ADVENT 4: 0945 2011. 

Luke 1:26-38

The Gospel today is full of incredible expectations. Unless you are extremely lucky, there are days when you will  feel like the weight of the world has just been placed on your shoulders. We all have felt the pressure of unreasonable expectations at sometime or another.  But the best things in life are unexpected - because there were no expectations.

I wonder how the various characters around the Christmas story felt about the expectations – and indeed were they expectations or invitations. 

Jesus interrupted 400 rather silent years when he was born. His birth was preceded by some pretty amazing encounters between ordinary people and angelic messengers  - as we heard in the Gospel.  It was a time of miraculous things. But it was also a time of unexpected things. People had grown accustomed to not seeing the miraculous, so their faith had grown stale. Often, people missed out on more because they simply had closed their minds off to the possibility of God intervening in their lives. Rome ruled. To be religious felt as if you were being counter cultural. Poverty and day-to-day survival were the norm.

How do you maintain a witness to something that you think is of vital importance – shall we say the eternal dimensions of life – in the midst of an environment that seems hostile? 

I suspect that question is a key one for us as well. It's the question that the Occupy Exeter movement might feel keenly. They press certain questions about the ordering of society upon us in a counter cultural way. The question that we have recently been trying to turn to as a Chapter is not primarily about the nitty gritty of a camp where, it has to be said, there is no agreement among the 99% about the where or the whether the camp should be. The questions they raise are about the ordering of society – questions that Christians have been raising since God intervened in society in ways we read about in this morning's Gospel. So we want to find ways in which the questions can be raised creatively rather destructively. At present it can feel like the whole situation is about a weight of expectations that can never be met. Our exit strategy - together – has to be about turning expectations to invitations. The best things in life are unexpected - because there were no expectations. We can still make the best and most of what is going on in our neighbourhood if our relationship  with Occupy can be a joint invitation, spoken into an environment that is hostile to the deep questions of faith and order in society. The invitation is to see that faith and the ordering of our common life needs to be addressed differently for the good of all – not just the 1 or 99%. And the truth I suspect is that we don't find it easy to make that invitation jointly when we ourselves feel occupied; when we feel invaded rather than invited.      

For the first Christmas to have been effective, Mary had to be sure she was not being invaded in order to change the world, but invited to change the world. And that is why she had the dialogue with the angel that we’ve just heard read. 

So this Christmas we need to think more about invitations than invasions. We have just welcomed the news of a new dean. We must beware of the expectations upon him to suddenly solve all of our spoken and unspoken needs as a church and faith community within this city. As Jonathan comes among us in the spring, we need to issue the most attractive invitation possible to work with us, and pledge to work with him, rather than expecting that his coming among us will be like the coming of some Messiah. The best things in life are unexpected - because there were no expectations.

So: Invitation not expectation. Yet how would we know we have got things wrong? What would be the first sign of a lurking, hidden expectation around a new dean, or the Occupy Movement, or even Christmas? The sign would be some kind of pain. The weather doesn't cooperate, our bodies don't cooperate, or people don't do what we want, things don't happen quickly enough. We don't always get the presents we want, and that's a lesson we learned as children but still hits us very very hard.    Why are these moments so painful? Because our minds are focused on a static, unchanging, ‘me-centred’ picture, while a much broader life unfolds around us. Of course it's right to have goals, hopes, dreams, visions. The right expectations are helpful things. But as soon as we feel some pain that life is not going "my way," those expectations have clearly taken an improper turn. When you feel that  pain, it's time to let go of the expectations. Be where your body is, not where your mind is trying to take you. That’s what Mary did. 
And that I think is where our Gospel today is taking us. It's an invitation to view life differently. It's an invitation to have a different attitude. Attitudes are important things and they can be the most contagious things. You know how you feel around people who want to get things done? You want to be on their team, you want to be their friend, you want to work with them. That's actually why I believe team work is so extraordinarily important. It's because attitudes are contagious – and so we need to continually ask - are ours worth having? 

We also know, just like Mary discovered in the story today, that it's very hard when you HAVE to – and very easy when you WANT to. But there are some things that only YOU can do. You can make a unique contribution. And when you do, the change that you so desire in faith and order in the world can come to birth in you. The incarnation still goes on. 

The best things in life are unexpected - because there were no expectations. 
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