
Advent 4, Year B, 2020 

Just before Christmas, God was looking down at Earth and saw all of the evil that was going on.  
A decision was made to send an angel to check it out. When she returned she told God, 95% is 
bad and 5% is good. Disappointed, God thought for a moment and said, maybe I had better send 
down a second angel to get another point of view.  So God called another angel and sent her to 
Earth and when the angel returned she confirmed: 95% was bad and 5% was good. God said this 
is terrible and decided to email the 5% who were good to encourage them, and help them to 
keep going. Do you know what that email said?  Ah, so you didn't get one either... 
 
On this, the last Sunday of Advent we have the wonderful story from Luke’s gospel which we 
sometimes call the annunciation.  Just like in the joke, there are angels and people and in both 
places, there is the question of how good people really are.  Let me explain... 
 
So much of what we see in Luke, today is reminiscent of other stories that would have been well 
known to Luke’s audience.  The birth stories of biblical figures such as Isaac, Ishmael, Samson, 
and Samuel follow the same pattern as we see with Mary and Jesus.  And coming shortly after 
the miraculous pregnancy of her Aunt Elizabeth, we can see that we are in a milieu – a type of 
story found throughout scripture.  Now, much has been said of Mary’s virginity and unfortunately 
there has been such an unhealthy focus on it that we live in a time where foundational truths of 
Luke’s birth narrative have been clouded over by our struggle against unhealthy theology that 
has developed over the centuries.  But if we get back to the real nature of this episode we see a 
foundational truth of our faith practice being expressed all over again, which is that God is 
intimately part of our lives and those who are faithful have the gift of experiencing God’s love in 
profound and special ways.  Mary was faithful and she certainly experienced the love of God in a 
profound and special way. 
 
Luke seems to care very much about the value of faith, or fidelity to God.  I use that term fidelity 
because it implies action rather than feeling.  We see it in the details of this story.  David was not 
perfect but he was faithful.  And those in his lineage showed the same attributes.  His line begins 
with Ruth, who was not even Jewish but was faithful to God by loving her Jewish mother-in-law.  
Ruth gives birth to Obed who becomes the father of Jesse, who begins the line of David, and this 
birth narrative would be a bit scandalous by our standards.  Ruth simply sneaks into bed with her 
landlord because she was poor and starving.  Jesus’ lineage is not full of perfect people behaving 
in perfect ways.  But they are faithful. 
 
Perhaps because Christianity grew up in a Greco-Roman context we can be so fixated on virtuous 
living.  And it is good to be a virtuous person.  But is it more important to cross every ‘t’ and dot 
every ‘I’ as much as it is to be faithful?  Is this story a reminder that fidelity to God trumps 
perfection?  Is it a reminder that we have not been created for perfection – whatever that might 
be, but, rather, we have been created to be loved and to remain faithful to God’s love?   
 
In the gospel of Matthew there is a phrase Jesus says: be perfect as your Father in heaven is 
perfect.  On the surface this is quite a statement.  Taken literally it can be understood that we are 
supposed be without flaw, just like God.  But it is better understood that perfection in this sense 
is to be like God who loves us beyond our imagination.  We are not part of a faith practice which 
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requires perfection.  We are part of a faith practice which requires love.  This is a gift to ourselves 
we can give one another.  It is a gift from God just like the birth of our Savior those many years 
ago: God incarnate.  Love incarnate. 
 
Much of what I love about us as Anglicans is the focus on fidelity.  We are a people who value the 
notion of holy habits.  We may wake up on the wrong side of the bed from time to time, or find 
ourselves being cynical or disappointed with life, but to pray consistently, to act consistently, to 
be faithful to God consistently, this is the way.  Much like an athlete or musician practices 
regardless of mood.  Hopefully it does come from a heartfelt place of living such a way that brings 
us more joy than any other.  And we do look for the payoff like a musician or athlete who wants 
to win or play a good concert.  But there is something to be said in approaching life like a 
marathon where we put one foot in front of another to run our best race.  We are in this race, 
and it must be run.  Faith is a marathon and it asks for patience.  Patience with this process is a 
gift to ourselves.  Are we patient with this process?  Are we patient with ourselves? 
 
We call this time the holiday season and it can get hectic.  Living through this season a year into 
a pandemic is quite unusual and most likely has created new ways to be stressed out for so many.  
The chaos seems to come from a desire to be perfect: the perfect gift, the perfect dinner, the 
perfect family photo.  Everything must be just right.  You’d better not pout, you’d better not cry 
because some guy is making a list and finding out who’s naughty or nice.  Do you see what has 
happened?  As we have tried to make something beautiful into something perfect we created 
chaos.  This has happened here in the holiday season, and sadly, for so many, this can be a way 
of life. 
 
Christians have struggled with this question of perfection throughout our existence.  Back in the 
fourth century there was a split over the question of the priest’s perfection and the validity of 
the sacrament of Communion.  What was decided in arguments by Saint Augustine in the fifth 
century was that the clergy can be imperfect but the sacrament relies on the perfection of the 
Holy Spirit, not the human at the altar.  Article XXVI of the Anglican Articles of Religion confirms 
this.  Certainly we should expect our clergy to be upstanding people but it is a healthier approach 
to spirituality that we rely on God, not bet on human frailty. 
 
Which brings us back to Mary who will give birth to the Son of God, born in the human line of 
David, announced by the angel Gabriel as she lived in the far off town of Nazareth.  The details 
of this story reveal a situation and a group of people who are far from perfect.  But they are 
faithful and it is quite a gift to us that we might be able to read and reflect on this story every 
year and from time to time, so we can be reminded of what’s really important – what we are 
really all about as a people: faith. 
 
In this time of gift giving let’s give ourselves the gift of room to grow, of being patient with 
ourselves and others.  The gift of progress over perfection.  The gift of walking like a pilgrim 
instead of running a rat race.  The gift of knowing that God is not looking for a perfect version of 
ourselves that doesn’t exist, but an undying faith in the love of our Creator. 
 


