So, did you get everything you were promised this week?  Did you get the perfect presents?  Did you stay within two pounds of your goal weight?  Were your family gatherings drama-free and totally enjoyable?  Did you have the holiday celebrations you were promised by others, and that you promised yourself?
Odds are you didn’t.  In spite of all the best intentions, or sometimes because of all the worst, your Christmas celebrations were probably not all they were supposed to have been.  Our best-laid plans are almost always thwarted, even during a time like Christmas where we desperately want all sorts of things to work out perfectly.

I was talking with an old friend the other day and she said that she was always jealous of me around Christmas because I always seemed to get the best presents.  She recounted the time she got a matching pair of lime green stretch pants and tunic sweater.  It was not exactly flattering.  While she had to navigate the waters of requesting a gift receipt and braving post-Christmas mall crowds, I had what she saw as the perfect gifts.  As I thought back on it, I realized that I often did feel pretty good about the gifts I’d gotten – however, this is simply because we have a very explicit Christmas list rule in my family.  Everyone makes one, and you get your gifts for each other from that list.  In other words, you pretty much get what you ask for.  There’s no pressure to simply discern what the other person might be interested in – you know.  They told you.
The funny thing about gift-giving at Christmas is that we’re supposed to be doing it for each other because God did it for us.  By giving us the gift of his Son, he gave us the gift of life, forgiveness, a future.  But when he sent his Son to us, we didn’t know that he was what we needed.  We had no idea what to ask for.  God sent us this gift for that exact reason: we did not even know what was best for us, so we couldn’t ask for it.  We make promises that we can’t always keep; God makes promises that we don’t always understand. 

 I mean, if I made a list of the things I wanted from God – and really, who hasn’t in some way? – I really think I’d want a little more.  More control.  More authority.  More insight.  More, more, more.  And what did God send me on Christmas instead?  A baby.  Something humble and weak.  Why would I want one of those?  That’s a gift that I’d probably ask for the receipt on.  But it’s exactly what we needed.  We needed God to break in on our world in a totally unexpected way.  We needed God to live and work in this world, in our flesh, so that we could be confident when we called on him.  We needed God to be a servant and a king, one who would give anything for us.  Anything, even eternal life.  When you think of it that way, that’s the gift I always wanted and didn’t even know I could ask for.
God’s promises needed to reach people, so that they knew that they were being heard and watched in good times and bad.  The prophets were the people often charged with bringing God’s words of promise to people; considering that God’s promises were sometimes that of destruction, prophets weren’t always well-received.  We typically read the book of the prophet Isaiah as a set of promises leading up to the promise of Jesus Christ coming into the world.  Via Isaiah, God makes promises of redemption, salvation, hope – themes we currently see as embodied in Jesus Christ.  
However, when each portion of the book of Isaiah was originally written, it was delivered to people looking towards a much more physical kind of redemption.  Starting seven hundred years before the coming of Christ, the nations of Israel and Judah found themselves defeated by foreigners and sent into exile.  The book of Isaiah sees them through their captivity and into their eventual difficult return.  Isaiah’s prophecies promised them redemption in the form of a land and a home, leaders who would protect them, and a God who was with them even when they felt strange and alone.  The savior they were looking for was much more literal, and in that stage of history, in its own way, it happened.
Isaiah’s promises to these forerunners of our faith thousands of years ago gave them comfort.  However, they are also promises for us now: we will see salvation, we will know the joy of the Lord, we will be redeemed.  Today, we see those promises coming to us in the person of Jesus Christ.  How could the words of a promise stay the same but its meaning be so different?  How can these promises be for them and for us today?
This is the wonder of the Word of God.  Its words are living and active, working at the time they were written and for us today.  God’s promises are at work even when we don’t know what we’re asking for.  God makes promises and God keeps them.  God’s promises are ones that we may not understand at first, and may not even see the full fruition of, but they are nonetheless truly real, and really true.
So when God promised a savior, people didn’t forget.  They still needed one, and they kept asking.  In today’s gospel, many people were waiting for the redemption of Jerusalem.  At that time in the first century it was occupied by Roman forces, and many faithful people asked God to be released from bondage – just as God had released them from exile as promised by Isaiah, and from slavery under the Egyptians through Moses.  God had kept these promises, and people knew they could ask for it.  
But what God gave them wasn’t what they thought they wanted.  In fact, it’s pretty clear that we’re still waiting for the redemption of the physical city of Jerusalem, and during this time charged with religious holidays and full of retaliatory violence, that couldn’t be clearer.  What God sent instead was a Son, a boy who, as Simeon prophesied, would be “destined for the falling and the rising of many in Israel, and to be a sign that will be opposed so that the inner thoughts of many will be revealed."  His promise to lead and save came in a much different way – not in power, but in a simple child who would grow as a teacher, healer, and dissident.  His coming would bring joy, but also great unrest and confusion – something some of you probably see and feel to this very day.  God might have kept his promise, but it’s sure not the way people might have preferred. 
Anna and Simeon knew that God had made promises to God’s people, and that God would keep those promises.  They also understood that those promises wouldn’t come in the way people expected but in the ways we most needed it.  When Jesus broke into history, people thought he would be a liberator and political leader.  And he was – just not the kind that people thought he would be.  He was God’s gracious gift, but not quite the kind that anyone would’ve asked for.  Both Anna and Simeon had the unique opportunity to assure people that God’s promises are kept, and they could stand there with Christ in their arms to prove it.
When we remind God of the promises God makes for forgiveness, healing, grace, and mercy, we can be assured those promises will be kept.  We can’t always be sure how they’re going to happen – or sometimes, even when.  But this doesn’t mean we stop asking.  Sure, what we ask for might not be exactly what we get, but we have always been assured that when we pray, cry out, praise, beg, or even simply remind, God hears.  And God has a history of keeping promises.

As you survey the aftermath of your Christmas holiday, remember that while we might not always get everything we want, we don’t always know what’s best for us.  Even though it might come out in a completely unexpected and revolutionary way, God knows what we need and will always give it.  Thanks be to our God, who continually breaks into history as we watch and wait for each promise to be fulfilled.  Amen.

