
 
  
  
 During the youth Live Nativity this year, I entered the room where the story of our 
text was enacted. And there was Joseph, as he is every year, fast asleep on the floor as the 
story is read, the angel appearing in his dream to deliver the news that his life is not his 
own, that he and Mary are about to join in God’s disruptive grace, God’s plan to save. 
And then the angel is gone, and Joseph wakes up, stretches, takes his staff, and says not a 
word. No angelic host out in the field, just inspiration in a quiet dream. No star-struck 
shepherds gathered at a manger, just Joseph, silent and righteous, waking up to a new 
world. 
 

Sometimes during the Advent season, I want things to get real. We tend to 
sentimentalize the season. We receive Christmas cards and see Facebook posts that are 
full of smiling families doing fun things, making it look like Christmas is all mistletoe 
and eggnog and chestnuts roasting on an open fire. 
 
 I remember gathering our family of four for a photo shoot that would yield the 
perfect photo for the Christmas card. I was fresh from looking at so many beautiful cards 
and I knew we had to step up our game. It was around Thanksgiving and we were at my 
grandfather’s house. We were summoned outside, and immediately I heard the groans. 
My son was not interested. After some high-level negotiations that involved a promised 
stop at Starbucks and a revised Christmas list for him, he came out. As we walked 
through a field, I stepped on what looked like a dormant fire ant mound, only to discover 
it wasn’t. My lower leg was getting stung. My daughter laughed, and I spun on her and 
gave her “the look,” which caused her to tear up.  
 
 When we got to the place where we wanted to take the photo, we were a hot mess. 
I was grimacing and scratching my leg, my son was refusing to smile, and my daughter’s 
eyes were puffy. But somehow, miraculously, one of the photos showed us mostly 
smiling and looking relatively happy. Those who received our card that year no doubt 
would have thought everything was perfect for the Joiners.  
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 It is normal to sentimentalize Christmas, to want to put our best foot forward, to 
raise our happiness level to what seems to be the norm. But sometimes these expectations 
that the culture puts on us and that we put on ourselves can hurt more than help. I read 
recently that in mental health crisis centers, the day after Thanksgiving every year sees a 
spike in phone calls that does not subside until after New Year’s Day. And I know that on 
any given Sunday, there are many gathering here who do so in the midst of struggle – 
with illness, family strife, addiction, loneliness, financial stress, a diagnosis – and feel a 
sense of isolation and even despair with every Christmas carol, every perfect card in the 
mail.  
 
 And so, sometimes I want, during Advent and Christmas for things to get real. 
 
 Matthew’s story of Jesus’ birth provides that reality check. While Luke has 
shepherds and a manger, Matthew has Wise Men and King Herod looming. In Luke, 
Mary ponders these things in her heart. In Matthew, it is Joseph who is pondering, 
wondering what it is he is going to do.  
 
 You don’t need to be a historian to know what happened to young girls in the first 
century who found themselves pregnant with a child other than her fiancé’s or her 
husband. Although the text presents us with the moment when Joseph has decided to 
quietly dismiss her, we can let our imagination wonder what it must have been like that 
first moment when Mary realizes she is pregnant, knows it is not Joseph’s, and sits him 
down to reveal the news. That’s real. 
 
 I love the carols we sing every year – Away in a Manger and Silent Night and Joy 
to the World – but the carol that I think most captures Matthew’s reality is one from the 
fifteenth century called “The Cherry Tree Carol: 
 
 Mary spoke to Joseph 
 So meek and so mild 
 Joseph gather me some cherries 
 For I am with child 
 
 Then Joseph flew in anger, 
 In anger he flew; 
 Let the father of the baby 
 Gather the cherries for you. 
 
 That’s real. It is also powerful because it gives Joseph a voice. He is largely the 
silent actor in these stories, the quiet Christmas guest who stays on the fringes of things.  



