
 1 

The Coming Reality: Presence 
Based on Isaiah 7:10-16 and Matt 1:18-25 

Cape May Presbyterian Church 
Fourth Sunday of Advent, December 18, 2022 

Rev. Dr. Nicole Wilkinson 
 
Remember It’s the Great Pumpkin, Charlie Brown?  Wrong Peanuts holiday special, I know!  
Since it’s December 18th and since this is the day we get to hear the Cartoon Christmas Trio, 
we’re all more in the Charlie Brown Christmas Special mood.  But It’s the Great Pumpkin 
Charlie Brown is a show about mistaken expectations, and what you miss when you live your 
life according to them.  Linus is convinced that the Great Pumpkin will appear on Halloween.  
He waits all night in the pumpkin patch, convincing Sally to wait with him long enough that they 
both miss trick or treating.  Linus is mercilessly teased, even by Snoopy.  We can pay a price for 
hoping for things that don’t happen.  Linus does pay a price--no Halloween candy-- though in the 
end he is still a believer.   
 
Back to Advent, the prophet Isaiah tells King Ahaz to ask God for a sign.  Through the prophet, 
God tells the king, “ask for a sign, a really big sign, something I can use to show people who I 
am and what I’m doing!”   But Ahaz says, “oh no, I couldn’t.”  He’s not praised for being so un-
demanding.  Instead God responds with great impatience, “Is it too little for you to weary 
mortals, that you must weary me too?”  
 
Ahaz doesn’t want to ask for a sign—apparently because he doesn’t want to be disappointed 
when God does not provide one.  Ahaz doesn’t want to be the kid waiting in the pumpkin patch 
for the Great Pumpkin to show up, missing out on all the candy.  Hope can be embarrassing, 
even humiliating.  To be disappointed in our hopes is one thing, but to be caught hoping for 
something that turns out to have been impossible, or something at least that didn’t happen, that’s 
more than disappointing; it’s a source of shame.  So Ahaz would rather just sit quietly, thank you 
very much, and not ask for a sign, not ask for a foundation for hope, and for that matter, just not 
hope.  
 
Too bad, God says to Ahaz, I’m giving you a sign regardless.  God doesn’t, as a rule, need 
anyone’s permission to send a sign, after all.  It’s a mistake to think we have to ask for a sign 
from God.  They’re everywhere, if only we have the eyes to see them.  If only we listen to the 
prophet interpreting them. See that pregnant woman?  Isaiah begins.   
 
This might shock you, but I’m not actually sure that Isaiah, or God, has a specific pregnant 
woman in mind.  This sign isn’t, for the prophet himself, for the people of Isaiah’s time, this isn’t 
about some future leader or any leader at all.  It’s about the passing of time.  The time of a 
pregnancy, the time of an infancy, and what can happen in that short amount of time.    
 
Notice, Isaiah is talking about a pregnancy that’s already underway as he writes.  "Look a 
woman is with child,” he says, present tense.  Isaiah essentially points to a pregnant woman—
look, she’s going to have a son and before that baby knows how to refuse the evil and choose the 
good, there will be curds and honey for him to eat.   
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Allow me to explicate that a little bit.  By the time the child can reach for what he wants and slap 
away what he does not, there will be food, Isaiah is saying.  When he says “refuse the evil and 
choose the good,” we’re not talking about the development of abstract thinking that happens in 
the preteen years, much less the full development of executive function that happens only in the 
early twenties.  We’re not talking about that kind of refusing the moral evil and choosing the 
moral good.  He’s just talking about the age at which a child can reach for a piece of orange that 
looks tasty and shake off a bit of sand that’s unpleasant, the way even a 6-month-old will do.   
 
By the time the child has control of his hands and can reach out for what he wants, then, by that 
time, the child will eat curds and honey—because by that time there will be curds and honey.  
The war through which Isaiah’s country is suffering, and the fear it brings, will be over.  There 
will be peace, which will make it possible to ferment milk into yogurt, to cultivate bees and 
harvest their honey.  Because by that time, by the time the child can sit up unassisted, the 
enemies you fear will be dispersed.  By that time, as the prophet says, “the land before whose 
two kings you are in dread will be deserted.”   
 
The pregnancy that Isaiah zeroes in on becomes a marker of time and of promise.  As children 
are for us still, markers of time and promise. We see a child as an infant and then when we see 
them next they are talking and we realize—it’s been two years.  Occasionally, I look at the photo 
on my desk of my kids when they were two years old and it hits me—it’s been 20 years since 
then.  Their height, their adulthood is for me an embodiment of those 20 years.   And we look at 
little ones and marvel at what they will know that we will never know, what they will see—good 
and bad—what changes will happen, in the future tense of their lives, beyond the limits of our 
own.  We may miss the signs of our own aging, but we look at children and it’s as if we can see 
the earth making those orbits around the sun. 
 
