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It has struck me recently that perhaps those outside the Church might find it a little odd that for us the entire month of December revolves around the identity and destiny of a tiny baby born two thousand years ago.  So I’ve been thinking about the way we claim what is important to us, and how the Biblical voices in this morning’s text mirror some of those ways, and what that means.  

As I was thinking, I was surprised when I kept returning to a memory of scene in the rather unremarkable 1992 movie Far and Away.  A story about two Irish immigrants struggling in turn-of-the-century America and heading west for the Oklahoma Land Rush, I remember being in love with this somewhat melodramatic movie as a thirteen year-old.  But what was stuck in my mind was the part where Tom Cruise, after a long and difficult struggle, finally stands on a patch of “free” land he came all the way from Ireland to find, and whips his claim stake over his head, saying, “This land is mine!  Mine by destiny,” and the flag is whipping dramatically in the wind, and it’s one of those cinematic moments where you almost forget that this “claim” is being made on land stolen from American Indians because all you can think is “I LOVE the USA!”

Well, it’s true.  I do love the USA.  But this scene certainly highlights for me the problematic nature of staking a claim – in anything.  When we stake a claim, we say, “this, is something that “belongs” to me in a special way.  Maybe I don’t own it, but it’s mine.”

It’s a pretty common life act, actually: we stake claims every time we make a commitment, every time we chose a truth to believe.  Marriage, partnership, friendship, voting, baptism… worship…  Each time we make these actions, we are staking a claim in something, in something real, even if we can’t always touch it, or take it to the bank.

We are in the middle of one of the big “claim-making” seasons in the Christian church.  Between the Incarnation of Christmas, and the Resurrection of Easter, these are the times when we gather to say specifically that there is something unique, something special, something we particularly “claim” about our faith.  And this is wonderful, something we should truly celebrate.

Every significant character in our readings this morning has also staked a claim in their faith – namely, Judaism.  These are secure claims, solid, based on truth.  Yet in these readings each of them has their claim turned upside down and reshaped.  And while Simeon and Anna are able to respond, change, and allow their claim to grow, Jonah is not.

Jonah’s claim is in a God who is righteous, loyal, and who loves those who love God.  All true and right claims in which to stake his faith.  And Jonah’s read his Torah, so he also knows that God is a merciful creator and caretaker of all the earth.  But he doesn’t really seem to own these truths.  He doesn’t seem to realize that these things mean that his claim about God can’t mean that God is just for him, or for the Israelite nation and for no one else.  

After the Ninevites repent, Jonah gets so mad that he basically says, “Look, God, why don’t you just kill me, because I don’t even want to live if you’re going to go around being merciful to heathen people all the time.”  

Can you believe?  A prophet so angry about the wideness of God’s mercy that he’d rather die than be around to watch it.

It may bother him, it may even discourage him and destabilize his understanding of the God he worships, but in the end, God doesn’t just let Jonah’s temper tantrum be the last word – what’s at stake is too important.  With the vine, God tries to show Jonah that interdependency is the yarn with which God knit the world into being, and Jonah’s interconnection with the vine’s shade is lost when the vine is gone.  God is trying to show that Jonah may understand himself as Chosen, but he must also understand the rest of the world as blessed and precious in God’s sight.

Before we judge Jonah too harshly, let’s remember that we might recognize part of ourselves in him.  It is all too easy to think ourselves specially favored by God, whether because we are theologically Chosen, because we believe we live more morally than others, because we worship the “right” way, or simply because we want to be the center of our own universe.  Theologian Karen Armstrong observed that when we step into a life of faith, we remain human: we often prefer being right to being open and compassionate.
  So the problem isn’t that Jonah has made a claim on faith; the problem is that he would rather be “right” and make God fit his idea of what his claim means rather than learn more about the God he worships.  Sometimes this is our choice as well.

Much of the history of Christianity, Judaism, and the other world’s religions has been about the act of privileging “our” need to be right over the right of God to be God.  When we do this, we hide from the true impact of some of our deepest claims.  The hopeful story of claiming the Promised Land in Exodus and Joshua is told by biblical authors in a way that often obscures the injustice and suffering of the native people which it brought about.  The glorious feeling of destiny fulfilled in the Oklahoma Land Rush obscures the historical truth of land deals brokered by people who certainly considered themselves good people, even good Christians, yet who were willing to buy, take, or trick land from American Indians in the name of Manifest Destiny.  

I name parts of our own history, but this need to be right has no boundaries of nationality, religion, or ideology; this same story has repeated itself a thousand times all over the world in our national politics, in our communities, in our homes, within our families. 

If injustice doesn’t seem like very nice, Christmas-y topic, let’s remember that Christmas in Bethlehem in the year 2008 has almost nothing nice and jolly about it.  There is little peace in Bethlehem this week, and there hasn’t been for years.  If we won’t acknowledge the connection between the real violence that happens in the world and our belief that Christ was born into the world as a sign of peace and grace, then Christmas has lost all its power to transform the world.

Christmas, the birth of the Prince of Peace, is the precious claim many of us have staked.  Yet these, as well as the claims of people of other faiths have often made it so that there is no peace in Bethlehem, no peace in our towns, no peace in our homes, no peace in our hearts.  What a heartbreaking way to honor Christ’s birth.

Luckily, we have a choice.  It is the choice given to Jonah by God’s question at the end of the passage: “You have been concerned about this vine, though you did not tend it or make it grow.  But Ninevah has more than 120,000 people…and many cattle as well. Should I not be concerned [about them]?”  

