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One of our favorite Christmas traditions in our home is putting up our nativities. We have quite 

the collection. As a clergy family, we’ve received several from church members and Sunday 

School children over the years. We also have many that we’ve acquired on our many travels 

throughout the years. In some of them, it’s quite easy to tell who all the characters are. Some of 

them are all put together. Others of them, however, have several pieces. A few of them take us 

forever to put up as we try to discover who all the figures are. Do you ever have that problem 

when you are putting up a nativity? Depending on who made them, some of the figures look 

alike. 

 

Okay, so it’s usually easy to tell who Mary is. She is often wearing a head covering. If they have 

gifts in their hands, they are most likely the magi, although I have seen paupers, drummer boys, 

and others come with gifts in some sets. If they have wings, they are probably angels.   

 

Shepherds will usually carry a shepherd’s crook, but sometimes it’s hard to tell the difference 

between them and Joseph, especially if Joseph is carrying a walking stick. In some sets Joseph 

may carry a lantern while in some he is kneeling beside Mary; in still others, Joseph is standing.  

Each year, Joseph tends to be the last one that we place in our crèche because he is the hardest to 

identify among so many others that could be stand-ins for him. 

 

That’s probably not too far from Joseph’s role in the biblical narrative of Jesus’ birth, is it?  

Joseph is often in the background. We won’t hear much about him on Christmas Eve from 

Luke’s gospel. Today is the children’s Christmas pageant in the CLC. In most pageants, Joseph 

doesn’t get a speaking part. He just stands there silently. In fact, even in the scripture lessons 

about him, Joseph is not quoted at all. Mary gets a visit from the angel while she’s awake, but 

Joseph is visited in a dream. Mary has a speaking role along with the angels. She is even credited 

with the oldest carol as her song. Although the innkeeper is not in the scriptures, most retellings 

of the story give him a speaking part. Joseph, however, silently participates in the story. Yet, 

there is something about Joseph that captivates us as we hear the story each year. 
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While we don’t get to hear the dialogue, we know that somewhere in the story, Mary approaches 

Joseph about what has happened to her. They’re engaged, but they haven’t tied the knot just yet.  

They aren’t even living together. In the story, they haven’t consummated the relationship, either.  

Yet, somehow, she is found to be with child. Matthew reminds us that while Joseph had the 

right, and some might even suggest the “responsibility,” to publicly cut off the relationship so 

that everyone would know, instead he prepares to do so quietly. 

 

A righteous man was a man who kept the Law of Moses. By that law, Joseph could have publicly 

humiliated Mary. Who would believe her story, anyway? While her predicament is not so out of 

the norms of today, it certainly was in their day. In any case, Joseph plans to end the relationship 

without making a scene. Besides, Mary is going to have to figure out how to tell her story. 

 

Yet, when Joseph goes to sleep that night, the angel comes to visit him and gives a different set 

of directions. Isn’t that how God works? When you’ve made up your mind about a difficult 

situation, then God visits you in a dream and invites you to rethink your plans. 

 

More than simply describing Mary’s story, the angel, quoting Isaiah, tells Joseph that the child 

will be called “Emmanuel,” which means “God is with us.” Moreover, Joseph is to name him 

“Jesus,” which means “The Lord saves.” Joseph wakes up from the dream and does what he is 

told, but there’s not a quote from him in the story. He takes Mary for his wife and names the 

baby Jesus when he is born. He must have had something to say, but we don’t hear it. We simply 

see his actions. 

 

Several years ago as Facebook first allowed people to post their relationship status, people often 

posted things like “married,” “single,” “divorced,” “separated,” “engaged,” or even “in a 

relationship.” After a while, there was another option that many started to use. Some would 

simply post, “It’s complicated.” Have you ever seen that relationship status on social media 

before? I don’t know that we said that in the days before social media, did we? 

 

Perhaps if Mary and Joseph had social media pages, their relationship status might have been 

listed as the same, “It’s complicated.” Certainly, it was for the two of them as they journeyed 

through that in-between time before they were officially married. But isn’t that also true of a 

variety of our relationships from time to time? How we relate to others can sometimes just be 

complicated. It’s not always cut and dry. And not every relationship, especially today, fits some 

standard box that can be defined as a typical relationship between two people. There are family 

members and friends that we sometimes feel a closeness to and at other times feel some distance. 

