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We have been journeying towards Christmas for weeks now. This holy season that we call Advent is a 
season with a purpose. The purpose of Advent is to prepare us. We are in a season of preparation, 
much like the world around us. Rather than look for deals on gifts the weekend after Thanksgiving, we 
looked for God’s Presence in the world as we sought hope rather than discounts. Instead of seeking 
solace in the halls of power in Washington or Albany, we looked for the voice of John calling at the 
edge of the wilderness as the season went on. Last week we sought for God’s joy even in the midst of 
a world that is often chaotic. 
 
Indeed, this season has been a lot like the year it falls within. Just like 2020, we have continued to meet 
from afar even as people have had their holiday plans dashed, their dreams of travel challenged or 
discarded, and even as we wonder what Christmas will look like in the week to come. Whether we are 
an aged disciple of Christ wishing we could be with the people we love or the students and teachers 
who miss the normalcy of classroom bells and school lunches.  
 
As a result, it may be strange to look at the title of today’s sermon. You may be thinking: “Pastor Rob, 
hasn’t this year been challenge enough? Why? We’re starting to get that you’re a bit of an idealist, but 
why do we have to talk about challenges?”  
 
The answer to that question is fairly simple in my own mind. We look at the challenges of scripture 
because they help us to be better people. When scripture challenges us we have the opportunity to 
grow as people. Friends, I do not know about you, but 2020 has pushed me beyond my breaking point 
a few times. The fact of the matter is that I would not be here today if I had not been given strength, 
wisdom, courage, and hope by the scriptures. Many of us are here today because of the strength our 
faith has given us, the courage our belief has given us, and the wisdom that we have learned from a 
lifetime of faith. Entering into the scriptures is one way that we grow our faith. 
 
This week, Christ enters into the world. Yes, Christ has been in the world the whole time. Yes, this 
celebration of Christmas is a tool by which the church retells an ancient story that may or may not have 
taken place in the winter. Yes, Christmas was not labeled specifically December 25th in any of the 
gospels, but this is the date where we celebrate the entrance of Christ into the world. Our faith teaches 
us that there was a moment when Christ came into the world and took that first gasp of air through the 
lungs grown in a womb. This week is a week of celebration. 
 
Many of us would like to pause the story at that point. There is something beautiful and serene that 
comes in the image of Christ asleep in a manger. The shepherds may have smelled like sheep, but 
they have rustic charm, so we’d like to pause there. The three travelers come with gold but also with 
perfume including burial spices. Their gifts are wondrous if also a bit gloomy, but their story is 
enchanting and heroic, so they can stay too. For some of us, there’s even room to squeeze in a 
drummer boy that isn’t even a part of the scriptural stories. The scene is beautiful, but let’s not forget 
that the story is one that comes with challenges. 
 
In the letter of 1 Peter, Jesus’ position in the world is laid out clearly in the second chapter. The letter 
says the following in the second chapter, verses 4 through 8: 



 
Come to him, a living stone, though rejected by mortals yet chosen and precious in God’s sight, 
and like living stones, let yourselves be built into a spiritual house, to be a holy priesthood, to 
offer spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ. For it stands in scripture: 
 
“See, I am laying in Zion a stone, a cornerstone chosen and precious; and whoever believes in 
him will not be put to shame.” 
 
To you then who believe, he is precious; but for those who do not believe, “The stone that the 
builders rejected has become the very head of the corner,” and “A stone that makes them 
stumble, and a rock that makes them fall.” They stumble because they disobey the word, as 
they were destined to do. 

 
This Christ, whom we revere and adore at Christmas is precious to us. For those of us who believe, this 
Christ represents the very things we need. Christ is the promise of hope and the fulfillment of promise. 
Christ brings joy into the world and peace into our hearts. When the letter says that Christ is the 
cornerstone of our faith, we are not referring to a modern cornerstone that is akin to a memorial plaque. 
The cornerstone is the very stone that our faith relies on for strength, solidity, and to keep the whole 
system in order. 
 