Jonah never answers, so, in a sense, we are the only ones who can.  Will we follow Jonah’s closed-off path, moored in what we understand of our claim, or will we allow ourselves to be changed by what God is doing in the world - to open our eyes and recognize the Desire of all Nations born in a manger, who has come near once again this Christmas season?

This is the path chosen by Simeon and Anna.  Their witness shows us that there is another way to stake a claim.  Luke tells us of Simeon’s surprise to find the salvation of Israel in the form of a baby.  This surprise opens the door to another: Simeon realizes that this baby has also come for non-Jews, for everyone.  And then comes Anna, my favorite, both because we share a name, and because she is one of only five women prophets in the entire Biblical tradition.  She, too, sees the new thing God is doing.  She rejoices when she sees the baby Jesus, recognizing him immediately for who and what he is.

Unfortunately, tradition has lost the prophecy Anna spoke.  Yet part of the reason I love Anna is precisely because I don’t know what she said.  In that way, the possibilities are open, and I can dream that she might have said a hundred different things: challenging, comforting, controversial, consoling…  

Anna was a wise woman, and had lived a long life.  She had seen the world, and also lived deeply into a life of ritual devotion and meditative faith.  I think she had something truly amazing to say when she saw Jesus the infant, something that neither she nor anyone who heard her expected, but that also grew from the deep claim of Jewish faith that had anchored and enriched her life for so many years.

Anna understood that the promises of God in which she had staked her hopes were more than just abstractions.  She knew that her claim was real because it gave her meaning, purpose, and value.  In this way it was actually an inheritance of riches, lavishly given by grace.  This inheritance, like our own, is one of the most precious things we can have, because they are the riches that knit us deep into ourselves, into the heart of God, and into the lives of the communities of which we are a part.

Yet, this inheritance does not belong to us alone.  And this is the key difference between Jonah, and Simeon and Anna.  Jonah thinks of his claim like shoving a stick in the earth to show his immovable private ownership, but Simeon and Ann know that the inheritance of faith is a claim we must share, an inheritance in which we all have a place.  

John’s gospel offers these words from Christ: “In my father’s house there are many rooms; if it were not so, I would have told you.” (John 14:1-2)  

If it were not so, I would have told you.  In God’s house, there is space, and more space.  There is room.  Our inheritance by faith is a mansion, a dwelling with many rooms - only we aren’t the sole inheritors.  The deed has been given to everyone who seeks, everyone who yearns to know the Divine, to do good, and has found their claim.  

I don’t think Anna stopped being Jewish when she recognized Jesus as more than just an ordinary human infant.  Her recognition went beyond her creed, her words went beyond what anyone had dared imagine.  She proved that she lived into the inheritance of her faith and dwelled deeply in the many rooms of the House of God, by being able to recognize and rejoice at that new door to that House that had been created through the coming of this tiny infant.  

Taking her silence in the text as an invitation, I think this is what Anna would have said, foreshadowing Jesus’ words in John, remembering Jonah and her many other forebears:

“Welcome, small one,” she’d say, “Heir of God who will stand in the power of love, who will chose the path of revolutionary hospitality and peace.  You who have been born an outsider and a stranger to power, will gather up all the powerless to live in the strength of God.  You who have been born without a home will invite all people to the house of God.  In the great tradition of the ancestral outsiders, Ruth, Rahab, and Hagar, and the outsiders to come, Zoroastrian kings, centurions, Ethiopian eunuchs, you will be the host, and feasting and rejoicing will abound.

“Listen, all who have ears to hear!  You have been awaiting good news for your people, and here you have found good news indeed.  This child is the joy of your life, the reign of God come near.  This baby is the challenge that will haunt you forever.  For this small one is the sign that God has chosen all nations, has blessed all people, has become a home for all.  This child is the Desire of every Nation – for he is God’s presence among us.  Gone are the barriers we had placed around possibility, shattered is the space we drew between us and God, between ourselves and those who are different.  I have seen God’s face reflected in these eyes, in this small voice – and I have lived.  We are all about to live anew.  Even the cattle – even the dust of the earth.  It is all beginning now.  

“Again, I say: Listen!  Listen to one another.  Enter the house of God, the inheritance of faith, the fruits of your claim, in peace.  Rejoice that today God has shown us once again the way that the vine and the human, the baby and the kingdoms of the earth, the prophet and the parent are knit together in the love of God, in the plan that was ordained at the beginning of time for the blessing of all peoples, of all nations, for the glory of God.”

And may Anna’s words hold true for us as well, as we live deep into our claims on faith with open hearts, with open eyes, and the understanding that faith is ours, truly ours, but not ours alone, and thanks be to God for that.  

Rejoice, Christian friends.  Rejoice!  Amen.

Charge: 

Rejoice, Christian sisters and brothers!  The claim you have made on your faith is a blessing, an inheritance of great riches.  

So let us go out now, sharing that inheritance lavishly with one another, with those of other religions, politics, and nations, humbly listening in turn for their witness and for the voice of our still-speaking God who is more marvelous, more generous, and more loving than we can possibly imagine.

And now, go out into the world in peace.  Be of good courage.  Hold fast to what is good; render to no person evil for evil.  Strengthen the faint of heart; support the weak; heal the afflicted.  Honor the dignity of all people, and Love and serve the Lord, rejoicing in the power of the Spirit.

Benediction: 

And now may the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God, and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with you, this day, and forever more.  Amen.
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