
Fourth Sunday of Advent - Year A - The Rev. Jennifer B. Cleveland - 12.18.22 

Advent 4A: Isaiah 7:10-16; Psalm 80:1-7, 16-18; Romans 1:1-7;  Matthew 1:18-25 

Last week at school, an important colleague, friend and mentor of mine—Rabbi Eve  from Congregation 
Neveh Shalom in Southwest Portland—came to the 1st-5th grade Chapel at Oregon Episcopal School to 
help lead us in a Hanukkah celebration. Rabbi Eve and I talked quite a few times beforehand about where 
to have the celebration—in the gym? Outside? In the classrooms? In St. John the Baptist Episcopal 
Church on campus, where we have Chapel? We talked through every angle. The gym is fun and would 
invite the more playful elements of Hanukkah into our celebration, but we wouldn’t be able to easily dim 
the lights and light menorahs without fear of setting off the smoke alarm. Outside? Maybe okay, but not a 
lot of fun if raining. In the classrooms for a livestream? We have been enjoying gathering all together, so 
that one was easier to say ‘no’ to. 

We took a tour of the church space, which is very Anglo-Catholic, and decided to hold the Hanukkah 
celebration there. We knew we could light as many candles as need be on as many menorahs as Jewish 
students brought in without setting off the smoke alarm. Rabbi Eve decided to focus on telling the story of 
the re-dedication of the Temple after the Maccabees defeated the Greeks and what it means to create and 
re-create sacred space. The chapel involved lots of student speakers and blessings and near-mishaps with 
candles (good chaos, as I like to call it), but not everyone agreed with our decision. Some people felt it 
diminished the playfulness of Hanukkah to celebrate in such a formal space. Others wondered if the space 
diminished Jewish voices because the Church is so decidedly Christian. Others wondered how Rabbi Eve 
could come into the space and feel comfortable. Others wondered why focus on Hanukkah at all when it 
isn’t a major Jewish celebration. 

I am telling this story because even though Rabbi Eve and I had been so thoughtful in our joint decision 
about how best to invite in the voices of our Jewish students and families, and even though we have been 
collaborating together very intentionally on questions of inclusion, it was messy. And it might seem like a 
fairly small and insignificant decision we were making, but part of what Rabbi Eve and I have been 
working on for over a year is to realize a deeper partnership. Rabbi Eve’s congregation and the school are 
in the same neighborhood and there have been multiple incidents of violence, driven by anti-semitism, in 
and around our institutions and the neighborhood. The Hanukkah celebration was beautiful and 
meaningful. But it was also messy and complicated because it involved real people, real conversations, 
real relationships. 

Today’s lessons are also messy and complicated. The larger backdrop of Isaiah, once again, involves 
international politics, 8th century BCE-style. Here are the nitty gritty details: The three small kingdoms in 
the area - the Southern Kingdom of Judah (best known for being where Jerusalem was located), the 
Northern Kingdom of Israel, and Aram (a non-Israelite kingdom in the area) - are just trying to survive 
against the superpower, Assyria. Israel and Aram have an alliance and are about to attack Judah because 
Judah had refused to join their coalition against Assyria. So Ahaz, king of Judah, has two enemies: Assyria 
and the allied kingdoms of Israel and Aram. Ahaz is leaning towards forming an alliance with Assyria to 
protect his kingdom. Enter Isaiah, prophet in Judah, who counsels Ahaz to put his faith in God, not 
Assyria. Real politics. Real conversations. Real decisions with real consequences. 

When we head over to the gospel, things aren’t any more straightforward. Joseph is prepared not to make 
a big fuss when Mary is found to be with child. It’s a hard situation. Should he stay, should he go? There’s 
no easy way forward: he can publicly disgrace her or quietly abandon her, but those seem to be the only 
two options. He ends up paying attention to the dream and coming to an inner resolution, but the way 
forward still isn’t easy. Things didn’t unfold the way Joseph first imagined. Families are messy. Joy and 
deep gladness are real, but disappointments, and anger and loss are real, too. Real conversations with real 
consequences, because the relationships are real. 

Turning to the psalm, even God is out of sorts and silent, leading the psalmist to cry out, “How long will 
you be angered despite the prayers of your people? You have made us the derision of our neighbors, and 



our enemies laugh at us.” And us? It’s Advent IV, flu and rsv and covid are on the rise, we are back to 
masks. There is lots of unrest in the world. The week before Christmas, there is a lot going on. Life is 
complicated. Real people. Real conversations. Real unknowns. 

Enter the Psalmist with this simple little refrain: Restore us, O God of hosts; show the light of your 
countenance and we shall be saved. This refrain is a steady whisper in the midst of all of the genuinely 
messy, difficult, complicated situations. Real conversations, real decisions, real unknowns, real 
people. Restore us, O God of hosts. Show us the light of your face. I love that this psalm says, “Restore us. 
Show us.” Not just restore me. Show me. It’s our communal cry. We are all in need of seeing the face of 
God, so as to be restored. Built up again, repaired, renewed, re-established, not just brought back to some 
former state, but brought into a new state. That is the restoring the psalmist cries out for. I am so glad for 
the psalmist today, because the psalmist basically tells it like it is. Life is complicated and messy. Restore 
us, Oh God! Show us the light of your face.  

Last week on my drive back to Oregon, I listened to a teaser for the return of Krista Tippet’s podcast, On 
Being. (It’s called December Musings and I highly recommend it.) She said, “It has again been quite a 
year in the life of the world. It is still an enduringly strange and hard time to be alive. We have so much to 
carry—losses large and small—and December is always hard for many of us. So the first thing to 
remember is there is comfort in speaking that truth out loud.” (This is close, but not an exact quote.) And 
she noted that part of the power of ancient texts is that hearing these voices across time and space helps 
us remember that we “are not alone in this room” and that we “are not alone across time.” This morning, 
we get to join with one another and with all those across time and sacred space who have cried out—
Isaiah, Ahaz, Joseph, Mary, the psalmist, and so many more: Restore us, Oh God. Show us the light of 
your face.  

 


