40 years ago, at least “nostalgically,” we believed the world was BLACK & WHITE, then various
SHADES of GRAY... Today it often seems differing realities are claimed to be TRUE & FALSE and it is
an ACT OF FAITH TO CHOOSE what we believe, to CHOOSE JESUS CHRIST, to CHOOSE JOY!

Early in Ministry, | told a favorite story about someone who comes home from a business trip late at
night, and as they get into bed their partner mumbles “Billy has been Barking...” They think this an
odd to say, but drift off to sleep, when what to their wondering ears did appear, BUT the sound of
Barking: BARK, BARK, BARK BARK! Looking out on the CREST OF THE NEW FALLEN SNOW, there
was their neighbor barking his head off. Deciding to not do anything at this hour, they go back to
sleep, but the next day driving off to play golf, they see Billy coming home from work and ask: “What
was going on with you barking at Night?” Billy matter of fact explains, “l work nightshift and the
neighbor on our other side has a new dog, that barks each day while | try to sleep, so | have been
showing them how it feels.” The neighbor tries to ask “Would it not be easier, to go to the neighbor
and explain your problem asking their understanding and compromise?” And Billy says “l could not
do that! Talking to them would be too confrontational, so | just bark.” Years have gone by, eventually,
the dog and Billy stopped barking. Last night, looking out the window, there was Billy pacing back
and forth. SEEING Billy this morning, Billy confided, “l am told the dog RETIRED to live on a Farm, so
| am watching and waiting for the next dog to come, so | can bark at him!”

These are among the feelings of where we are. Knowing that Christmas is “Coming,” Coming is the
meaning of ADVENT, and that as the BIG DOG | am joining you in RETIREMENT. Several have been
saying, “Don’t screw things up!” others “What are we going to do when Craig is not here?” You have
an amazing talented STAFF, Trust them, a gentle hand on the reins will be far better than controlling
too tight. I think Bruce Nylund said it best, saying “Pastor, | believe you are just like me, you cannot
be happy unless you have projects to take on and now all of the projects are done.” THIS IS a great
Church. You ARE a Great Church! So treat your next pastor well and enjoy living as RESURRECTED
to this time and place.

Advent recognizes we have our feet in 2 places, CELEBRATING & Ready to BARK at WHAT COMES.
The one fact we know about VIRGIN MARY, the mother of Jesus is she was a VIRGIN; yet the
prophesy of this in ISAIAH came 750 years before she was even born! That the High Priest of the
Temple at Jerusalem, the Only One to be called to be a Prophet of the GOD Most High: ISAIAH, went
to Israel’s King AHAZ asking the KING’s VISION of where the NATION was going, “Give me a SIGN as
High as the Heights or as DEEP as the DEPTHS”... And AHAZ with a disingenuous snowjob states “I
would not presume to ask anything of the LORD...” Causing Isaiah to declare that the 2 KINGS you
most fear will invade and destroy this Nation, Generations after you are forgotten “A VIRGIN SHALL
CONCEIVE.” The point of this has nothing to do with the MARITAL STATE of a girl 3% of a THOUSAND
YEARS in the future; but that after all current history is dead&forgot, GOD will begin with the
innocent, and the CHILD BORN IN HER shall be called IMMANUEL: GOD WITH US. And the Vitally
Important part of this, even though the KING was CORRUPT and FEARFUL, even though Isaiah’s
prophecy was DAVID’s KINGDOM would be destroyed and dispersed, WE CAN CHOOSE JOY,
CHOOSE to BELIEVE GOD WILL PROVIDE A SIGN, A FUTURE!

There is something you have perhaps never been told by the Church before: This morning we
claimed SOPHIE in the Name of JESUS CHRIST as a Child of GOD. Names are important, important
to whom we imagine we are. BIBLICAL NAMES are especially important, because HEBREW and



GREEK used WORDS from their Vocabulary as the ROOT of NAMES. BETH means House. ADAM is
from the EARTH. EVE is MOTHER. ABRAHAM means CHOSEN BY GOD. SARAH is PRINCESS. ISAAC
is CHILD OF PROMISE. Jesus is ARAMAIC for JOSHUA meaning SAVIOR, and CHRIST means
MESSIAH... so we really do not know Jesus actual Name! The NAME which ISAIAH prophesies, the
Name the ANGEL gave to JOSEPH is you shall call him: IMMANUEL which means GOD WITH US!
Our GOD is not up in the Clouds, or atop a mountain, or located in any one particular place... GOD,
Our SAVIOR, MESSIAH, LORD, is WITH US.

The story of Jesus, the story of each of our lives, could have ended tragically, in obscurity, so many
times. According to MARK’s GOSPEL, the BEGINNING of the MINISTRY of JESUS was his BAPTISM.
According to JOHN, JESUS Mission began at CREATION. Only According to LUKE do we have the
story so familiar we have taught it to our littlest children, the Journey to BETHLEHEM the STABLE.
This morning we read from MATTHEW, who describes that left to his own devices and decisions,
Joseph being an honorable man but feeling disrespected because the woman he has paid the
DOWRY for, MARY to whom everyone knows he is to MARRY is already with CHILD, resolves to break
off the marriage quietly. When instead GOD DIRECTS JOSEPH and he CHOOSES JOY, in the limbo
between where we are and what is coming, JOSEPH CHOOSES to Believe, to Trust, to do his very
best.

In this life, we are constantly faced with choices. Choices to repeat what we know, choices to
gather and to hoard, Choices to BELIEVE, Choices for PEACE, Choices to LOVE. Choices to be
WOUNDED and ANGRY and BARK when life does not go our way, or CHOICES TO LIVE INTO JOY.



