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A couple of weeks ago the youth of this church spent their Sunday School hour sitting in the dark. It wasn’t a power outage or a kind of punishment. One of their teachers – who’s a professional photographer – had transformed an office in our Education Building into a camera obscura. I didn’t know what a camera obscura was till I got to try it myself. It’s a small room made completely dark – black plastic over the windows and doors – except for one tiny pinhole over the window, through which light from outside can come in. The light doesn’t enter as a beam, like you might have thought it would, if you’d had a flashlight in mind and had not been accompanied by friends who remembered their physics. The light comes in through innumerable straight lines that crisscross at the pinhole, so light from above is projected onto the floor, and light from below is projected onto the ceiling, and the shadows that you would see outside are now inside the room, but upside down and pretty cool-looking. It happens instantly – all the light and shadows projected that way – but you don’t see much of anything until your eyes adjust to the dark. That’s the great part, I think. And as we sat in the dark, waiting to see what we could, we talked about Advent and ways that the camera obscura provided a microcosm of the Advent journey. There was the interplay of darkness and light. The way certain notions can get turned on their heads. The waiting to see what has already been given. The fact that you can’t rush it . . . You can’t work any harder at it. That was my very favorite part: the need to wait – without effort – to see and receive what was already there.

So much of our lives we spend rushing around, working hard to earn and achieve things for ourselves. As early as pre-school and kindergarten, we are tested and evaluated, graded . . . and rewarded for good behavior. As adults our efforts are admired or dismissed depending on what we do or fail to do – at school, at work, at home . . . everything from job performance to holiday décor. “My, you’ve outdone yourself!” We take pride in what we accomplish . . . so much so, that we sometimes have difficulty appreciating what comes to us regardless of the efforts we make.


A few months ago, as part of the Sunday School class on Justice, I watched a lecture Michael Sandel gave at Harvard. Sandel was examining John Rawls’ notion that the distribution of wealth and opportunities should not be based on factors for which people can claim no credit . . . factors that are arbitrary from a moral point of view. It was fun to watch the students responding to Rawls’ ideas. Many acknowledged that they had indeed benefited from things they couldn’t claim to have earned: parents with plenty of money, for instance . . . basic intelligence, or a good education prior to Harvard. The rub was in regard to effort. “I worked my whole life to get into a school of this caliber!” said one student – a young man named Mike. “I earned this!” All right, said Sandel, “You think that when people work hard to get ahead and succeed, that they deserve the rewards that go with effort?” Of course. “You know what Rawls’ answer to that is? Even the effort that some people expend . . . depends a lot on fortunate family circumstances for which we can claim no credit . . . . Nevermind economic class [said Sandel] (those differences are very significant, but put those aside). Psychologists say that birth order makes a lot of difference in work ethic, striving, effort. How many here are first in birth order?” Sandel asked his students. Mike was among the clear majority of students who raised their hands. “Is it your doing that you were first in birth order?” . . . . Mike shook his head, disgusted.
 

We prefer the feeling of achievement. (It’s why many of us spent the last moment comparing our work ethic to that of our siblings; am I right? Save it for later, if you can.) We prefer the feeling of achievement . . . like King David does, as we hear about him in the story Ann read from Second Samuel. The situation there is set up beautifully. My friend Kim Clayton says, “You can just see David settled in on his sofa with the overstuffed pillows, feet up on the ottoman, looking out his big picture window at the land he rules as far as the eye can see.”
 The momentum for David is up; he must feel he is on his way. “David has put the Philistines in their place. He has consolidated the country, impressively uniting north and south, he has established the new capital city, Jerusalem, and brought up the Ark of the Covenant in a grand and festive parade . . . . Goliath is dead; Saul is dead; and David is alive, very much alive, riding a crest of popular acclaim and gratitude.”
 “Now, [the scriptures say, when King David] was settled in his house (his house), and the Lord had given him rest from all his enemies around him, the king said to the prophet Nathan, ‘See now, I am living in a house of cedar, but the ark of God stays in a tent.’” 

“Do you know what I think?” Eugene Peterson says. “I think that David is just about to cross over a line from being full of God to being full of himself.” Heady with all of his success, the king believes he is now going to do God a favor. See I am living in a house of cedar! David believes he is housed better than God . . . that he has achieved a standard of living better than that of God . . . . He believes that from his current position of strength, he now can do something significant for God.
 David is about to cross the line from being full of God to being full of himself.

The prophet Nathan conveys a message that pulls David back from that line. He reminds David that the sovereign God will not be bought or held in place. God is free and will continue to be. Nathan reviews for David the long history of God’s gracious acts - what got David where he is today. I took you from the pasture, God says, to be prince over my people Israel. I have been with you wherever you went. I cut off your enemies from before you . . . . I will make for you a famous name.  I will pick the place, plant the people, and give you rest and peace. King David will not build a house for God. God will build a house for David.
 Just to be clear: this is not something for which David will claim credit.

