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COME, CHRISTMAS . . .

Come, Peace . . .
Matthew 1:18-25

You have to admire Joseph.  After all, he got only a bit part in the
greatest story ever told.  It was a critical role, mind you, but he only has a few
mentions in the entire story.  As we just heard, he first appears in his bed,
waking up from a dream.  Not just any dream–the dream which changed his
life–and ours, I suppose.  We see him making the trip to Bethlehem with Mary
when Jesus was born and a short time later presenting the child in the temple
in accordance with the law.  At some point Joseph escapes Herod’s wrath and
takes his family to safety in Egypt.  When it is safe, they return to Israel and
settle in Nazareth.  That’s the last we hear of Joseph except for the “honorable
mention” given when Jesus goes missing in Jerusalem and Mary admonishes
her boy by scolding,“Child, why have you treated us like this?  Look, your father
and I have been searching for you in great anxiety” (Luke 2:48b).  Joseph exits
the stage so quietly that we don’t even realize he has left.

Joseph strikes me as a quiet man who didn’t have a lot to say, but when
he did speak, it was worth heeding.  He sounds like a rock-solid, dependable,
honorable, all-around-good guy.

You get the expected impression from Matthew’s gospel that the news
of Mary’s pregnancy was a real shock to Joseph; yet, he must have thought
about it for a long time, finally deciding that the best thing for everyone
concerned was to quietly end the marriage contract.  Joseph fell asleep,
exhausted by the mental and emotional gymnastics he had been through.  It
was a deep sleep, the kind where dreams play through the night in vivid and
memorable ways.  In his dream, a messenger from God, an angel, assured him
he had nothing to worry about where Mary was concerned.  What was going
on with her was a God-thing and he was an important part of it.  He would
name the baby Jesus because he would save his people from their sins.

Joseph still had a lot to think about when he woke up.  However, now he
had something different to consider, a new course of action to ponder, a fresh
possibility to trust Mary.  He made up his mind, did not divorce Mary, and



together they had a bouncing baby boy whom they did name Jesus.  In
Matthew’s way of telling the story, it all sounds so peaceful.

It is peaceful, but not because there is an absence of turmoil or anxiety
or conflict.  Given the circumstances, all of those things were surely present
even if we don’t see them played out.  What Matthew conveys, what he wants
us to know, is that the overall atmosphere of the story is peaceful.  Joseph is
at peace when he listens to the angel and decides that he will form a family
with Mary.  Mary is at peace knowing that she is not stepping into this
phenomenal experience alone.  In fact, as Isaiah prophesied, all creation would
be at peace because of this child–Emmanuel–God with us.  Peace, in this story
and throughout the Bible, is a way of being in the world.  The Hebrew word
shalom suggest completeness, wholeness, an equanimity of heart, mind, and
body.  Although Joseph had thought through this dilemma and resolved to
quietly divorce Mary, it was only after he considered the angel’s advice that he
experienced true peace and did the right thing.

I recently discovered a story that took place when I was a senior in high
school.  I was aware of the outcome of the story, but never knew the origin.  It
was April of 1977.  Tensions in the Middle East were high, as they often have
been throughout history.  Israel and Egypt were declared enemies with recent
hostilities stretching over twenty-nine years and four wars, costing both nations
greatly.  President Anwar Sadat of Egypt was in Washington holding talks with
President Jimmy Carter.  At a news conference, a 29 year old correspondent
for The Jerusalem Post asked President Sadat, “Mr. President, you seem so
sincere in your quest for peace.  Why don’t you do something to demonstrate
that to Israel?  Perhaps you could open some direct human contact with Israel. 
Why not allow an exchange of journalists or athletes or scholars?”1  Sadat had
expressed his desire for peace earlier, but he responded to this reporter by
reminding him that part of the conflict was psychological and his people were
not ready for peace.  He was resolved to do nothing extraordinary at the time.