 John Buchanan tells the story of four-year-old Megan, who, a few days before 
Christmas, was drawing a picture of the nativity: 
 
 When she completed her work, she explained each character to her mother: 
shepherds and sheep, three Wise Men and camels, the stable with cows and a cat and dog 
and the manger, and of course, Mary and the baby. Megan’s mother noticed that 
someone was missing… “Where’s Joseph?” she asked innocently, assuming, of course, 
that Megan would remember and sketch him in. In any event, slightly exasperated, she 
shot back defensively, “Who needs Joseph anyway?” 
 
 And so it goes for poor Joseph, the quiet member of the Christmas entourage. But 
what I want to say on this Fourth Sunday of Advent is that we do need Joseph, very 
much, for he, in this text from Matthew, makes everything real. He throws the tinsel off 
the story, he allows us to see the reality of the situation. Joseph had decided to quietly 
dismiss her. He is an honorable man, so he does not publicly disgrace her. He has no 
desire to see her punished. In the first century, this young girl could be put to death for 
this offense. It is a window into Joseph’s heart that he comes to this decision. He knows 
he simply cannot stay with her. He must be hurt beyond words, humiliated. A betrothal 
was more than an engagement; it was legally binding. It is as though they are married. 
And so, there’s a lot that remains unsaid about all that leads to this moment Matthew 
narrates, “he planned to dismiss her quietly.” The pain, the sense of betrayal, the 
confusion of both Mary and Joseph, the desire, no doubt, to quietly and quickly get this 
over with so they can return to normal, or what passes for normal after something like 
this. 
 
  It is at this point that we recognize how radical this story really is. The right thing, 
the moral thing, the honorable thing, is not the thing to do, not today. God takes control 
of the story; the angel, the messenger, arrives to disrupt Joseph’s resolve, to announce 
that God is at work.  
 
 “Joseph has this dream – or is it a nightmare? – that God wants him to do 
something outrageous, wants him to go through with it, to do the unthinkable: as if 
nothing happened - - to…bring Mary, now big, really pregnant, into his home, as his 
wife.” 
 
 And, defying all reason, Joseph does it. He awakens from the dream and 
recognizes it for what it is, the very voice of God calling him to take part in God’s 
salvation of the world. Joseph will have to swallow his pride, he will have to empty 
himself of what he thought his life would look like, of his plans, and he will sacrifice his 
honor for the sake of this dream, for the sake of God. He is invited to be a part of God’s 



work in the world, to join his life to the life of God now coming to be in Mary’s womb, 
Emmanuel. Every time I read this story, I think of a line from a poem by W.H. Auden, “I 
know nothing, except what everyone knows – if there when Grace dances, I should 
dance.” 
 
 Joseph makes it real today. He is, dare I say it, the image of a good Presbyterian. 
He is practical, concerned with right and wrong, he has a plan, sleeps with a Book of 
Order under his pillow. But the Book of Order doesn’t have a section on nighttime 
dreams that invite him to do the very thing he had not planned, that call on him to look 
again at the law, at the plans, at his definition of righteousness. Following God is all 
about grace – that’s what the Book of Order gives witness to, that’s what we give witness 
to every Sunday – God’s grace, which, to be honest, has never been predictable, has 
always stretched us. Grace is another word for God’s love, and God’s love explodes all 
the boundaries and boxes we build for it.  
 
 It is all wrapped up in that word – Emmanuel. God with us. God with us, not in the 
nice and neat and perfect, but in a child born in scandal to an unwed mother and a man 
willing to recognize when grace is seeking to be born and abandon his own plans for the 
plans of God.  
 
 During the youth Live Nativity, when I stepped into the room where Joseph was 
asleep on the floor, it was set up in such a way that you couldn’t really see him at first. 
But as the story is read and you look around, there he is, blending in. And then that 
moment – you know that moment – when he wakes up, and the path of grace is before 
him, and he quietly leads us – all of us – into the light. Emmanuel – God with us, just as 
we are, in the real world, which God loves. Let us walk into it with love. Amen. 


