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A sermon preached by the Reverend Stanley A. Dubowski on the Fourth Sunday of Advent, December 19, 2010
Year A:  Isaiah 7:10-16;  Psalm 80:1-7, 17-19:  Romans 1:1-7;  Matthew 1:18-25

He was probably older than her.  And it’s likely he was married before and that his first wife had died and, as was the custom, he arranged a second marriage.  It was important to have someone to care for the kids from the first marriage and, who knew, maybe this marriage would provide more, preferably male, children.  
So, they were engaged.  He’d made all the proper arrangements with her family although it isn’t clear if she had been asked how she felt about this planned match.  Nevertheless it was all aet.  
Then, after the betrothal but before the wedding, the angel showed up:

“Joseph, son of David, do not be afraid…”
Do not be afraid?!  You have got to be kidding.  That is no way to get someone to be fearless.  No good message can start with what almost sounds like a warning: “…do not be afraid…”  Get real!  Besides the unsettling forewarning – how often do angels appear in your dreams to tell you that your fiancée is pregnant and the child has been conceived by the Holy Spirit, so this is truly a child of God, and oh by the way, all of this is the will of God and the child is the long awaited Messiah?  
What on earth does it all mean?  And you want me to not be afraid?  
You are kidding, right?
So...just how do you deal with that kind of message?  Especially 2000+ year ago when there were so many strict laws and traditions surrounding marriage?  Would you be prepared to do what the angel said?  Could you do what Joseph did?
We need to stop and think about this because we no longer have a sense of the severity and negativity of the situation or the risk and considerable burden of being an unwed mother in the 1st Century.  The stigma of being an unwed mother has diminished to such a point that, in our time, there are teens who think it’s cool to get pregnant while unmarried.  However, based on law and tradition, Mary could have been stoned.  Her pregnancy wasn’t attributable to Joseph so it would have been considered adultery.  So, by law, Joseph should have either divorced Mary or had her stoned.  In choosing to do neither Joseph ignores and, in way, breaks the law.  He seems to understand God’s preference for doing the right thing and not blindly following law and tradition.

We have no record of what Joseph said in response to the angel’s message.  All we know is that he did what the angel told him to do; and in doing so he joined a long line of the faithful.   

God’s incarnation in the birth of Jesus is not a pretty picture.  It is an unplanned pregnancy; not an extravagant occasion.  This unexpected, unplanned birth to a poor couple who happened to be part of King David’s lineage is noteworthy for a number of reasons not the least because the arrival of God incarnate is dependent on these two humans to accept a role and to have their lives disrupted in order to let a fearless God entrust divinity to humans.

(
Now I’d bet that Joseph was at least a little bit startled, maybe even a bit distressed by the angel’s message.  Maybe he woke up in a cold sweat.  We don’t know any of those kinds of details but we do have this story which serves as our 4th spiritual wakeup-call during this season of Advent, this season of preparation to remember and celebrate the birth of the Messiah.

Joseph listened to the angel.  When he woke up he decided to heed God’s call.  Joseph accepted this intrusion into his life; and we get a sense that he managed to live with the disruptions that ensued.
By the way, as instructed Joseph named this unexpected child, and in doing so he effectively claimed the child legally as his own because the custom was that when a man named a child, the child became his – period.  So Joseph names this baby making this his child.  Nevertheless this is not some romantic, Hallmark card moment or akin to a Norman Rockwell scene.  The birth of Jesus is a messy, disruptive, unexpected, uninvited arrival of God incarnate into messy human times and conditions.  
The Gospel portion tells us that the Messiah, God Incarnate, is coming, not in some grand fashion as most expected but in an unusual way – starting with the uninvited intrusion into and disruption of Joseph and Mary’s engagement.  The Messiah was indeed expected to intrude, to invade and disrupt the Roman occupational forces.  The Messiah was not expected to intrude on everyone encountered during his ministry letting them know they needed to change, to really love one another without exception.
So this unexpected pregnancy is just the beginning of the disruptions that Jesus, the Incarnate God, will cause.  We know that he will be trouble over and over again.  He’ll be born in a stable, not some grand palace or mansion.  He’ll confound his parents by staying in the temple when they take him to Jerusalem at Passover.  He’ll heal the sick, comfort and hang out with all sorts of folks who have been shunned or sidelined by mainline society and not mingle with the affluent and influential.  He’ll go out of his way to upset the status quo and eventually will be executed.  He won’t look or behave anything like the long expected Messiah.  

 
(
Gathered here on this, the 4th and final Sunday of Advent we again are called to hear and heed the wake-up call found in Holy Scripture.  The key question facing us this morning is just how prepared are we to deal with the uninvited, intrusion and subsequent disruption of Emmanuel – God with us?   Are we prepared to be Joseph-like, to participate in the birth of the Messiah?  

God is among us, oftentimes showing up shamelessly intruding into and disrupting our lives.  Sometimes disrupting our desire to be introspective, insular or selfish, calling us out of our secure, comfortable routines, offering opportunities – sometimes welcome, sometimes not – to reach out and touch someone we might not have noticed, or perhaps someone we didn’t want to notice.  And God often intrudes into our lives by sending someone to reach out to us, to offer comfort or support in times of need. 

Gerard Manley Hopkins wrote that Joseph “lives in 10,000 places” – in the man who rises at 2 A.M. to plow snow-clogged roads; the nurse who works the night shift and then a day shift; the cop who walks the lonely beat; the mother with an autistic daughter or paralyzed son; the office worker biting his lip at some insult or racial insensitivity subtly directed at him because he, too, has to put bread on the family’s table.

Joseph lives in the sales rep with photos of his wife and kids hanging on the inside of his cubicle, telling a customer that, as much as he’d like to sell him another car, the customer can still get another couple of years out of the one he already has.  Joseph lives in the teacher who gives hours of her or his own time to help a struggling student.  Joseph lives in the clerk, the cop, the secretary, those who treat the people they encounter with kindness and respect because they too share the God-like work of putting bread on their family's table. 
  
God loves us and is shameless and persistent in that love for us and persistent in trying to get us to love one another.  God loves us enough to come among us as one of us, enfleshed in humanity thereby entrusting the divine into our human hands.  God loves us so much as to unashamedly intrude, when least expected – again and again – not in a burning bush or in some stable in a far-from-prominent town, but bursting into our lives, joining us in the messes we our selves often create, and sometimes making things messier by making us see the messes around us or taking us into the midst of it all when we would have ignored and opted to walk around the mess.  One thing for certain though, God is always there in the midst of the mess with us to support us, to help us cope and to give us whatever strength we need to clean it up.  
The hopes and fears of all the years were tied up in this disruptive, intrusive act of God taking on human flesh, becoming incarnate and coming – uninvited – into the lives of this unsuspecting couple long, long ago.  The hopes and fears of our lives are tied up in the often uninvited intrusion and disruptions caused by the presence of God with us who loves us, repeatedly calls us, encourages and enables us to do the right thing; enables us and cheers us on to take every opportunity to use the intrusive Divine presence and disruption to make a difference in the world around us and thereby make peace a reality – not just a sentiment of a single season.
So…I bid you, do not be afraid.

How will you respond?


Can you take heart and be prepared to be like Joseph?
Can you be quiet, selfless, and ready to adopt this unexpected, intrusive child into our lives – and then deal with or maybe be the bearer of Divine instigated disruption?
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