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A couple of years ago, I was sitting with two homeless men: Jim, an extraordinarily hard-up man I'd never met before, and a man who I knew well, who I'll call Fred. This man, Fred, is so filled with longings that it often feels palpable. But his friend Jim was quiet and withdrawn. He had cuts and welts and puss filled sores all over his face so that I couldn't tell if he'd been in a fight or was terribly ill. And his clothes -- only the flimsiest of colorless sweatshirts to keep him warm on a day whose lows reached into the minus tens – were heavy with moistures and dirt. Draped in this too visible suffering, Jim himself seemed somewhat vague to me at first. But when I turned to him after twenty minutes or so of listening to Fred and asked if there was anything he longed for, he emerged suddenly, as if the light had changed, or as if someone, somewhere, had pulled the focus knob on an invisible lens and brought him into focus: 
 "In all my life I've really only longed for one thing," he said fixing my eyes with his: "To see the Michelangelo painting in the Sistine Chapel -- The Touch." 
 
I was astonished for a moment I have to admit. Shocked into silence. Then as quietly as I could, I asked him what it was about the painting that so moved him. "I don't know, exactly," this filth coated man named Jim said as he sat there enacting the meeting of God and humanity with the tips of his fingers. "Or I do," he added, tears streaming down his face now, "But I can't put it into words…." 
 
I have never forgotten that moment, obviously. It is a real treasure in my life, one I often pull out and savor, all the more so now that Jim has died. But the astonishing thing is that while it isn't every day that such palpable longing for God is expressed out on the street, it isn't all that rare either. And while there are many reasons I do the kind of work I do --- including the fact that I have come to believe pretty deeply in the power of connection and community -- the primary reason I choose to work with men and women who have no homes to call their own is that I find God with them, or through them, or in them – I'm still not quite sure which. It might seem unlikely, even unholy to some, to suggest that God might become as visible though the agonized recollections of a man drenched with liquor and tears out on the street as in a monastery, or a cathedral even, but, for me at least, it is true in the very deepest of ways nonetheless. In the three years I've been spending time with the men and women I've come to know outside these doors, I have learned more about human suffering and grace, about loss and hope, and about pain and faith and redemption and love than I ever imagined possible. And I've learned more about God too – and God's beloved Son, Jesus, who dwells in us all, no matter where we are, and who loves us all, no matter who we are, or whether we think we deserve it or not.
 
So… This is just one reason why I love these readings today -- because they remind us, yet again (and each in their own way) that these beliefs and experiences I've shared on the street are actually pretty orthodox. Through them we are told over and over again that God is indeed often found where God is seemingly least likely to be. Take today's reading from the gospel of Luke. Instead of a temple, or even a big city we are taken to a house in a small town in the Judean hills. And instead of a governor, or a priest, or at least a man or two, we are given a scene between two women – women! – powerless and lowly even among the powerless and lowly Jews of first century Palestine, who between them are announcing, and indeed producing, the hope of the world – God made flesh. 
 
It's a bit obvious perhaps, but it's worth taking a moment just to point out how extraordinary this scene must have been to Jesus' contemporaries: two named women – Elizabeth, elderly and until just a few months before barren, a "disgrace among her people" as she herself says, and Mary -- young, as yet unwed and pregnant, surely also enough to be seen as a disgrace – enough in fact to risk being stoned to death, except… Except that the very things that seem so clearly to condemn these women in the eyes of the world are actually the results of their having been blessed. Their seeming disgrace is in its truest sense, their glory.
 
And so it is, perhaps, with all of us here today. I mean, it if is true that God chooses the most unlikely people and places to make Godself known, then might it not also be true that God would choose those places inside us – those places of shame perhaps, or hurt, or anger, or fear -- to announce God's coming in our own lives? This is hard to believe, I know. From my own experience I can say that the damaged places inside me are not places I like to travel to very much. They are harsh, and often ugly, and sometimes frightening as well. They do not look, or feel, or sound like the birthplaces of God. They look, and feel, and sound in fact like something quite the opposite. Like things I wish I could have left behind a long time ago. Like failings. Like disgrace, plain and simple. 
 