We members of the church believe in Jesus Christ, but let us be clear when we say that Christ has 
been and continues to be a stumbling block for many. 1 Peter tells us that our Cornerstone is a 
stumbling block to many and the reason why many stumble. It can be difficult to imagine that this child 
who comes in a way that many of us imagine as the very image of peace will be a stumbling block for 
many, but it is true. 
 
Jesus’ life and mission will challenge many. Jesus’ life and teaching will challenge the rich to consider 
how they relate to the poor and teach the disinherited and dejected that their choices matter. Jesus will 
call fishermen to follow Him and instead of just catching fish while minding their own business they will 
grow into community leaders. Jesus will call tax collectors to leave their way of life and those tax 
collectors will have to make things right with their neighbors. Jesus’ ministry will challenge everyone. 
For some, Christ will become the Cornerstone of their faith. For others, Christ will challenge them and 
they will end up sprawling on the ground. 
 
Indeed, as the title of our sermon points to today, even the parents of Christ are brought to a place of 
challenge. Mary and Joseph are the very first challenged by this newborn Savior. 
 
For Joseph, the challenge begins before Christ’s birth. Joseph was a man who was preparing to marry 
a young woman named Mary. In the culture of that time, there was a period between when a woman 
and a man became engaged and when they could consummate their marriage. To put it mildly, ancient 
Jewish purity laws were very strict when it came to questions of sexuality outside of marriage. We could 
talk for hours about how Joseph’s culture’s religious laws were not equally enforced in what we would 
consider a fair manner. Women who were unfaithful outside of marriage were often treated far worse 
than men.1  

1 Leviticus 20 has multiple laws against sexual impropriety which required capital punishment, but there is often 
precedent for males throughout scripture (including King David) having sexual relations outside of marriage 
without risking capital punishment. The laws as written were rarely enforced equally across genders. 



 
When Mary becomes pregnant, the obvious assumption would have been that Mary had been unfaithful 
to her betrothed husband Joseph. Joseph, who would have been very aware that he had not 
impregnated Mary, could have chosen to have Mary punished by publicly making a big deal out of the 
pregnancy. There is precedent within the gospels of women being caught in extramarital affairs being 
threatened with the act of stoning, presumably because stoning was not uncommon. Distancing oneself 
from a wife who had been unfaithful was not only expected of most men whose spouses seemed 
unfaithful, but likely encouraged. 
 
Joseph decided to buck tradition and break off the engagement quietly. This would not have 
guaranteed Mary’s safety as Mary could still be accused of infidelity. The action might even make 
Joseph look like a weak person who had let Mary walk over his dignity and manhood. Despite the fact 
that Joseph’s easier choice would have been to publicly distance himself from Mary, Joseph decided to 
do things quietly despite the risks.  
 
In this moment, Joseph is approached within a dream. God says to him: “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.”  
 
Joseph was given a great deal of information and the challenge is before him. If Joseph trusted his 
dream and acted accordingly, he would face challenges from friends, neighbors, and family for 
accepting a pregnant Mary as his wife. Would the people Joseph cared about believe this dream? 
What’s more, would they believe Joseph when he had another dream and fled to Egypt? Would those 
who remembered Joseph’s story forgive him for leaving them and their families to suffer when King 
Herod’s wrath sweeps the area and harms the region’s children?2  
 
For Joseph, believing in the dream would end up with Joseph having a difficult path to follow. Christ 
came into the world and was going to save the people. Joseph chose to believe even as it led him to 
flee the country, flee from family, and leave behind all he had known. For Joseph, the first Christmas 
was as much a test of his faith as it was a test of patience: let’s not pretend for a moment that either 
Mary or Joseph enjoyed a long trip to Bethlehem when Mary was that pregnant. Things certainly 
weren’t made easier when they couldn’t even find a room… For Joseph, the first Christmas was a test 
of who he was in this life. 
 