 

I wonder if “it’s complicated” could even be used to describe our relationship with God from 

time to time. Sometimes we feel closer to God and sometimes we feel distanced. Guess who 

moved? 

 

Maybe Joseph prayed about his complicated relationship with Mary when he went to bed the 

night that he received the angel’s visit. We just don’t know. Yet, when he awoke, Joseph took a 

different course. You see, for Joseph, no matter how complicated the relationship might have 

been for him to explain to friends and family members as Mary may have even started to show 

signs of her pregnancy; no matter how complicated it felt for this righteous man who knew what 
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he could have had done with her; no matter how complicated the relationship seemed for Joseph 

to understand for himself; at the end of the day, love was simple. Joseph loved God and he 

clearly loved Mary. 

 

Relationships can be complicated, but love is simple. This is what God is telling us in Joseph’s 

story. We make relationships complicated all the time. We try to put them into stereotypical 

boxes and define what they should look like. Families are made up of a man and a woman and 

2.5 children, depending upon where you are in the world. Yet, in the Christmas story, God 

doesn’t pay attention to our definitions or the complications we envision in our minds. In fact, 

God uses an unwed woman to bear forth a child that is God’s very presence with us. God 

instructs a faithful man named Joseph to hang in there when he had the right to leave the 

relationship. It is Joseph that will later go on to protect both Mary and the baby from Herod in 

the flight to Egypt. 

 

God looks beyond the potential predicament to use Mary and Joseph, a couple in poverty, to 

bring about what only God could do, God’s very entry into our world. Certainly their lives and 

their relationship status would be complicated, but God pushes aside the complicated because 

God loves Mary and Joseph and God loves the world. 

 

To be sure, Joseph is silent throughout the scriptures. There are no quotes for him. But Joseph’s 

actions speak volumes of his love for Mary and even more so of his love for God. Joseph’s 

response is as simple as Mary’s response as he shows his faithfulness at work in love. Together, 

they participate with God in what God is doing for the whole world. And God uses a couple that 

the people of that time would never expect. God acts through a couple whose status that seems to 

go against all of the rules of relationships and the society’s religious expectations. Believe it or 

not, God can deal with “complicated,” especially when those whose “complicated” status are 

willing to act in love. 

 

I don’t know about you, but Joseph causes me to look for God in the most “complicated” of 

people and relationships. Sometimes God is simply standing in the background and you have to 

look hard to find God in those places, but when you do…look out! You might be just as 

surprised as Mary and Joseph. 

 

Last Sunday afternoon, around 500 people gathered outside and indoors for Christmas Town.  

Traffic slowed down in front of the church as people drove by, trying to figure out what was 

going on. Others turned into the parking lot or walked in on the sidewalk as they were passing by 

to find out what we were doing. They went inside to hear the choirs, others grabbed some kettle 

corn (how could you avoid the smell?), children made Christmas ornaments and edible nativities 

(that many consumed on the spot), and still others warmed themselves by the fires with hot 

cocoa and a homemade s’more. The living nativity with live animals and a baby Jesus told the 

story of the season, but together God’s love was made real in this place. And it was contagious! 

 

On Friday, it happened again as some almost 200 people gathered in the parking lot for a 

fundraiser for Cass. Together, we helped imagine a season where the homeless find shelter and 

home and the hungry are fed. God’s love was made real in our midst. 
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As a result, last week, Mary Feldmaier, our Director of Membership, received some phone calls 

from people who heard about what we’ve been doing in this time and wanted to know how they 

could join us at Birmingham and Berkley First. 

 

In a world filled with complications of a pandemic and complicated relationships that cause us to 

pause when it comes to common connections, right here we moved beyond the complications to 

make God’s love real in our presence together; to give witness that in spite of the world’s 

division and difficulties, the God of Mary and Joseph is still with us today. The Christ who came 

among us 2,000 years ago continues to be born anew in our midst to this very day. That love 

continues to flow out in unexpected times, in unexpected places, and among the most unexpected 

peoples. 

 

Relationships may be complicated, but love…it’s really quite simple with God who moves 

heaven and earth…just to be…with you, with us. 


