4th Sunday in Advent (A)
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My Dad, in the early 1990’s, underwent surgery to remove a tumor from his brain.  Though his body survived the surgery, his mind did not.  He would spend the last year of his life in a vegetative state.  I found it very difficult to see my Dad in this way.  He had always been so vital and loud!  Now, he no longer had the ability to even recognize who we were.

Several months after his surgery I had two dreams during the same night’s sleep.  The first dream involved me in a violent war.  The second dream put me in a familiar place.  There my Dad came to visit with me.  The visit wasn’t long.  It lasted only long enough for me to hear: ‘I am okay.  I am with you.’  I woke when these words ended, and I had a different sense of self: the internal war had ended.

The Scriptures offer us numerous stories that talk about people being visited by an angel or experiencing a dream that sets them on a path that they are resisting.  Love always takes us to a place that we would rather not go.  Those who are ready discover much of their resistance eases, and they embrace the direction or situation in which they find themselves.  Others, like Ahaz in our first reading from Isaiah, continue to resist.  He is not open to receiving God’s gift to him.
Ahaz lives a mentality with which we are so familiar that we don’t know that we live this same mentality.  We live as though humanity and divinity are two separate realities that never intermingle with each other.  We resist being open to experiencing the human and the divine in union with each other.  We justify our resistance by focusing upon sin, sacrifice, atonement, and getting ourselves perfect.

Some practices and teachings of our church reinforce this mentality.  We are taught, for example, that we can only receive the consecrated host if we are worthy.  Then, we go on to define worthiness: we must be a Catholic in good standing and without mortal sin.  We breakdown our definition further by listing what is mortal sin: almost anything involving the human body and sexuality.
Our Gospel story from Matthew relates an internal struggle that Joseph has.  It also involves the human body and sexuality: Mary, his wife to be, is pregnant.  His initial reaction is to throw her away because she is imperfect, impure, and unworthy.  That external war ends internally when in a dream he is visited by an angel who tells him: ‘Do not be afraid.  All is well.  All is okay.’
Joseph wakes, remembers the dream, senses that the external war has ended internally, and is open to be taken to a place he does not want to go.  This is the work of love: uniting the human and the divine, and it always involve sexuality, because we are sexual beings.

Every time we deny or demonize our human sexuality, we resist being open to love uniting our humanity with our divinity.  Both are a gift from God.  Both are eternally connected with each other.  This is the significance of Christmas: the divine Christ unites with the human Jesus.  God gifts us with a model of who we are!
Sometimes it takes a dream for us to experience that ‘I am okay.  I am with you.’
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