For Mary, Christ’s coming into the world is just as challenging. A teenager was confronted by an angel 
that brings upsetting news: she would bear a child. We have already covered the fact that Mary had not 
yet cemented her marriage with Joseph in a conjugal sense. Mary’s pregnancy was a societal risk: we’ll 
consider that covered. 
 
What’s further challenging is the reality of what was going to happen to Mary. Mary was going to have a 
child. Certainly any woman in that culture might expect to have a child in a time before birth control, but 
Mary is effectively being told that she will have a child. 
 
One of the things I enjoy about being a part of a clergy couple is the simple reality that my wife often 
works through the same scriptures I do and often has a different point of view. My wife Kayti was 

2 Matthew 2:13-16 



working through these same scriptures and pointed out something that I had never noticed. Perhaps I 
am blind to this reality as I am a man, but I had never noticed that Mary is never given a choice. Mary is 
told that she will have a child, Mary is told that she’ll have a child despite being a virgin after the Holy 
Spirit overshadows her, and Mary’s path is decided. Until my wife pointed it out, I never noticed that 
Mary was never asked for consent. 
 
What’s amazing about Mary’s situation is that Mary does more than simply bow to what is expected of 
her. Mary gives consent without being asked: Mary owns the pregnancy. What’s more, when talking 
with her cousin Elizabeth, Mary not only accepts the role but seems to embrace it fully. For all of the 
ways that history has painted Mary is meek and mild, it should be noted that Mary’s story in the gospels 
is still a role that is bold, powerful, and authoritative even after centuries of cultural traditions that have 
downplayed the role of women in the church. When Mary is challenged, Mary steps up to the plate with 
strength and dignity. Indeed, Mary goes beyond accepting a role to thriving in the role. 
 
In truth, Joseph and Mary were both challenged by the presence of Christ in their life. While Jesus will 
challenge many people with his life, these two faithful individuals were the very first to face the 
challenge that will come with Christ’s life. They faced the challenge and it is fair to say they both began 
journeys that would be blessed by Christ’s presence and power in their lives. 
 
Today, we are also challenged by Christ. Christ came into the world that first Christmas, is coming into 
the world in our practice this week, and will come into our world again. We all have moments in our life 
where we will come across Christ on the journey of life. Jesus will be right in the center of the path. The 
question we must ask ourselves is whether we are prepared to meet Christ as a stumbling block or as 
the foundation of what comes next. 
 
Like Mary and Joseph, we each have an opportunity to choose how we will react to Christ. For some of 
us, the challenges will be vast. Following Christ may mean that we have to look at some of the 
fundamental ways we treat other people, make a living, or even treat ourselves. I will not say that a 
Christian life is incompatible with any particular kind of life, but there are certainly difficult questions that 
might need to be asked. It is difficult to reconcile Christianity with dealing drugs, committing murder, 
and a host of other behaviors that do not sit well with the commandment to love our neighbor. For many 
of us, it would be challenging to live a faithful life while engaging in such behaviors. There are other 
areas that are a bit more gray and less black and white where we may need to spend significant time in 
prayer. Following Christ may mean leaving behind a part of our lives or else risk stumbling over that 
challenge. 
 
Likewise, I want you all to realize that there is opportunity in the challenge. Would we be speaking of 
Mary or would she consider herself so blessed if she had hidden away after the angel’s message? 
Probably not. Mary only became truly Mary by embracing her challenges. Likewise, would we be 
speaking of Joseph if he had rolled over and decided that it was all a dream? Being faithful changed 
their stories. In the same way, our choice to be faithful may open more doors than it closes.  
 
In a moment we are going to move forward, but first I want to extend an invitation to you before our 
prayer... 
 
I want to take a moment to ask you to come to church next Sunday. I normally take the Sunday after 
Christmas off or suggest a hymn sing filled with Christmas carols, but I want to take advantage of this 



strange year to do something I have never done before: I want to read you a story about the very idea 
that Jesus’ presence in our lives is a challenge and an opportunity. I want to read the story in its entirety 
as it is an incredibly powerful story that has helped me to understand Christ’s teachings and way of life 
more clearly.  
 
Let us pray... 


