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Immanuel 

4 Advent A – December 18, 2022 

 

Ahaz didn’t believe it. It’s clear that he didn’t believe it – except for maybe the last 

part. Syria had allied with its client state the kingdom of Israel to come against his 

lands, the kingdom of Judah, the last of the free peoples of their part of the world, 

the only ones left who hadn’t given in to Empire. The Syro-Israeli army had gotten 

all the way to Jerusalem, tried take the city, but failed. Yet they didn’t fail by much, 

and Ahaz knew it. This was why when word came to the king and to his city that 

those in league against them had brought the nation of Ephraim into their coalition 

of the willing, “their hearts were moved, as the trees of the wood are moved with 

the wind” (Is.7:2). 

Enter Isaiah and his son with the unpronounceable name as the fell voice of that 

wind, as if Ahaz didn’t have enough problems. The word of the Lord had come to 

them to assure Ahaz not to worry about all those guns pointed at his city; they weren’t 

loaded, or at least would not be for long. Why not? Because I Said So, said the Lord, 

not to mention that I’ll put Ephraim out of business in about 65 years, scatter them 

to the four winds. So don’t worry.  

What, you don’t believe me? You better believe me – but, if you’re still standing 

there shaking like an aspen leaf, put me to the test. Ask for a sign. 

I will not ask for a sign, said Ahaz. I will not put the Lord God to the test.  

Well, then, said the prophet for his Lord, that’s up to you, but you’ll get a sign 

anyway. It’s not like you asked; we offered it, but whatever. Here it is: a young 

woman’s going to have a baby. She’ll name him Immanuel, God-With-Us, and by 
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the time he knows what’s what, Syria and Israel will be under new management, 

their people being by then over their current kings’ stupid, endless wars. Before he 

can tell good food from bad, you’ll see. Your enemies will be gone and around here 

it’ll be like it hasn’t been for years, just you wait.  

So, what? What’s the measure of the time I have to hold out for? thought the king. 

Little Manny’s gotta be eating butter and honey and know the difference between 

that and, what, curdled milk and tree bark? Which means until he’s weaned, or at 

least a year, because you never give a child honey until they turn one. That means 

we’re talking 18, 19 months from Right Now, and that’s if someone shows this the 

young lady a good time at the right time and let’s hope that’s tonight, as it were. So 

I figure two years to be safe. Two years we gotta hold out this siege. 

But the Hebrew is unclear. It’s all about how the kingdoms will fall “before the child 

knows how to refuse the evil and choose the good,” which could mean we have to 

wait until he’s just about reached the age of moral, not simply aesthetic or life-saving, 

judgment. What’s that – six? Seven? Twenty-five? How old do you have to be before 

you really know how to make that kind of choice? Shear-jashub, Mr. Left-Behind – 

his name roughly translates as “Remnant” – please ask your dad: Why are these things 

never clear?  

Maybe Ahaz should’ve asked for a sign when Isaiah told him to. Maybe one he 

actually wanted would have made more sense.  

Be that as it may, a prophecy that started as poetry became history, history became 

legend, legend became myth, and by the time the gospel we know as Matthew’s 

came to be written down, this gnomic pronouncement to a king about how long his 

people had to wait for deliverance had come to be read by the Christians as a promise 

that no-one would, that it would all be taken care of, that something magic would 

happen.  
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In a way, it did, if not quite as a thousand Nativity paintings and Christmas carols 

have come to beautifully have it. As Greek speakers tried to make sense of what 

Hebrew speakers had written, the former’s word meaning “young woman” or 

“unmarried woman” came to be translated as the latter’s “maiden” or “virgin,” and 

a miracle was born. It would now be told that before a certain father invited anyone 

into his home on the wedding day of his daughter, that daughter would conceive her 

first child, and it would be a masculine child. An angel would explain all this to the 

man who was to be her husband, and he would accept it, which I consider the second 

miracle in all this. The angel explained that he was to call the child Jesus – a variant 

of Joshua, which means God-Delivers-Us – even though in the original he was called 

Emmanuel – Little Manny; God-Is-With-Us. What this variant on names a dark little 

heavenly joke about who was in charge of the Nativity’s birthing stool and epidurals? 

