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IV Advent: Matthew 1:18-25 

 
  Ring them bells, ye heathen, from the city that dreams! 
  Ring them bells from the sanctuaries, ‘cross the valleys and [the] streams… 
  Ring them bells! 
  Amen. 
 
 Like I lot of people my age, I suspect, I applied for my first credit card while in college.  
It was an American Express that I had to repay, in full, at the end of every month, and it afforded 
me a little flexibility between paychecks and plasma donations.  Nonetheless, as often happens to 
a teenaged boy, I required the hard way to learn the limitations of my financial capacity.  See, the 
AmEx became a gateway credit card, which soon led me to explore the darker and more 
dangerous worlds of Visa, MasterCard, and Discover.  I remember that crisp fall morning at the 
University of Maine (where I was studying on exchange for a semester) when I walked down to 
the student union; completed a credit application; and, in just eight-to-twelve mailing days, 
enjoyed the warm affirmation of acceptance: “Dear Mr. Allen, We at Discover Card are pleased 
to welcome you as a member…” 
 The Discover, of course, allowed me revolving credit, so that I could order a pizza at my 
favorite spot, hand them this small, plastic rectangle, and they would give me food…or, upon my 
return to Baton Rouge, I could head down to The Bayou, my favorite dive bar on West Chimes 
Street, and they would pour those Happy Hour pitchers of Turbodog to my heart’s content and 
my liver’s operational threshold. 
 See, with a credit card I could live in a world where I had the money I wished I had, 
rather than the money I actually had…a world where I had the money I wished I had, rather than 
the money I actually had.  And, until that bill hit my mailbox, baby, that wished world was pretty 
great!...but the bill always did come due. 
 
 
 Last month, The Oxford Dictionaries announced “post-truth”…post-truth…as their “Word 
of the Year.”  Oxford defines “post-truth” as “relating to, or denoting circumstances in which 
objective facts are less influential in shaping public opinion than appeals to emotion and personal 
belief”…let me slow that down and say it again: circumstances in which objective facts are less 
influential in shaping public opinion than appeals to emotion and [appeals to] personal belief. 
 A playwright first used the term in a 1992 essay regarding the Iran-Contra scandal and 
the Persian Gulf War.  He wrote then that “we, as a free people, have freely decided that we want 
to live in some [kind of] post-truth world”…we want to live in some [kind of] post-truth world.  
That observation has proven prescient, for, in the years since, technology and media have further 
empowered us to choose our truth: rather than the American populace sharing a common and 
more objective frame of reference as with the newsprint media of the Nineteenth Century (and 
earlier), or the Twentieth Century’s radio and television reporting’s whats-whens-wheres-and-
whos of events, in our contemporary experience, we can choose which informations to consume, 
and, by and large, we choose commentary over content, and opinions over facts. 
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 Like-minded “friends” now dictate which stories we encounter in our social-media feeds, 
and, if we don’t like what they’re telling us on one television broadcast, that’s not a problem: we 
don’t even have to lift a finger anymore, we can simply shout at our TV – “Hey television, 
change channels!” – and the television minds our direction.  Such is life in a post-truth world. 
 
 
  Ring them bells, Sweet Martha, for the poor man’s son! 
  Ring them bells, so the world will know that God is one… 
  Ring them bells! 
 
 In every age, there has been some lean toward consumption of “truthiness” (as the late-
night hosts call this worldview), and some measure of selective reception is a necessity of 
survival in our current age.  Though technology allows us satellite access to every remote corner 
of the globe, we cannot worry every issue, in every place, all the time, and still manage to get our 
teeth effectively brushed each morning…it’s just too dang much.  So, we must prioritize 
consideration of some informations before others, and do so with a thoughtful filter for selection. 
 While a balanced diet of news (as with our vegetables and proteins) is likely our 
healthiest option, instead, we rationalize and prioritize our reception by preference, rather than 
by accuracy or completion.  Rather than adjusting the rabbit ears in order to tune the facts, we 
fine-tune our broadcasts to exclude any report that does not confirm our most intuitive notions.  
Even more dangerous, we frequently fail to recognize and intentionally cultivate a personal filter 
that reflects our own values, instead allowing the culture-of-the-moment to establish our default 
setting.  And though that world – you know, the one in which everyone agrees with our first 
thoughts...the one we think should be, rather than the one that actually is – though that world 
may seem pretty great for a time, baby, be clear, ‘cause its bill is coming due right now…its bill 
is coming due right now. 
 

  Ring them bells for the blind and [for the] deaf! 
  Ring them bells for all of us[, for all of us] who are left!... 
  Ring them bells! 
 
 Advent announces the truth greater than our preferred commentary on any given moment, 
and the filter our faith proposes is a story, a story that begins in this way: “An angel of the Lord 
appeared to [Joseph] in a dream and said, ‘Joseph, son of David, do not be afraid to take Mary as 
your wife, for the child conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit” (Matthew 1:20b). 
 This story, of course, will continue next weekend, announced by the prophet Isaiah: “for 
a child [will be] born for us…[and true] authority [will rest] upon his shoulders; and he [will be] 
named Wonderful Counselor!  Mighty God!  Everlasting Father!  Prince of Peace!  His authority 
shall grow continually, and there shall be endless peace for the throne of David and his kingdom.  
He will establish and uphold it with justice and with righteousness from this time onward and 
forevermore.  The zeal of the Lord of hosts will do this,” and no matter what shall come to pass, 
for us as Christians, this is the truth that founds all other – these are the values comprising our 
filter – and the ends to which we dedicate all that we are, and all that we have, and nothing less 
(Isaiah 9:6-7). 
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  Oh, the lines are long, and the fighting is strong 
  and they’re breaking down the distance between right and wrong… 
  Ring them bells! 
 
 As we prepared for this morning’s procession into our renewed and expanded church 
building, my friend and our Director of Programs, Aimee Bostwick, pointed me toward a Bob 
Dylan song which had drawn her attention for this special occasion.  As many in our parish noted 
of last month’s cornerstone ceremony, something about the bells’ ringing stirred our emotions.  
Their power surprised us, certainly surprised me.  Though the carillon announced only a simple 
peal that morning, their sound made it all real: so far beyond what any one of us could have 
sounded on our own…the “Master Plan,” the architectural renderings, and the construction 
drawings…the day-dreaming, the fund-raising, and the community-building…the waiting, and 
the waiting, and the waiting, all finally gave way to something we could see and hear and 
feel…and the wonder and the beauty of it all cracked our hearts. 
 
 People of God, those are Gospel bells.  When our hearts crack open in that way, it’s 
because we’ve heard Gospel bells…and God has called us as stewards of their sound.  See, as 
long as we tell this story of the infant king and the loving Shepherd he would become; as long as 
we sing glad hymns and break this bread; as long as we seek the truth beyond commentary, and 
the peace beyond understanding…then every time they ring, they will echo with heaven and call 
us home.  Their song cracks the veneers of this post-truth world and of every age, for their ring is 
the sound of faith, and hope, and love…their ring is the sound of gentleness, joy, and 
generosity…not the fears of a passing history, but the foundation established before time itself. 
 
 Those are the bells we ring. 
 
 Those are the bells we ring…and, to help us keep “Ring[ing] Them Bells,” I ask Aimee 
and Mike Peterson, our Youth & Family Minister, to come forward…while I invite you all to 
turn to page 13 in your service booklet…page 13…as they sing: 
 
 [Aimee & Mike sing “Ring Them Bells”] 
 
 …and the people say, 
 Amen. 


