished all things. 
And God has given us a physical reminder of that reality: a child. For in each child, and especially in 
this child who “was called Jesus, the name given by the angel before he was conceived in the womb 
(Lk. 2:21),” we are reminded that we look forward to remembering where we came from at the same 
time that we are anchored in the past as we live into a hopeful future, rising above the mess of our 
present lives. 

As the hymn says about the Christ child, God’s everlasting light, “The hopes and fears of all the years 
are met in Thee tonight.” The only thing for us left in reply to the wondrous gift that’s given us is to 
say, “O come, let us adore him!” 
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