Isaiah was offering the people of his own time some hope, in the form of a child.  Hope that in a 
few months, in the short amount of time that the child’s life represents, things would be better, 
God would show up.  God is thrusting on King Ahaz a visible sign, in the child to be born, that 
God is with them.   
. 
The gospel writers read Isaiah and heard that sign as a prediction of Jesus’ birth.  Jesus’ birth and 
his growing up would not just mark the time until the people felt God’s presence, though.  Jesus’ 
birth would be God’s presence and his lifetime would usher in the better world, in which 
children no longer went hungry, in which war was a memory not an oppressive reality.  
 
For Matthew, Mary’s pregnancy was first a scandal and a shame, before it was understood as a 
sign from God.  In this gospel we first hear that Mary is engaged, and then that before she is 
married, she turns up pregnant, and that Joseph is trying not to publicly disgrace her.  Which is 
genuinely good of him.  He could have punished her for shaming him; he probably could have 
gotten her killed.  But Joseph is kind; kind enough to just want to slip away.  He doesn’t want to 
marry her; but he won’t publicly humiliate her either.  
 
“Don’t be afraid to take Mary as your wife,” the angel tells Joseph in a dream. Because even 
though Mary is an unwed mother, even though her pregnancy is scandalous and potentially 
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shameful, nevertheless it’s the beginning of something holy, the beginning of a life that saves 
lives, a life that is life-giving.  
 
Is Joseph afraid?  Probably.  Mary is surely terrified.  They both must be wondering how their 
normal little lives have been thrown so thoroughly for a loop.  They must be feeling a little like 
King Ahaz felt—"I’m ok without the sign from God, thanks anyway.  Maybe we could just go on 
living our lives of quiet desperation and dealing with corruption and oppression, malnutrition and 
war, if only we could just be normal newly engaged people who don’t have the responsibility of 
raising the messiah.”   
 
If today’s scriptures are any indication, signs from God can be troublesome.  Ahaz doesn’t want 
one.  Mary and Joseph seem understandably thrown by theirs.  Signs from God can be 
troublesome, disruptive.  If we believe in them, if we wait for them, it may leave us embarrassed, 
it may throw us into scandal or shame.  King Ahaz is only asked to see the sign and believe in it.  
Forget Mary for a moment, but Joseph is asked to marry the sign.  To protect and shield and 
provide for it.   
 
Reminds me a little of the Dr. Seuss story, Horton Hears a Who.  Like Horton, Joseph also is 
called upon to protect the vulnerable, to value lives that the world does not value, to hear voices 
and meaning that other people do not, maybe cannot hear. Like Horton, Joseph will be mocked 
for his commitment.  He will be socially diminished for it.  Horton, after all, is nearly boiled in 
oil for it.  
 
So I’m wondering, how do we honor Joseph this year?  Mary gives her body, her life to nurture 
the Christ child.  But what Joseph has to give is his respectability.  He sacrifices some of it, 
marrying a pregnant woman.  But he throws it over that woman and her child, giving them a 
name and a home and a social place.  
 
It occurs to me that if there is one thing our church has, with our historic building and our 
centuries old denomination and our educated membership: we have respectability.  Maybe our 
question in 2023 is, how do we do what Joseph did?  How do we share our respectability, as well 
as our financial resources, and our building; how do we leverage all of that for the promotion of 
the kingdom in this place? 
 
If that seems far afield, consider that this is pretty much exactly what happened with First 
Presbyterian Church of Wildwood and Lazarus House, maybe ten years ago.  The food pantry 
was operating out of a trailer and decidedly unwelcome in the town of Wildwood at the time—
too many poor people traipsing through town, the mayor at the time didn’t like it.  Only when it 
moved into the church building, and the church defended it as falling under their ministry, then 
the city gave up and Lazarus House was allowed to continue and expand.  And don’t forget that 
this very year, we as Cape May Presbyterian church have moved further in that same direction, 
selling Lazarus House that building, and providing security and continued respectability for 
them, while also funding God’s work here in Cape May, for us.   
 
So the question is not, can this be done?  The question is, what’s next?  We have proceeds from 
that sale that will be coming in, every month for the next ten years.  How can that money, that 
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security give security to others?  What marginalized group can we shelter and run interference 
for?  What new sign of life, about to be born to show the world who God is, what newborn sign 
from God is going to need a place to sleep and a respectable name, in the coming year?   
 
What unexpected circumstance or unorthodox sort of people are we called to commit ourselves 
to, as Joseph did?  What are we called to marry, as God’s people, to what, to whom are we called 
to fully pledge our troth, in order that God’s new reality can be born in our world?  Answering 
that question is going to be scary, like Mary’s pregnancy, but also so full of joy, hope, and 
promise.   
 


