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Blessed are you among women and blessed is the fruit of your womb. 
In the name... 

God is an awful lot of trouble. At least the God of the Bible is. Please, don’t get me wrong: he has a ton 
of good qualities. The love, the mercy, the grace — those are all big pluses. And having someone to pray 
to you when you can’t find a parking spot at the mall the week before Christmas? Indispensable. The thing 
is — and I feel bad even saying it — is that he’s a bit meddlesome. He refuses to stay in his lane. He 
doesn’t just show up when you want, he might interrupt you when you’re in the middle of something else. 
And that’s a lot to deal with. 

Most of us don’t usually think these things quite so explicitly. Far fewer say them aloud. Nonetheless, it 
is an uncomfortably good description of at least a thread of popular Christian piety over the centuries. 
Catholic, Protestant, Anglican, and Orthodox, liberal and conservative alike. For most of us, it never 
amounts to an express strategy. It hardly ever rises to the level of an overt set of theological commitments. 
Frankly, it is mostly inertia. Call them strategies of convenience. Water takes the path of least resistance, 
and so too does the human spirit longing for God. It’s just a law of nature. There are some very attractive 
things about God — things that we desperately want and need — but there is at least as much that, if taken 
seriously, would make for some very alarming disruptions in our settled lives. I mean, first-order 
disruptions. 

And so we’ve developed approaches to God over the centuries that carefully, if often unconsciously, 
draw some sturdy boundaries that allow what we want and need while ruling out the meddlesome bits. 
“Thus far shall you come, and no farther.”1 In the world of literature, perhaps the most terrifying, 
diabolical, and unsettling comes from “The Grand Inquisitor” sequence in Dostoyevsky’s The Brothers 
Karamazov. In this grim, fanciful allegory, Jesus returns again in Seville during the time of the Inquisition. 
And, upon performing miracles — even raising a little girl from the dead — he is promptly arrested by the 
Cardinal Grand Inquisitor and imprisoned. After stepping into Jesus’ dark cell and after peering into his 
face by the light of his lantern, the Cardinal says to Jesus, 

“is it you? You? ...Do not answer, be silent. After all, what could you say? I know too 
well what you would say. And you have no right to add anything to what you already 
said once. Why, then, have you come to interfere with us? For you have come to 
interfere with us and you know it yourself.... Go and do not come again ... do not come 
at all ... never, never!”2 

For the Grand Inquisitor, the religion business was just beginning to go well and run smoothly under his 
leadership. All that Jesus could do by showing up again would be to disrupt, interfere, and meddle. It 
would be best if he left the business of soul-tending to the professionals at this point. 

Again, most of us aren’t so brazen and self-conscious as Dostoyevsky’s imagined Cardinal. It’s hard to 
see ourselves in one so evidently sinister and cynical. Mostly for us, it just amounts to 

believing in a Jesus we can live with. Which Jesus that is, of course, changes over time with culture 
and the sensibilities of a given age. 

At the time of the Enlightenment, when scientific rationalism was in the ascendancy, the God of 
thinking people was a scientist and inventor like them. Thomas Jefferson, Benjamin Franklin, and John 
Locke of course believed there was a God, but he was for them like a divine clockmaker: building and 
winding up the universe in his heavenly workshop and then setting it in motion according to the laws of 
his design. Miracles that interrupted the orderly motion of that clock, they believed, weren’t in keeping 
with the character of a master craftsman. And so Jesus, stripped of the miraculous became a wise, 

                                                
1 John 38:11 
2 Fyodor Dostoyevsky. The Brothers Karamazov. Translated and Annotated by Richard Peveler and Larissa Volokhonsky. New 
York: Farrar, Straus and Garoux, 2002. 249, 262 (Kindle Edition). 



2 

 

enlightened moral philosopher, a great dispenser of timeless truth. Later, the Victorians recast God, not as 
a scientist, but a sentimentalist. Jesus became the one who approached spiritually in soft light to heave the 
breast and wet the eye with a still small voice that encouraged compassion, charity, and renewed good 
will. That even one such as Ebenezer Scrooge could learn to love Christmas was a sure sign for Victorians 
that Jesus was still with us, albeit now as one plucking the strings of tidy, respectable, middle-class hearts. 
Since, Jesus has gone through many iterations: the staunch patriot; the crusading, liberating social 
reformer; the free-wheeling hippy; and the shrewd political operative. 

