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“In Jesus Christ, God offers souls human friendship as well as divine.” Amen. 


Oregon Public Broadcasting, OPB, has a show on Friday mornings called Science Fridays.  Caroline Litzenberger told me about a recent broadcast that enticed me to go online and listen to it.  On the show were two juniors from Oregon Episcopal School who had just won the grand prize in the Siemens competition, the highest science honor for high school students.  These two young men, inspired by the movie i.Robot, developed computer software that can identify emotion in the human voice.  There is a video online that shows them demonstrating how the software analyzes speech through a microphone and then computes the emotional state of the speaker.  

 I have a couple of thoughts about this.  My first thought was ‘wow, that is really impressive’.  I think my science project at that age focused on the air pressure in a basketball and how it impacted how high the ball would bounce. My second thought was how insightful these students were in how such an invention could be helpful in society – citing the difficulty children with Autism have in recognizing emotion and how this software could be designed into a wristwatch that could signal to an Autistic child the emotion being heard and allow the child to respond.  But then my thoughts trailed to another place – oh dear , another device that keeps humans from interacting. This software could be manipulated to create mechanical beings that we begin to believe relate to us on a human level.  And my last thought – why aren’t the students at an Episcopal school working to scientifically prove Immaculate Conception? 

Alright, I’ll let that one go for a minute.  But I have been thinking about the implications for human relationship if we do move into a future where machines can detect emotions.  I was serious when I said that if such a thing is created, I believe we could begin to think that a robot is relating to us on a human level.  And yes, this is coming from a person who thinks I am in personal contact with every friend I’ve ever had because I see their Facebook status and latest photo uploads.  It’s terrifying.  And that’s why we need Advent.  That is why we need to be reminded of the importance of being human and the importance of relating to one another and to God on a human level.  

It was Teresa of Avila, a 16th century Spanish mystic who wrote, “In Jesus Christ, God offers souls human friendship as well as divine.” I was drawn toward her writings this week as I reflected on the OPB report and on the reading this fourth Sunday in Advent.  That tells you a lot about my reflections because I am not typically eager to pick up her work.  She is not an easy read.  She wrote The Interior Castle that describes just that, a castle, in which there are many dwelling places.  The collect of the day from the Book of Common Prayer prays, “Purify our conscience, Almighty God, by your daily visitation, that your Son Jesus Christ, at his coming, may find in us a mansion prepared for himself.” And thus I found myself reflecting on The Interior Castle.  Each dwelling place is divided into more and more dwelling places and as you navigate your way through the rooms, you find God’s dwelling place, in the center of the castle, which is the center of you.  Teresa of Avila brings you on this journey and from the center of the castle, she repeats what she heard God say to her from that place, “Don’t try to hold Me within yourself, but try to hold yourself within Me.”

How different would our choices and decisions be if we understand what that means? “Don’t try to hold Me within yourself, but try to hold yourself within Me.” 
While the contemporary collect we prayed today focuses on the choice God made in the Virgin Mary and her receptivity to God’s will, our Gospel message is from the perspective of Joseph who also had to make a difficult choice and who was equally receptive to God’s will.  Joseph is our example today of what it means to hold ourselves within God.  So let’s talk about it.  Joseph and Mary are engaged to be married.  In the Jewish custom, an engagement has the same responsibilities as in a marriage and also includes the woman living with her parents for about a year prior to the marriage.  During that time, Joseph learns that Mary is pregnant and she points to the Holy Spirit as the one responsible.   


I have to believe that as righteous as Joseph is depicted, he had to have had a moment when he could not fathom or piece together the story Mary tells him.  And as it turns out, he couldn’t.  But rather than publicly humiliate her and divorce her for her unfaithfulness, which was expected and customary, he chose to quietly dismiss her. His choice would have been regarded as a compassionate and merciful choice – qualities of a choice that depicts what it means to hold God within oneself.  And yet, something happens to change his decision.  Another choice is offered – a choice that is radical, unexpected and transformative; a choice that exemplifies what it means to hold oneself within God.

Just as Joseph had come to the compassionate decision to dismiss Mary quietly, he had a dream in which an angel of the Lord appeared to him and told him to not be afraid to take Mary as his wife, for the child conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit.  She will bear a son you are to name him Jesus.  You are to name him Jesus.  You, Joseph, will play a role in this child’s life.  Alyce McKenzie wrote an Advent reflection called The Fear of Betrayal, in which she imagines another version of what the angel told Joseph in his dream - “Here,” whispered the angel, “is the key that unlocks your dilemma. Believe her unbelievable story… He will need a father like you to teach him to take risks like the one you are about to take, for he will be tempted not to take them.  He will need a father like you to teach him to withstand the disapproval of others, as you will soon have to withstand it. He will need a father like you to teach him what to do in situations like this one, when all hope seems lost and only pain remains; to model how to believe the unbelievable good news and to walk ahead in faith.  If you do not walk the hard road to Bethlehem, who will teach him how to climb the cruel hill to Calvary?” 

“In Jesus Christ, God offers souls human friendships as well as Divine.” Joseph awoke and did as the angel of the Lord commanded him.  I believe that what changed in Josephs’ heart was the idea that he had a role to play in this child’s life – regardless of where this child was coming from, whose this child was, or what the situation implied to his community at the time.  He was called to make a radical, unexpected, transformative choice.  He was called to be part of raising a child. A child that was born to save the world from sin.  A child that was born to be God with us.  A child that would need to know what it means to be human.  Amen. 

