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Last Sunday we entered the season of Advent watching and waiting with Zechariah and
Elizabeth. We saw in Zechariah one who was at first anxious and afraid upon hearing the
announcement that he, and Elizabeth and their son John would play a significant role in God’s
work of healing and redeeming all people. We also saw that as Zechariah waited and prepared
for Jesus, for God in the flesh to enter their lives, that he didn’t feed his fear and anxiety, but
rather he trusted in God’s promised future and so he waited in joyful expectation for God to act,
for God’s light to shine in their darkness and God’s mercy to set them free.

As I think about how we are preparing for the feast of the Incarnation, I am fully aware of the
ways in which we need our lives to be filled, not with more stuff, but with hope, that in spite of all
the brokenness and sin we see around us that God longs to give us something more. God holds
out a future for us that we do not deserve and cannot earn, and that future, God’s dream for us
and for this world, is offered simply as a gift. It is the only gift we need and we don’t sit passively,
arms folded, waiting for the gift of that future. No, like Zechariah we wait actively, paying
attention, listening, worshipping, praying, watching, and joining the work of God in those places
where we see God’s future already beginning to take shape. And so as I said last week, it is not
waiting that’s the problem; it’s how we wait.

Are we waiting like Zechariah, in hope, trusting in God’s promised future? A future that offers
that peace that comes only from having our restless hearts rest in God, where we live not by fear
or weighed down by our many anxieties, but in peace knowing deep within us God’s constant
and abiding presence. Are we waiting anticipating God’s future filled with real and lasting joy,
not superficial, manufactured holiday happiness, but true and lasting joy at the knowledge that
we are, right now, the beloved of God? How are we waiting today as we watch and prepare for
Jesus — God’s hope, God’s peace, God’s joy to be born in our hearts anew?

You know it must have been incredibly difficult for Mary, the day she had to tell Joseph her
beloved, the one to whom she would be married, that she was pregnant, that even though they
had been faithful to God in remaining celibate before their wedding day that they were going to
have a child, a son. How would Joseph respond to this news, would he be angry, would he leave
her and her unborn son, would he be heartbroken, would he still love her, look at her the same
way ever again?

Engagement and marriage in those days was not at all like we know it today. Today a couple falls
madly in love, just like in the movies, and the young man, out of his passionate desire to live



happily ever after with his beloved, maybe asks her father for his permission, and then creates the
most romantic opportunity possible to ask for his beloved’s hand in marriage, or something like
that. But not in the days of Joseph and Mary. “Engagement in their culture was a formal
contractual matter, usually decided by the two fathers in question (i.e. it was an arranged
marriage). The engagement was in fact, the first stage of the marriage itself, which would be
completed some months later by the formal wedding ceremony. So the reason Matthew tells us
that Joseph had resolved to quietly "divorce” a woman he was only engaged to, is because their
engagement was already a legally binding contract. It was as if in part, Joseph and Mary were
already married.”

So, you can imagine the disappointment, the hurt and anger when Mary shares the news she had
received from the angel that she was, in the scripture’s very polite way of putting it, with child.
Even when Joseph receives his own angelic messenger who confirms that what is taking place in
Mary is by and of the very Spirit of the living God, even then Joseph knows enough biology to be
shocked and skeptical at the news. Mary’s pregnancy was an affront, a slap in the face to Joseph
and his family, it was a great indignity. So, it’s not hard to imagine what Joseph would have felt
upon learning of Mary’s apparent unfaithfulness. He loves her and he is stunned, broken-
hearted, devastated. The questions must have been racing through his mind. How could she do
this? What will my family and friends say? Surely there will be whispering and snickering in the
market, he knew his reputation would suffer, or maybe worse. What if the religious authorities
get wind of what has happened? Mary had brought shame on them all. If Joseph does what is
right, what is required by tradition, the law, and their faith Joseph might publically disgrace
Mary, or even worse bring her before the religious leaders and have her punished or even stoned
to death for her infidelity, for violating the sanctity of their marriage contract. That would be the
“right” thing to do.

But that’s not what Joseph does. In a way, Joseph prefigures the life and witness of Jesus by
tulfilling the spirit of the Law if not the letter. And so being a righteous man, not a religious man
who legalistically follows a list of do’s and don’ts and who seeks to impose that list on others. As
a righteous man whose life mirrored the nature of the God who said, “For I desire steadfast love
and not sacrifice...”, Joseph offers mercy and compassion and seeks a way out that will be as
painless as possible and that will protect Mary and the child. (Hosea 6:6a)

So, Joseph began to put in place his plan to quietly send Mary away, for the two of them to get on
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with their lives, when he is confronted by yet another messenger from God. “’Joseph, son of
David, don’t be afraid to take Mary as your wife. Mary’s pregnancy is spirit-conceived. The gift
that grows within her is the very presence of Almighty God, this child is love incarnate. Mary
will bring a son to birth, and when she does, you Joseph will name him Joshua, Jesus — God saves

— because he, your Son, will save his people from their sins.”