The wise, to be sure, were wise enough not to be there for that part; they were out 

gathering gold, frankincense, and death-herbs. As for the rest, none now live who 

remember, but word also came to Joseph that his wife’s firstborn son, whatever his 

name was, would save the people not from Syrians, but from their sins. This, people 

remembered. 

Whether that salvation comes from how this child was born, how the man he became 

died, how he didn’t stay dead for long, or through what he did and what he said, 

theologians have for centuries earned good money debating. Yet saved we would be, 

went the promise, and saved we know ourselves to be, says its grace.  

At first, Joseph didn’t believe it. Who could? Yet here he was, and there they were, 

he and his betrothed, his beloved, to whom, Joseph knew, either an impossible thing 

or a terrible thing had happened. Either Mary was with child by means of the Holy 

Spirit, or she had been raped. Joseph knew her well enough to know as a moral 

certainty that she wouldn’t have voluntarily been with another man, not once they 
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were betrothed. Thus, the question in his mind was never “Did she betray me?’ but 

“Did someone violate her?” For centuries people of the ancient world scoffed at 

Christians and assumed the answer to the second question was “Yes,” and the 

Christians just wouldn’t admit it. Jesus, the story went, came about because Mary 

was raped by a Roman soldier – or, as the writers of The Life of Brian put it in one 

of their few missed attempts at humor, raped ‘at first’. It’s by far the more logical 

explanation, and Joseph knew it. After all, Mary on this reading of things would’ve 

been among millions of people, mostly women, who have been raped by occupying, 

invading, or at times even defending soldiers, sometimes in acts of individual 

violence, sometimes as part of the plan of war. 

One of the reasons that one is Jewish only if one’s mother was, whether or not one’s 

father was, is that this people’s experience of sexual violence was such that many 

people born to Jewish women did not know who their father was, and did not want 

to know. Nor, likely as not, did the father or his people. One reason why life begins 

at breath, biblically, and not at conception or some mythical ‘ensoulment’, was so 

that no pregnant person would ever feel or be compelled to give life to the result of 

a rape, or be or feel compelled to end it, but choose for herself what to do in response 

to what had been done unto her not according to her will. 

Had this story come down to us as part of the Christmas story, it might’ve spoiled 

the Christmas -card and -carol imagery we find so gemütlich. It also might’ve made 

the people of this religion far more sensitive to the victims of sexual violence then 

they have been, and dedicated equally to preventing such violence and healing its 

victims as to preserving and protecting human bodily, moral, and intellectual 

autonomy of which such violence is so profoundly a violation. Would that not have 

been an even more profound way to understand how Mary’s firstborn child saved 

the people from their sins?  
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That is, salvation from sin doesn’t simply mean stopping people from doing 

something, or making them do something else. It means empowering them to freely 

choose to do the good, not the evil. I think that’s part of what makes the poetry in 

the prophecy Isaiah spoke to Ahaz all those centuries ago. A child will come into the 

world in the usual way, but before he reaches the age at which there are planes to 

catch and bills to pay, he'll choose the good, not the evil, and know why he’s doing 

it. He’ll have grown up watching his people suffer and endure, but will have realized 

that there’s more to life than suffering and enduring.  

Most people do, but not all know how to act on it in ways that help. But this one 

will. He’ll choose to help people find that “more,” not simply to repeat the cycles of 

violence and revenge that the kingdoms of old inflicted upon one another until they 

were exhausted, and easily overwhelmed. He’ll grow up not to be like his earthly 

father, but his heavenly one, be called the Son of God so that people can see with 

their own eyes what that looks like, hear with their own ears what that sounds like. 

He’ll help them know the power of God-Is-With-Us individually and collectively, 

as people redeemed from the power of sin and of fear and of seeing death as a limit, 

a loss, and an abyss.  

As Advent draws to a close, and both Yuletide and Christmas come upon us, I pray 

that all this power of Immanuel, God-Is-With-Us, will be with us all. I pray this 

particularly for those who have lost someone dear since last the trees were lit, the 

stockings hung by the chimney with care, and the holly bore the blossom and the 

berry, the prickle and the crown. May God’s grace be with us as it was with Mary 

and Joseph in the times they most needed it, and with Ahaz and his people when 

they most needed it. May we always know that deliverance is coming, salvation is 

nigh, and that it tends to show up, one way or another, in the laughter and newness, 

innocence and promise of a newborn babe. Amen. 


