
 King David was many things:  the most powerful king Israel would ever know; a man 

tormented by the rifts in his own family; a man who accomplished much, and who sinned just as 

greatly.  He was a man of great vision, even when all he could see was his own sorrow. 

 King David was many things.  But one thing he wasn’t — he wasn’t naive. 

 So imagine what he must have thought when the prophet Nathan came to him with a 

message from the Lord.  “I will raise up your heir after you, sprung from your loins,” the Lord had 

said of David, “and I will make his kingdom firm.  I will be a father to him, and he shall be a son 

to me.  Your house and your kingdom shall endure forever before me, your throne shall stand 

forever.”1 

 His kingdom would last forever?  I’m sure David wanted to believe this.  But he was a 

realist, after all.  Could this possibly be true?   

 A friend of mine, a woman of great faith, once said of the improbable and unforeseeable 

blessings of her own life, blessings that often accompanied the legion of life’s trials, “somehow it 

just all fits together.” 

 Somehow it all just fit together for David too. 

 And he isn’t the only one. 

 As the Gospel makes clear today, somehow it all just fit together for Mary too.  A young 

woman, a teenager living in a miserable backwater, the kind of person the world then as now 

would consider a “nobody,” was told she’d give birth to the long-awaited Messiah.  Could this 

possibly be true? 

 Somehow it all just fit together for her also. 

 And for us too, somehow it just all fits together.   

 Somehow it all just does. 

                                                 
1 2 Sm 7:12-14 (NAB). 
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 Christ’s embrace of us and the path of mercy and forgiveness, peace and reconciliation, 

along which He leads us hangs together — not despite the improbability of it all but, I suspect, 

because of its improbability.  Like David, like Mary, like my friend, these things become clearer 

when we anticipate and welcome the manifestations of the Lord’s presence that are found in 

even the most improbable situations and circumstances. 

 That’s what the Advent season we bring to a close today is about — improbability, the 

improbability of “Emmanuel,” “God is with us.”  Think about that for a moment.  To say “O 

Come, O Come Emmanuel” isn’t just to repeat the refrain from a traditional hymn, it’s to say 

something quite extraordinary.  God is here, with us, right now.  No matter what circumstances 

we find ourselves in, He’s present with you and with me.  It doesn’t get much more improbable 

than that, something that shouldn’t surprise us because Christianity itself rests on paradox, as 

we’ll discover tomorrow:  God became man; the eternal became temporal; the infinite became 

finite. 

 Think about that when we celebrate Jesus’ coming to us as a helpless infant born in a 

feeding trough.  Israel had many expectations of what the Messiah would be like and how he 

would appear.  But Jesus didn't meet any of these expectations, which is why so many of His 

contemporaries couldn’t recognize Him.  He wasn’t what they expected.  He was too improbable 

a Messiah, and so they couldn’t follow Him.  It didn’t hang together for them because it was all 

just too far outside the box they’d constructed for God, and their box was more important than 

His presence. 

 To be a disciple of Jesus is to embrace the same improbability that He brings with Him, 

and which, as the Lord tells Isaiah, He’ll bring again when He returns.   

 During these four weeks of Advent, Isaiah has told us what we can expect:  all the 

nations will seek the Lord; exiles will return to Zion; swords will be beaten into plowshares; 

deserts will bloom; the blind will see; the deaf will hear; the lame will run and leap; the mute will 

sing; wolves will lie down with lambs. 
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 All of it defies our understanding; none of it seems to hang together.  But it does, and to 

show us that it will, Isaiah tells us something else.  A virgin will conceive, he says — as 

improbable as that sounds.  When you see this, Isaiah says, you’ll know that the Messianic 

kingdom has dawned and that it’s all coming together, even if you can’t foresee what it’ll look 

like when it’s finished, even if you sometimes struggle to perceive it amidst your day-to-day 

tribulations. 

 To live a life of faith, to follow the unlikely Messiah, is to live an improbable life when 

measured by the standards of this or any day.  The prophecies of Isaiah we’ve heard these past 

four weeks are pretty clear about that too.  At least four times over these past weeks the Lord 

has stressed to Isaiah that to follow the Messiah is to join in His universality, for, the Lord says, 

His salvation is for all the nations.  The Lord doesn’t pick and choose whom He’ll embrace, and 

neither must we. 

 Similarly, at least four times over these past weeks, the Lord has emphasized that to 

follow the Messiah is to walk as He walks, to join in His work.  We forget it sometimes, but the 

Lord cares little for our worship of Him.  He cares far more about our willingness to follow Him. 

 And He’s pretty specific about what it means to follow Him.  As He’s said to Isaiah at 

least six times during these past weeks, to follow Him is to be just, as He is just, and to be just 

is, as the Church teaches, to remember that the poor, the disadvantaged, the oppressed and 

the marginalized have a special claim, a “preferential option” in the Church’s phrase, on our 

attention and on our work. 

 Shortly, very shortly, along with the shepherds — who were considered outcasts in their 

day — we’ll hear the first proclamation of something we say every Sunday:  “Glory to God in the 

Highest, and peace to His people on earth.”  Saying it is one thing; practicing it is another, and 

numerous times during Advent we’ve heard the Lord tell Isaiah that the way of the Messiah is 

peace, and therefore the way of His followers must also be the way of peace.  It may be true 

that human nature being what it is and human sinfulness being what it is, we may not know true 
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peace until the Messiah comes again, but it’s also true that in the meantime He expects us to 

practice peace so we’ll know what to do with it when He brings it. 

 Are these things “practical”?  Will they be popular?  Probably not.  But that’s the point.  

Neither practicality nor popularity are to be our benchmarks.  Our benchmark is faithfulness, 

faithfulness to the Messiah and faithfulness to the same improbability that He brought and still 

brings to our world. 

 A true faith is always an improbable faith, something that many of you know to be true in 

your own lives, for the Lord has led you along paths you could never have envisioned and 

perhaps would never have chosen, and along the way has shown you things and led you to 

places that astonished even you.   

 The important thing in faith isn’t understanding, nor is it predictability.  Faith is built on 

trust, it’s built on confidence, it’s built on a willingness to be changed, it’s built on a willingness to 

follow — even when we can’t quite see how it all hangs together.  As we’ll discover tomorrow, 

when we do these things, when we follow the star that God makes appear in the night skies of 

our lives, we’ll be led to redemption and salvation in the most improbable places amidst the 

most improbable circumstances. 

 For unto us a child is born.   

  