God’s promises culminate in a decisive new pledge: Your house and your kingdom shall be made sure forever before me, God tells David. Your throne shall be established forever. Do you know what this means? Not only can David not earn the prosperity of his kingdom (because prosperity is God’s gift to the people) . . . but also: David cannot mess it up. This promise of God is unconditional: forever, forever. It’s a turning point in the relationship of God and Israel. Before now, all of God’s commitments had been governed by an “If,” as in: You shall be my treasured possession if you obey my voice and keep my covenant.
 But here the “if” disappears. Now it is “but” – a conjunction Walter Brueggemann renders “nevertheless.” David may sin; nevertheless God’s love for him will persist. There may be sanctions and punishments for David and God’s people, but they will not be terminal. This is, says Brueggemann, a clear and powerful articulation of “justification by grace” in which the “works” of David and Israel are not decisive. God loves unconditionally and has promised to make things right. It’s about God, not David! God’s promise to David is like the pinhole through which the light of messianic expectation begins to shine for Israel – the hope of generations yet unborn.
 As we turn to Luke, we meet the heirs of this promise . . . along with Christ, who comes to fulfill it.

In Luke the angel appears to Mary announcing God’s favor . . . and I can’t help but think again of things people earn, and things they do not and cannot earn. Here Gabriel addresses Mary as the “favored one” or “blessed one.” Is this a title she has won? . . . the fruit of her hard work? What does Gabriel’s greeting mean? 

In the Roman Catholic Church, the angel’s greeting is understood to highlight Mary’s extraordinary nature. She is believed to be one-of-a-kind: without sin (!) . . . and also a virgin mother. But in Protestant churches, like ours, the extraordinary thing about Mary is precisely that she’s ordinary. As Cynthia Rigby says, we believe “Mary is a member of the priesthood of all believers. [She] emulates for all of us sinful, embodied saints the mysterious reality that we are [included] in the work of God. Reformer John Calvin [rejected the idea that when Gabriel identified Mary as “favored” he meant she was “worthy of praise.” Rather, Calvin said Gabriel recognized Mary as “the happy one” who had] received the “undeserved love of God” [who alone is worthy of praise.]

The undeserved love of God. Blessings we did not earn. Light coming freely to us. Such is also known as “grace.” I’ve been reading Donald Miller’s memoir, Blue Like Jazz, and he talks about the difficulty some people have receiving the grace of God. 

I counted myself as one of the ones who had trouble [he said]. I would hear about grace, read about grace, and even sing about grace, but accepting grace is an action I could not understand. It seemed wrong to me not to have to pay for my sin, not to feel guilty about it or kick myself around. More than that, grace did not seem like the thing I was looking for. It was too easy. I wanted to feel as though I had earned [God’s love], as though God and I were buddies doing favors for each other. 

Enlightenment came in an unexpected place: a grocery store . . . . While standing in line at the checkout counter, the lady in front of me pulled out food stamps to pay for her groceries. I had never seen food stamps before [says Miller]. They were more colorful than I imagined and looked more like money than stamps. It was obvious as she unfolded the currency that she, I, and the checkout girl were quite uncomfortable with the interaction. I wished there was something I could do. I wished I could pay for her groceries myself, but [I thought it would have caused] a greater scene. The checkout girl quickly performed her job, signing and verifying a few documents, then filed the lady through the line. The woman [kept her head down . . . walked away from the checkout stand] in the sort of stiff movements a person uses when they know they are being watched. 

[Later] that afternoon, I realized that it was not the woman who should be pitied, it was me. Somehow I had come to believe that because a person is in need, they are candidates for sympathy, not just charity. It was not that I wanted to buy her groceries, the government was already doing that. I wanted to buy her dignity. And yet, by judging her, I was the one taking her dignity away.

I wonder what it would be like to use food stamps for a month [Miller says]. I wonder how that would feel, standing in line at the grocery store, pulling from my wallet the bright currency of poverty, feeling the probing eyes of the customers as they studied my clothes and the items in my cart: frozen pizza, name-brand milk, coffee. I would want to explain to them that I have a good job and make good money. 

I love to give charity, but I don’t want to be charity. This is why I have so much trouble with grace.

A few years ago I was listing prayer requests to a friend. [I listed] many of my friends and family, but never spoke about my personal problems. My friend [asked me about own struggles, but I told him no . . . my problems weren’t that bad. He said,] “Don, you are not above the charity of God.” [I realized then] my motives were not noble, they were prideful. It wasn’t that I cared about my friends more than myself, it was that I believed I was above the grace of God.


None of us is above the grace of God. All of us are recipients of God’s charity. And while we may, at times, wish that we could earn God’s favor, it is better, I believe, to accept – as Mary and David did – that God’s blessing is something given, not something won. You really can’t work harder to get it. Nor can you mess it up. God’s love and favor simply come. Like light, once your eyes have adjusted to the darkness of the night. Or like a baby, when the time for its birth has finally arrived.
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