
 
 

Now the birth of Jesus the Messiah took place in this way. When his mother Mary had 

been engaged to Joseph, but before they lived together, she was found to be with child 

from the Holy Spirit. Her husband Joseph, being a righteous man and unwilling to expose 

her to public disgrace, planned to dismiss her quietly. But just when he had resolved to 

do this, an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream and said, "Joseph, son of David, 

do not be afraid to take Mary as your wife, for the child conceived in her is from the Holy 

Spirit. She will bear a son, and you are to name him Jesus, for he will save his people 

from their sins." All this took place to fulfill what had been spoken by the Lord through 

the prophet: "Look, the virgin shall conceive and bear a son, and they shall name him 

Emmanuel," which means, "God is with us. When Joseph awoke from sleep, he did as the 

angel of the Lord commanded him; he took her as his wife, but had no marital relations 

with her until she had borne a son; and he named him Jesus.  

 

 I’ve been thinking a lot recently about the choices we make and how we go about 

deciding how to spend our time in life. There are the ordinary, everyday decisions we 

make about what to eat and wear, where to go. Then there are more complicated choices: 

where to send our kids to school, whether or not to make a major life change, or how to 

spend our money. It’s been thought-provoking to reflect on the idea that whenever we say 

a “yes” to something, we are saying a “no” to something else. When I say “yes” to going 

to a social event, I’m saying “no” to a quiet night at home. A “yes” to giving out of our 

mission budget might mean a “no” to giving more to a different organization. A “yes” to 

hosting Room in the Inn is a “no” to the cultural stereotypes that surround issues of 

homelessness. Our yes’s and no’s aren’t necessarily a choice between good or bad. 

Instead, we have to decide how we are prioritizing in that moment, which might be 

different depending on our own needs and the needs of those around us.  

 In Joseph’s story, he believes he has two choices once he finds out that Mary is 

pregnant: either divorce her quietly, or submit her to public shaming and stoning. He 

would have had the right to take either path, and it was his righteousness, as he is 

described, that led him to a quiet dismissal that would save Mary’s—and the baby’s—

life.  

 But God had another choice to offer Joseph, one that was radical and pressed 
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against Joseph’s own sense of pride. Stay with Mary. Keep the baby, and name him as 

your own son. Support and nurture them, and lean into the mystery that God is working 

in this world. I wonder what Joseph might have been feeling when he found out Mary 

was pregnant: perhaps disappointed, rejected, sad, confused, angry, betrayed, and a loss 

of his expectations for the future. Joseph is invited to imagine a possibility beyond the 

choices he believes are set in front of him. As John Wurster comments, “The God who is 

with Joseph equips him to respond faithfully to such an extraordinary task and empowers 

him for a risky righteousness, far beyond convention, far beyond what Joseph could ever 

have imagined.” You see, Joseph was acting with righteousness within societal 

conventions. Of the options the community would have laid before him, he had chosen 

the path of grace and of care. But as we well know, the options society gives are not 

always expansive. So I love Wurster’s description that Joseph was invited to risky 

righteousness. Joseph’s human understanding of righteousness was transformed through 

God’s emphasis on mercy, grace, and abundance. He was invited to imagine the 

possibilities beyond what he could see set before him, the possibilities both for himself 

and for Mary, and also for this newly announced child.  

 This is the beginning of Christ’s pushing back against social norms. We know of 

his dining with tax collectors and sinners, his flipping of the tables, and his 

countercultural leadership. But God was at work revolutionizing this world even in 

Christ’s conception and birth. Mary and Joseph were invited to push back against 

standards of what makes a parent or a family acceptable, instead asked to nurture a child 

who was promised to overturn life as they knew it: he would be called the Messiah and 

“God with us”, and he would save humanity from their sins.  

 Joseph listens to the angel and does not protest. He stays with Mary and named the 

child Jesus, and by naming him, Joseph claimed Jesus as his own child. In this, Joseph 

says “yes” to God and “no” to the ways the world boxes us in on how we should love, 

create family, and expect God to act among us.  

 So we, too, are invited into God’s new promises for the world in this season. We 

are being called to ask ourselves: What am I saying yes to? To what am I saying no? And 

in what is there another choice to be made, one in which God is doing something beyond 

what I can imagine?  

 God asks us to let go of our fear of judgement and our desire to fit in, instead 

claiming this risky righteousness. Lauren Winner writes, “Joseph thus asks us to consider 

whether we have the opportunity to become more like him. Are our congregations 

embracing the culturally appropriate good deed but not yet undertaking the bolder, 

riskier, more excessively good?”  It’s both intimidating and exciting to dream about how 

we can be excessively good, leaning into the unconventional so that we might embrace 

what Jesus is up to in this world. In a season when consumerism, convention, and 
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tradition often take the front seat, this is particularly important for us to ask ourselves, 

both as individuals and as a community of faith.  

 I don’t have the answers here, because often thinking outside the box requires 

more time, resources, money, and people-power than we feel we have available in a 

society that already feels stretched thin. So this is when we are called to consider what 

our values and our priorities are. With a limited amount of resources, prioritizing allows 

us to lean into what we are passionate about and to do it well instead of spreading 

ourselves too thin. When we create space in our lives, we make room to hear God calling 

us to possibility that we could not have imagined before.  

 In this final week of Advent, we finish preparations for the celebration to come, 

and we continue to open our hearts for Christ’s inbreaking into this world. Jesus is 

coming. God is with us: born of the Holy Spirit, alive and at work throughout the ages, 

saving us from our sins, and calling us home. God is calling us to something new—to 

wake up from our slumber of the world as it is and to creatively partner with God for who 

we could be. God is creating a home here on earth that welcomes all, overturning the 

human rules for what is proper or acceptable.  

 This Christmas season, let us answer the call to be countercultural. Perhaps this 

means evaluating where you buy last minute gifts from, or engaging in a practice of 

giving to the community before you open your own gifts. Maybe you spend some time in 

silence, reflecting in the glow of the Christmas tree in what would normally not be a 

silent night. Or it could be that this season launches you into a new awareness of a social 

issue that’s important to you, and you decide to engage on a deeper level. There is still 

time to prepare ourselves for Christ’s coming and for the birth of something new. Jan 

Richardson asks, “What are you choosing this day? In your waking, in your dreaming, 

how are you listening for and attending to the messages and the invitations that are 

waiting for you?” She shares “A Prayer for Choosing” as an offering for this fourth week 

of Advent:  

What we choose 

changes us. 

Who we love 

transforms us. 

How we create 

remakes us. 

Where we live 

reshapes us. 

So in all our choosing, 

O God, make us wise; 

in all our loving, 

O Christ, make us bold; 

in all our creating, 

O Spirit, give us courage; 

in all our living 

may we become whole. 

Amen.  

 


