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	What are you doing to get ready for Christmas this strange COVID-19 year? Are you doing the things you usually do, or have the viral surge and precautions necessary to prevent its spread altered your Advent plans? Are you decorating the house or resigning yourself to a merry little Christmas this year? Yesterday a small group of masked Covenant folks decorated the sanctuary and hung wreaths on the doors while in the afternoon others decorated a tree in front of the church with natural decorations. We have adapted by working in smaller groups to get this house ready for Christmas. In his book, I Pray in Poems, Dave Worster shares a poem by Mary Oliver entitled, “Making the House Ready for the Lord”:	
Dear Lord, I have swept and I have washed but 
still nothing is as shining as it should be 
for you. Under the sink, for example, is an
uproar of mice – it is the season of their
many children. What shall I do? And under the eaves 
and through the walls the squirrels 
have gnawed their ragged entrances – but it is the season 
when they need shelter, so what shall I do? And 
the raccoon limps into the kitchen and opens the cupboard 
while the dog snores, the cat hugs the pillow; 
what shall I do? Beautiful is the new snow falling 
in the yard and the fox who is staring boldly 
up the path, to the door. And still I believe you will 
come, Lord: you will, when I speak to the fox, 
the sparrow, the lost dog, the shivering sea-goose, know 
that really I am speaking to you whenever I say, 
as I do all morning and afternoon: Come in, Come in.[endnoteRef:1] [1:  Mary Oliver, “Making the House Ready for the Lord” from Thirst by Mary Oliver, quoted in I Pray in Poems: Meditations on Poetry and Faith, Dave Worster, Morehouse Publishing:2015, p.39] 

 “What shall I do?” she wonders. Is the Lord best welcomed to a clean and tidy house or to a warm sanctuary from the cold among the chaos of creatures that have sought refuge in her home? Do we prepare for the coming of the Lord by trimming the tree, hanging stockings, breaking out the Twelve Days of Christmas glasses, and wrapping presents, or do we prepare for the Lord’s coming by aiding those in need, be they two-legged or four-legged, and inviting them into our homes figuratively, if not literally, amid this pandemic? What shall we do to prepare the way of the Lord, to make our homes and hearts ready for his coming this pandemic year?
	
	It is a soul-searching question, for it touches not only on what we believe, but also on how we live. Perhaps in answering it, we might consider who this One is for whom we are preparing whatever we are preparing – he is a child born in a stable who spent his first hours nestled in the hay of a manger. He is the daughter of a peasant girl, a child of humble birth who is unaccustomed to the glitz and glitter of a palace or immaculate home. He is the savior of the world who came to a messy world with a message of love, forgiveness, and peace. Zechariah, the father of John the Baptist, offers a wonderful description of the coming of that mighty savior:
By the tender mercy of our God, the dawn from on high will break upon us, to give light to those who sit in darkness and in the shadow of death, 
to guide our feet into the way of peace.
The One for whom we are preparing our homes with lights is the light of the world who comes to dispel the darkness. Our lights and festive decorations are less about preparing for his coming than expressing our joy at his birth and promised return in glory. How then do we prepare for his coming, for he is the One who will save us and the One who will guide our feckless feet in the way of peace? 

Some years ago, I saw a sign in front of a church in Pennsylvania with this Christmas message: 
Peace begins not at a Mideast table, but at a Mideast stable.
The One who guides our feet in the way of peace is that child born in a Bethlehem stable, an unexpected messiah born in an unexpected place, a child whose life will end violently with his hands and feet nailed to a cross, but whose message and promise are rooted in peace and in love for God and neighbor.

	That peace of which Zechariah and the prophets and the church sign speak is more than the absence of violence. It is shalom which is health and wholeness, serenity of heart and righteousness in relationships. That way of peace on which God will guide us is that path well-described in the psalm we heard this morning. It is a path where steadfast love and faithfulness meet, righteousness and peace embrace, and faithfulness springs up from the ground. In the psalm, as today, the promise comes amid difficult times. In the opening verses of the psalm there are echoes of what might be considered a pandemic prayer:
Restore us again, O God of our salvation! Put away your indignation toward us! Will you not revive us again, so that we may rejoice in you? Show us your steadfast love, and grant us your salvation. 

	We pray that God may deliver us from the plague of this virus so that we may return to worshiping God joyfully together within these walls. That prayer is especially fervent these days as we watch positive cases and hospitalizations rise around us. A vaccine is on the horizon, but we must weather the winter before a vaccine will be widely available, and that will test our patience and self-control, for we are anxious to get back together with family and friends. Even then, it is not the vaccine, but vaccinations that will turn the tide in the battle with this virus and bring us some sense of peace in resuming normal week-to-week activities, including gathering in these pews for worship. And so we pray, “Restore us again, O God of our salvation!”

	That restoration is not God’s work alone. God works in us and through us. We are instruments of God’s restoration, instruments of God’s healing, instruments of God’s peace! Those wonderful attributes of that way of peace – steadfast love, faithfulness, and righteousness – are not intended to mark only some future time when Christ returns. They should be marking our lives now, for the way of peace is a way, a path, a continuing journey, and we who follow Christ should be walking that path already. As the psalmist says, “Righteousness will go before the LORD, and will make a path for God’s steps.” WE prepare the way for the Lord with steadfast love and faithfulness marking our lives and life together now! Righteousness – which is being in right relationship with God and with one another – should be our aim now! As one of the Great Ends of the Church expresses it: we should exhibit the Kingdom of Heaven to the world! In our lives and life together, in how we handle this pandemic, in how we prepare for Christmas, in how we welcome the stranger, in how we treat one another day to day, the world should catch a glimpse of the Kingdom of Heaven, a glimpse of the way of peace, and say: “So that is what it looks like!”

	Is that what they see in your life day to day and in our common life week to week? Does the world catch a glimpse of the Kingdom of Heaven and the way of peace in how we live amid this pandemic and these highly politicized days? Do we walk in the way of peace as we prepare to celebrate the Lord’s coming? In reflecting on our response to Jesus’ birth Martin Luther suggests:
Some of us think, “If I had only been there! How quick I would have been to help the Baby. I would have washed his linen…” We say that because we know how great Christ is, but if we had been there at that time we would have done no better than the people of Bethlehem…Why don’t we do it now? We have Christ in our neighbor.[endnoteRef:2]   [2:  Martin Luther quoted by James A. Simpson in All About Christmas, Gordon Wright Publishing:1994, p.92] 


	Which brings us back to the question posed by Mary Oliver in her poem: “What shall we do?” What shall we do to prepare for Christ and for Christmas this year? We should walk in that way of peace that Christ showed us, that path marked by steadfast love, faithfulness, and righteousness. We should find ways to express love for the babe in Bethlehem by expressing love for our neighbors in need and for one another in these pandemic times. We should seek reconciliation with those with whom we are in conflict – whether due to politics or old grudges or simple disagreements. We should exhibit the Kingdom of Heaven to the world, the hope-filled, joyful, loving Kingdom of Heaven in which the babe born in Bethlehem reigns! Go ahead and make ready your house: trim your tree, set out your lights, hang your wreaths, and bake your cookies; do it not to prepare for Christ’s coming, but to celebrate his birth. To prepare for his coming do this: make ready your heart by loving your neighbors and walking in the way of peace! Amen 
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