The press conference ended.  Sadat returned to Egypt.  The reporters
turned their attention to other stories.  The conflict between Egypt and Israel
continued.  Seven months later, however, President Sadat informed his
parliament that he was ready to meet with the Israelis and talk about peace. 
Two days after that, Menachem Begin, Prime Minister of Israel, accepted
Sadat’s offer.  A little over a week later, Sadat arrived in Jerusalem and serious
conversations began which eventually resulted in a peace treaty between the

1Lawrence J. Epstein, A Treasury of Jewish Anecdotes, (Northvale: Jason Aronson, Inc., 1995), 40-41.
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two nations that continues today.  President Sadat credited the question of that
young reporter with giving him the idea to begin peace talks.  That reporter was
Wolf Blitzer.2

What might have happened if Joseph had ignored the messenger sent
from God?  His story reminds us that God often communicates with us in rather
surprising and even unorthodox ways.  Granted, every voice we hear is not
trustworthy, but the ones that are consistent with the voice of God are to be
heeded.  I can’t think of another time in my life when competing voices have
been so diametrically opposed.  When weary voices try to express frustration
or fear, angry voices drown them out.  When voices of reason encourage us
to live wisely and safely, skeptical voices mock and ridicule them.  When fresh 
voices attempt to call us to a new reality of hope, fearful voices shout them
down.  When soulful voices sing of peace, hate-filled voices cry for violence. 
But like Joseph, when we listen to the voices that ring with God’s truth, we hear
good news that we have never heard before.  When we listen to the voice of
Jesus, we discover a path we have never seen before.  When we pay attention
to our deepest dreams for good, we find a way that leads us all to salvation.

 When the angels announced Jesus’ birth on that otherwise silent night
in Bethlehem, they sang of peace and goodwill to all people–all people.  They
sang a melody of wholeness and completeness that would come to each of us. 
They celebrated the gift of peace to our world, to our lives.

After tossing and turning, Joseph decided what he needed to do to “fix”
the problem with Mary.  Resolved to divorce her, he fell asleep.  Thank
goodness an angel barged into his dreams and suggested he do otherwise. 
Anwar Sadat wanted peace but did not think the time was right.  He decided
the best thing to do was wait it out and see what would happen.  Thank
goodness he took seriously the sincere suggestion of a young reporter.  The
people of our nation, our community, our world are as unsettled and at odds as
we could be short of outright war.  Thank goodness God continues to offer us
pathways to peace through all that Jesus said and did.  Will we trust God and
do what is truly the right and good things?  Or will we dig in our heels, resolved
to do only what we think is right?  We need real peace now as much as ever. 
 God breathes peace through Jesus Christ.  Come, Christmas . . . and bring us
peace.  Amen.
December 20, 2020 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

2Epstein.
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Once again we have journeyed through this season of preparation and
expectation as we await your coming, O Lord, but this year, this season, have
been so different, and because of challenges and events beyond our control,
we are different.  Beloved traditions and the usual busyness and bustle have
been replaced by worry and tension and by difficult but necessary decisions to
remain apart at a time when we long to be together. But still we come to the
holiness of these days, guided by starlight and angel songs, to join with all
creation as we kneel in hushed wonder before the Prince of Peace. We come
with gratitude for the grace which has guided us to this hour, with joy in
knowing the warmth and support of community even when we must be
distanced, with anticipation for the ways Christ's coming will change us, and
most of all with humility that you, Holy God, have met us here in the
sacredness of this moment and in the complexities of our time, just as you
dwell with us throughout all our days.

In spite of  all our distractions and anxieties, O God, help us not only to
recognize and celebrate your arrival but especially to be mindful of the manner
of your coming. You came not to the grand halls of comfort and plenty but to
the sounds and smells of a stable to teach us that your kingdom is realized in
the most ordinary and unexpected places.  You came not to the adulation of the
powerful and privileged but to the astonishment of lowly shepherds to remind
us that before you the proud are humbled and the least among us are
welcomed with honor. You came not for the accolades and cheers of adoring
crowds but in the protective embrace of a mother's arms to model how to give
and receive a love that we cannot earn and do not deserve.  Come to us, abide
with us, O Holy Child of Bethlehem, and be born in us, that our hearts might be
born anew. Amen.

Elizabeth J. Edwards
Associate Minister