Precisely at the moment when Joseph felt at his lowest, God was at work in Mary’s womb, doing
the greatest thing, the most loving thing, God had done since the creation of the world. God was
orchestrating the birth of the Savior and was inviting Joseph to play a critical role in God’s saving
work. Something amazing, something beautiful, and good was about to happen, and Joseph was
being invited to be a part of it. In the midst of heartbreak, of disappointment, of grief and anger
God was working to love the world and put the world to rights. In the midst of Joseph’s worst
day - the very presence of God was with him, there in Mary’s womb. It wasn’t the future he had
chosen or the plan he had made. Maybe it wasn’t the way love was supposed to go. But it was -
Emmanuel - God with Joseph, God with Mary, God’s love with us in the flesh. And out of love
for God, for one another, and for the one who was their son, out of love, Joseph and Mary said
“yes”. I doubt they liked what was happening, they didn’t feel good about, and they didn’t allow
their feelings to get in the way of their love for God and their desire to be faithful. And so, Joseph
woke up. It had been a tough few days, but he did exactly what God commanded him to do. He
married Mary, stuck by her and her son, and when he was born, Joseph named him Joshua, Jesus
- God saves.

If you can, put yourself in Joseph’s place. Why on God’s green earth would he hang in there
despite the circumstances? As I said it was not because it was the right thing to do. Again, in
those days the right thing to do would either have been to demand justice at the affront of Mary’s
pregnancy. No, Joseph doesn’t do the “right” thing. Joseph does the far more difficult and
demanding thing. Anxious and upset as he was, Joseph says “yes” to Mary, to Jesus, and to God.
And Joseph is able to say yes because of love. Joseph knew and was willing to make known the
surprising and overwhelming love of God. For whatever reason, he seems to have grasped on
some level, or perhaps he had been grasped, it had taken hold of his life; that it was the very love
of God taking on flesh in Mary and so Joseph himself is moved to respond in love.

Now this is not love as we have come to know it, not love as a superficial emotion or feeling, not
love as romance, but love as a lived-out commitment that says no matter the cost, no matter the
shame or ridicule I will experience, I will be faithful to God and to you. You see in saying yes to
Mary and to Jesus, Joseph embodies for us the kind of love that we are all called to, and he points
to the love that we will ultimately see lived out in the life of his Son, a love that will stretch out its
arms from cradle to cross in order to embrace the whole world, a love that gives and doesn’t
count the cost, a love that fights and doesn’t heed the wounds, a love that forgives, the love that
made us and in Jesus redeems us.

In Mary’s womb, in the one Joseph names Jesus, love became flesh and walked among us. St.
John simply says, “In this is love, not that we loved God but that he loved us and sent his Son to
save us from our sins....God is love, and those who abide in love, abide in God, and God abides
in them.” (1 John 4:10, 16b) Joseph abided in God’s love, and God’s love abided in him.



I can’t begin to imagine what it must have been like for Joseph and Mary, how difficult, how
people must have looked at them when they passed them in the village, how they talked about
them behind their backs, or how they felt knowing that the little one playing at their feet was in
some strange mysterious way the very presence of God. It’s hard enough being a parent as it is
but to have been blessed in that way, with what must have seemed at one and the same time a
glorious gift, but also a great burden. And yet young and poor and unprepared as they were they
said “yes”, they said yes to love, yes to God, even when it broke their hearts and pierced their
souls.

My friends there is nothing here of sweet hallmark Christmas specials and sentimental holiday
songs. But instead, when we are anxious, and afraid, and uncertain of the way forward, there is
here the one gift we need the most - the gift of God, the gift of love. There is here the
opportunity to discover that what Advent and Christmas mean is that the piercing light of God’s
love has come down to earth. Not love merely as a warm heart, but the gift of God’s love in the
flesh that was born for us lived for us, died for us, and raised for us, that we might walk in the
knowledge of his love all our days. So, my prayer for us this holy season is that we might be like
Joseph and have the courage, or rather the grace, to say “yes”, to welcome Mary’s son into our
hearts and lives, and allow Jesus to be born in us anew, for the sake of this world which he came
to love.



