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So, here we are again.  We gather once again to celebrate this good news:  God is near to us.  God doesn’t just stand back and regard us with disinterest--God is available to us, seeking to be in relationship to us.  And our prayers aren’t just wishes that we toss off into the limitless darkness of the universe.  Our prayers, our hopes and fears and dreams, are met, as a carol says, by God in Jesus Christ, who was born into this world.  That is such an awesome statement that every year at this time I find myself quite humbled to proclaim it.  How dare we say that the creator of the universe wants to be intimately present, intimately connected to us?


I heard a story this past year that has forever changed how I understand the good news of Christmas.  Some of you may remember that at this time last year, we were praying for a group of four men who had been captured in Iraq and were being held hostage there.  What made this particular group of hostages especially noteworthy was that they were part of something called the Christian Peacemaker Teams.  These teams are designed to be a non-violent witness in war zones, and they are comprised of Christians from a number of countries.  Of the four who were taken hostage last year, one was American, two were Canadian and one was British.  Tragically, the American, a Quaker named Tom Fox, was killed by his captors.  The other three were rescued in March 2006.  


Just a month or so after his rescue, the British man, Norman Kember was interviewed for a BBC radio show.  I listened with great interest because after praying for the team for most of the 118 days they were in captivity, I felt a sense of connection to them.  The interviewer asked him about his emotional state during the time he was held hostage, and Kember admitted that he had become very depressed at one point, and had even thought about committing suicide with the hope that it would help the other two, Canadian hostages.  He told the interviewer that at that darkest point, he and the other members of the team were saying their morning prayers together.  When it came time for him to pray, he opened his mouth to speak and what came out was “When I get to Pinner…”  Pinner, you see, is the name of the London suburb where he lived with his wife.  “When I get to Pinner,” began his prayers, and he told the interviewer that he realized that at that moment, that was how he was calling on God.  “When I get to Pinner” was his name for God while he was in captivity.  He called God “when I get home”.


Why did that realization matter so much to him?  Why did it make the difference between wanting to die and finding the will to live?  After all, we all have had experiences where we wished the world were different than it is, and many of us have formed these yearnings into prayers.  “Oh God, let me not fail this math test” is a familiar prayer, but not exactly a deep theological statement.  If all we have are yearnings, why have Christmas?  If all we have are yearnings, then we live in an eternal Advent.


But Norman Kember noticed something in his prayer—he noticed that not only was he praying to get back home as any captive would, but at his darkest moment, he called on God by name.  “When I get to Pinner” he realized, was God’s name at that moment, which is to say that he felt God not only hear it, but recognize it intimately, the way in which we would pick out our own name called out, even in a noisy room.  In calling God by this name, Kember realized that his yearnings were not his alone, wishes that he could have just as easily made on the first star of the evening.  His deepest yearnings were met, were known by God so intimately that they named God.


That is, perhaps, why the angels told Mary to give her baby the name Jesus, or Yeshua, which mean, “Yahweh will save.”  That’s a name of yearning, a name that many other Jewish mothers had given their children.  To give Jesus this name is not to single him out as a savior, although he did become that, for his people and for us.  To give Jesus this name is to align God’s action in the world with those yearnings, to declare that God will meet that yearning, embrace it, and live into it.


Isaiah tells us that the Promised One has even more names:  Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace.  Can you hear the yearning in these names, yearnings for wisdom, for power, for eternal relationship, for leadership that will guide the world to peace.  Those are our yearnings still, and here they are, God’s names.  What would it mean to do more than to wish for peace, but to call on the Prince of Peace in prayer?  A prayer like that is more than a wish—it’s an affirmation that God is not a stranger to what we desire, but in fact is somehow so closely related to that desire as to be named after it.  God is from the house of our hopes, from the lineage of our dreams.


The truth is, we have the same sources of despair that Kember had.  The wrong seems oh so strong.  We still live in a world when violence sends people running.


But we don’t need to turn our heads away, fearful that if we were to acknowledge it even for a moment, that we would sink into a pit of despair.  We can go there, because when we open our hearts to the desire for something different—for peace, for wisdom, for compassion, for love—then we open our hearts to God.  We become the stable, and there is room there for something to be born, something that will never be forgotten, something that can change the world, something that will save us.  Amen.
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