Fourth Sunday of Advent – Matthew 1:18-25

“Joseph” - sermon by Rev. Rolf Svanoe

It’s a story as old as time. Boy meets girl. Girl meets boy. They are attracted to each other, spend time together, fall in love. It is the theme of countless movies and songs. We never get tired of hearing a good love story. Sometimes you can see it coming a mile away. You know that in the end the man and woman are going to get together, but the story happens in the process, in the ups and downs, the detours and roadblocks that create tension in the story line.

Some of you have experienced that story. You know what it’s like to fall in love. It is an adventure filled with questions. Who is this other person? Is this someone I could see myself spending the rest of my life with? Do I want to grow old with this person, raise children with this person? Can I see myself doing life together with this person?

A week ago I did a wedding for a couple. We started the service asking the bride and groom to declare their intentions. “Nick, will you have Gina to be your wife, to live together in the covenant of marriage? Will you love her, comfort her, honor and keep her, in sickness and in health, and, forsaking all others, be faithful to her as long as you both shall live?” Instead of answering the question with the words “I will” Nick answered in loud voice that everyone in the sanctuary could hear, “ABSOLUTELY!” You see, Nick had found the one he wanted to spend the rest of his life with. That question was answered for him with a resounding yes. Nick was a proud groom filled with hopes and dreams. He had a future all mapped out with his beloved bride at his side. 

There is a love story in our Gospel reading. Joseph doesn’t appear much in the Gospels, except for here in Matthew’s Gospel. There’s a lot of speculation about Joseph. We know he was a carpenter and by the time Jesus’ ministry began Joseph was out of the picture and so likely deceased. Perhaps Joseph was older. Perhaps his first wife had died and Mary was a young bride willing to join with him. We have so many questions about Joseph. But the one thing the story tells us loud and clear is that Joseph loved Mary. Their engagement began that process of building those hopes and dreams, envisioning a life together, dreaming about the home they would build, the children they would raise together. They were bright and happy dreams filled with optimism.

All of that came to a crashing halt. The dreams became a nightmare. We don’t know exactly how it happened, but one day, during their engagement, Joseph discovered that Mary was pregnant. Perhaps she told him. Maybe he noticed the changes to her body and confronted her with the question. However it happened, his world was rocked. He knew that he wasn’t the father. It could mean only one thing in his mind. And all those hopes and dreams for a future with this woman he loved all of a sudden began to crumble and fade away. Everything he was working for, saving for, preparing for, now was called into question. I can imagine the jumble of emotions in his heart: confusion, hurt, anger, disappointment. 

Joseph was a pious god-fearing man. He wanted to do the right thing and to obey God. His religion told him that right thing was to divorce Mary, to shame her publicly for her adultery. You’ve heard recently about a woman rape victim in Saudi Arabia being sentenced to 200 lashes for being in the wrong place at the wrong time? That is typical of what happened in these Middle Eastern cultures. For a woman to get pregnant outside of marriage and be accused of adultery was to bring shame on the family name. If she had a brother he would most certainly punish her or kill her. Joseph understood these things. There was a real danger to Mary. In spite of the hurt he felt Joseph still loved Mary. He wanted to divorce her quietly, to spare her shame and public scrutiny, to save her life. At least that was the plan. You see, that was the only future that Joseph could possibly imagine. 

And then God intervened. An angel spoke to Joseph in a dream. “Joseph, don’t be afraid to take Mary as your wife. The child in her is of the Holy Spirit. You shall name him Jesus, for he will save his people from their sins.” God was saying, ‘Joseph, I want you to raise this child. Joseph, I want you to be a part of my plan. This is my child, Joseph, sent to save the world.’ 

Has God ever spoken to you in a dream? And if so how would you know it was God? Perhaps God speaks to us all the time, only we don’t recognize God’s voice? God speaks in mysterious and hidden ways that are never coercive, but always leave room for doubt and for human freedom. God doesn’t force us, but invites us to participate in God’s plan. Did Joseph wake up and doubt about that crazy dream he had last night? We don’t know. The Bible says that he simply obeyed God and took Mary as his wife. I think Joseph was relieved, relieved that he had permission to do what he really wanted to do- to love this woman named Mary. I can imagine Joseph running to Mary, gathering her in his arms and saying to her, “I love you, Mary. I know what is happening to you. I know who the child is growing in your womb. I will love him just as I love you. Don’t worry.”

Let me give you an example of how God can change our dreams. A few weeks ago I attended chapel at Augustana College. A senior student gave the message, a bright young woman. She started her sermon this way. “Three years ago I came to Augustana and lost my faith.” She paused a moment to let the shock of her statement sink in. She continued, “Three years ago I came to Augustana and faith found me.” She explained that when she came to Augie she pretty much had her life all mapped out. Her dreams included majoring in education, getting a job in the Sioux Falls school district, getting married and having several beautiful children. And God was a big part of that dream. She found however that the more she studied and learned about God she discovered that her dreams and her faith were too small, too inadequate. She realized through her professors that God was calling her to share a new dream, a dream that included Seminary and ordained ministry. It was true, she had lost her faith at Augie, only to find that a greater faith and a greater dream had found her. 

In a way, Joseph, too, lost his faith only to find that a greater faith had found him. God took Joseph’s dream of a simple life with Mary and dashed it to pieces, only to give him a much greater dream, a dream so huge and crazy that Joseph could never have imagined it. A tiny child entrusted to him would become the Savior of the world. 

Just like God called Joseph, God is calling us to make room in our hearts for the Christ child. It is an audacious dream, to think that we could bear Christ in our lives. It is a bigger dream than most of us imagine. Some of us go through life from paycheck to paycheck, existing but not really living. Some of us could never believe that Christ would actually use us, that in our words and actions Christ could touch people’s lives. And yet that was the dream God gave to Joseph and Mary, and that is the dream God is calling each of us to. No matter what our calling in life, God calls us to bring Christ to our neighbor in our words and actions.

It’s an awesome dream, isn’t it? Like Joseph let us say yes to God, yes to the dream. Let us bear the Christ child and bring his love into our world. 
