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Texts: Isaiah 7:10-16: Psalm 80:1-7, 17-19; Romans 1:1-7; Matthew 1:18-25 

 The word of the day for today is “Immanuel” – a Hebrew word that means “God-

with-us.”  In this morning’s Gospel reading, Matthew explains that Mary’s pregnancy is 

the fulfillment of Isaiah’s prophecy (which we also just read).  A young woman will 

conceive and bear a child and shall name him Emmanuel. 

 Immanuel is the name of this church.  The founders of this congregation decided to 

make that same claim.  God is with us.  Right here in our midst.  That’s a big promise, and 

one that at times, we have trouble believing.  In fact, most of the world is convinced that the 

church is irrelevant and that God, if there is one, is far away and uninvolved in the lives 

and affairs of humanity.   

 There’s a song by Bette Midler from a few years back called “From A Distance.”  

It’s a beautiful song, but it’s horrible theology.  The words of the chorus are, “God is 

watching us from a distance.”  That has become the dominant ideology of our culture – 

that God is “up there” and we are down here and there is no way that we can ever measure 

up, or cross the divide, or get “over” there or “up’ there to be with God. 

 Immanuel puts the lie to that song.  Immanuel puts the lie to that claim.  Immanuel 

puts the lie to every message you have ever received telling you that you are not good 

enough or strong enough or handsome enough or smart enough or pious enough to get to 

God.  Immanuel tells us that God always goes first.  God always initiates.  God always 

comes to us.  As a baby in a manger.  As a healer and teacher.  As the Spirit that works in 

our lives.   
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 How do we know?  How do we know that God is really with us? Look around this 

sanctuary.  There are signs and symbols everywhere.  And especially at this time of year, 

on this tree, filled with symbols called Chrismons. 

 Several times in the past few years, someone has asked me to explain what these 

ornaments mean and it seemed like this morning is the right time to do just that.  But first 

let me tell you a bit about the history of Chrismons. 

 Decorating a tree with Chrismons is a thoroughly Lutheran tradition.  It began at 

Ascension Lutheran Church in Danville, VA.  A woman named Frances Spencer made the 

first ornaments and also coined the word Chrismon – a combination of “Christ” and 

“monogram” (or symbol.)  The tradition is still alive and well at Ascension Lutheran and it 

is alive and well here, too.  These ornaments on our tree were made by hand by some of the 

elder women in this congregation – folks like Pauline Bach, Tillie Wollesen, Joyce Stahla.  

Is there anyone else here who had a hand in these? 

 Chrismons are traditionally white and gold – white standing for Jesus’ purity and 

perfection and gold standing for Jesus’ majesty and glory.  

 What do these symbols mean?  If you look closely, you will see lots of crosses, in 

many different designs.  The cross is the central symbol of our Christian faith.  Jesus 

Christ, God’s own Son, loved us so much that he was willing to lay down his life in order to 

bring us into new life with him. 

 On several of these Chrismons there are letters, mostly Greek letters.  The New 

Testament was written in Greek.  The language of the first Christians was Greek and they 

made abbreviations and acronyms from the letters of that language. 
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 On these two ornaments is a cross and a letter.  One looks to us like the letter “A”.  

It is alpha, the first letter of the Greek alphabet.  The other is Ω – omega, the last letter.  

The reference is to the book of Revelation, God saying “I am the alpha and the omega, the 

first and the last, the beginning and the end.”  God who encompasses all things, who 

creates all things, who redeems all things. 

 This cross has three letters on it:  ιης  These letters are iota, eta and sigma, the first 

three letters of the name Jesus, or in Greek “Iesou”.  You should look around in this 

church to find these letters in some other places.   

 Here on this Chrismon are what looks like us like a P and an X.  They are the Greek 

letters chi and rho, the first two letters in the Greek word “Christos” or Christ.  This 

ornament has a cross on top of a globe, symbolizing that Christ is triumphant over 

anything we can face in the world. 

 This Chrismon has a fish on it and another Greek word: ιχθυς – “ichthus” which 

means “fish.”  But the word itself is also an acronym, a word formed by the first letters of 

other words, in this case: Jesus Christ, God’s Son, Savior.  The fish is one of the most 

ancient of Christian symbols.  It was used as code back in the day when being a Christian 

in the Roman Empire could get you killed.  Unlike the cross symbol, that simple drawing of 

two curved lines didn’t attract much attention.   

 There are dozens more of these Chrismons on the tree, and I invite you to come up 

and look more closely at them after the service this morning.  I’ll stick around to do some 

more explaining.   
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 But finally, I want to highlight this one:  three intertwined circles, a symbol of the 

Holy Trinity.  The perfect and eternal dance of love between God the Father, God the Son 

and God the Holy Spirit.  The Trinity is God in loving relationship in the three persons of 

God’s own Self.  The Trinity is God in loving relationship with all of creation.  The Trinity 

is God in loving relationship with all of humanity.  Not far away in heaven watching us 

from a distance.  Not on the other side of some great chasm of sin.  God right here.  God 

right now.   

 God in the confusion and the conflict of this world that we live in.  God in the beauty 

and the promise of this world that we live in.  This is the meaning of “Immanuel” – that 

God is really with us. 

 God was with Joseph in his anguish and confusion over what to do about Mary’s 

pregnancy.  God was with Mary in her questioning and surprise over the child that she 

carried.  God in Christ coming to each of you to be with you, to use you for God’s own 

purpose, to accept you as you are, to make you a holy agent for God to work through.  God 

never quits.  God never abandons. 

 Immanuel – God with you.  God with me.  God with us.   

 Come Immanuel, we pray on this Fourth Sunday of Advent.  Come Immanuel, we 

pray, into our lives, into our hearts, into our joys and our burdens.  Come Immanuel, again 

and always.  Come, Immanuel, come. 

 