In our spiritual-but-not-religion moment, I suspect the leading contender for the Jesus we can live with 
now might best be called the Cosmic Christ. He is the Christ of faith rather than the Jesus of history, 
known as well through a sunset or a regular yoga practice as through Holy Scripture. He is concerned 
chiefly with our spirituality and our experience. The champion of the true self, he dwells in every human 
heart and is best met through contemplation and self- actualization. His is a mission of mindfulness, 
acceptance, empowerment, groundedness, and contentment. He is the Christ who suffuses and unites all 
things, staring back at us in the eyes of every stranger we encounter, and who is present and proclaimed by 
any and every act of goodness. 

Amid their diversity, what holds each of these iterations of Jesus together is their shared commitment to 
compartmentalization. None are wrong exactly, only attenuated. They are views on God through an 
artificially small aperture, ensure that we only see the Jesus we can live with. Thus far shall you come, and 
no farther. 

The trouble is that we are now only days away from the moment when God will shatter all boundaries, 
compartments, and containment efforts by simple act of being born. The unbounded God of creation is 
about to be wrapped in swaddling clothes. Eternity will break into history; infinity will become finite. God 
who is spirit will then — and forever hence — exist in three- dimensions, displacing atmosphere with his 
cries from a manger in Bethlehem. It turns out, then, that the Jesus we can live with seldom resembles the 
Jesus who is coming to live with us. For this Jesus will be flesh and blood, not just fully Divine but also 
fully human. This Jesus will not be an idea, a feeling, a sentiment, an awareness, or a movement that can 
be tidily delimited and cordoned off: he will be a body like you and me. And this Jesus will be the very 
definition of a disruption. 

That’s precisely why we end Advent with Mary. For it is only with reference to Mary that we can 
understand and know the Son “now in flesh appearing.” Because Jesus will be born of a virgin, he will 
receive all of his humanity from her. She is the clearest, truest Advent window into Jesus’ Incarnation 
therefore. If anyone in human history has been well acquainted with God’s meddling, it would be a betroth 
virgin who finds herself pregnant with the Son of God. But she is not desperate to say, ‘go and do not 
come again.” Instead, upon receiving the news of God’s miraculous interference in her life, she replied 
simply “let it be with me according to your word.”3 As we hear in this morning’s Gospel, she sang: “My 
soul magnifies the Lord, and my spirit rejoices in God my savior.” Like other biblical women before her 
who had carried unexpected, miraculous “children of promise,” she had some inkling of what God was up 
to and the kind of salvation that would be wrought through her offspring. Through him, Mary is certain 
that God will show mercy to his people, help his servant Israel, lift up the lowly, and fill the hungry with 
good things. She is sure that God will scatter the proud, bring down the powerful, and send the rich empty 
away. This is the song of the one who will be a tabernacle for God, the second Eve who will bear the 
second Adam, the one whose flesh will become Jesus’ flesh. There is no trace of “Mary meek and mild” in 
today’s Gospel. She is not only receptive to God’s great interruption but is also anticipating with gladness 
the great disruption her Son will both be and instigate. 

That Jesus is born of Mary means that his flesh is not just similar to ours but is like ours in every way. 
He is literally akin to us. And that means that God has involved himself fully in the affairs of humanity, 
beginning with Mary. Come Christmas, there will be no tiling ever about us that does not concern him — 
not our souls, our bodies, our habits, and thoughts, our possessions, or our actions. He is coming to meddle 
in it all, stubbornly refusing to stay in his moral or sentimental or political or spiritual lane. He is coming 
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to be the Jesus we need rather than the one we can live with. This on its own is good news, for it signals 
God’s great love for us. It names his steadfast refusal to be involved with us only from a distance. But its 
implications are even more significant for us. For God will not redeem that which he has not adopted; he 
will not rescue that in which he has not meddled. Our hope, then, for eternal life with God rests on a God 
who insinuates himself in our lives in every way, thereby laying the groundwork for redeeming our lives 
and our bodies — every facet and corner of them — in every way. The Cardinal Grand Inquisitor was 
right about this much: Jesus is indeed coming to interfere with us. As we await the advent of his great 
interference, his most blessed birth, let us praise also his ever-blessed mother, who once welcomed and 
gave thanks for God’s meddlesome interruption, becoming she who will bear him to the world. 

I have said... 