But think of the Cross. And think of these two visibly shamed women, Mary and Elizabeth, and think of the birth that they are nonetheless celebrating: in a stable, on the street, with the animals. Nostalgia aside, could this, at the time, have been anything other than a source of failure and shame for both Mary and Joseph? Think of it! How must Joseph have felt, unable to provide even a safe, dry place for his beloved to give birth? And what about Mary, knowing as she did that the child she bore was God Godself and that the best she could do was find a little patch of straw -- straw! -- on which to lay him? How would you feel, if you gave birth to your own child out on the street? It’s the same thing.   
 
So what the gospel seems to be telling us today – and what it seems to tell us so often – is that what seems like failure, is often both the source and the result of blessing.
 
Which is why I invite you now to do as Mary did, and as Elizabeth did, and as both John the Baptist and his cousin, Jesus, just must have done over and over again, and that is to let go of any fears you may have that there are parts of you which are simply not worthy of love. And to try instead to trust that contrary to all appearances, and all rationale even sometimes, it is through these broken and shunned places in us that God might very well choose to make Godself most visible to us – and through us to others. God didn't choose a person with established prestige, or publicly acknowledged power, or visible wealth, or success to birth the Son of God. God didn't even choose a person with the most highly functioning, smoothly running, fertile and picture perfect family. God chose young, only partly formed Mary, and elderly, barren Elizabeth -- and today, however hard it might be to accept, God chooses you too. All of you. Every part.
 
You know, just this morning, when I got all dressed up to head out after our 8 O'Clock service and trudge down to McDonalds to get a cup of coffee, I ran into another man I know on the street. He is a quiet man, always very dignified. But today it is snowing hard, as you might have noticed, and it is cold, and the wind is biting, and on the way to McDonalds I passed a great hump of eiderdowns and quilts, half covered in snow. As I came closer I saw an open umbrella, turned on its side like some kind of repelling shield, and behind that, I saw this man, sitting and shivering in the wind and the snow. I invited him into church to warm up, but he shook his head and said no, he was fine. So I invited him to McDonalds to get warm and have coffee with me but again he said no, he was fine. So I invited him to have a cup of coffee, or tea, or hot chocolate, right where he was, and again he said, no, he was fine. No drink. He said. No food. I am fine. And so I bowed a little and then went on my way, crushed to think of him shivering there, all morning long, and possibly into the afternoon too, desperately denying his need, desperately insisting he was fine. 
 
And then I thought how different this lovely man was from Jim, who only needed to be asked what he wanted for him to plunge right into the anguish of his deepest longings -- and by so doing, somehow, mysteriously, made them come to pass. He didn't see the painting in the Sistene Chapel before he died, I don't think. But by being open to his unmet longings he did somehow get to experience the wonder of connection that that painting expressed, both with humans in the form of his friend Fred and I, and also with God. His tears told me that. In that moment of pain, and longing, and courage Jim knew God as fully as anyone ever can in this world. It was visible. I saw it. And all because he dared make space for God within himself -- not out of his strength, but out of his lacking, out of his longing, out of his wounds.
 
So what can you do today, and in these last few days before Christmas, to bring down those powerful and possibly judgmental parts of yourselves from their thrones and lift up the lowly places, and thereby become an ever more spacious birth place for Christ our Lord? He is most assuredly coming of course – and not only from the places you might most expect. As Rabindranath Tagore so beautifully put it in our first reading today:
 
"In the fragrant days of sunny April through the forest path he comes, comes, ever comes.
In the rainy gloom of July nights on the thundering chariot of clouds he comes, comes, ever comes.
 
In sorrow after sorrow it is his steps that press upon my heart, and it is the golden touch of his feet that makes my joy to shine."
----- Amen 
