
We've reached the third week in advent.  Two weeks ago we spoke about Expectancy specifically as it relates to advent, and what we can expect from this season and what we can expect – and not expect – from God.  Last week we spoke about the preparation related to advent, and about how to prepare for Christ's coming again.  This week as we continue our advent series, and as you've already heard, we'll be speaking about faith, specifically about the faith of Joseph in our Scripture reading today – Matthew 1:18-25.

Reading.


It’s a nice story, isn’t it?  Mary is found to be with child, and Joseph quickly resolves this by deciding to dismiss her quietly, but as soon as he decides to do this an angel jumps in, quickly explaining in a dream that the child is from the Holy Spirit and he should take Mary as his wife, and he does so.  Of course, they all live happily ever after, so to speak, and we have a simple, easy story to tell around Christmas time about the miraculous birth of Jesus Christ.  It almost seems a little too nice, just a bit too easy, doesn’t it?  This is one of those stories in the Bible that I find to be just a little too clean.


The Greek text tells a slightly different story than what we have in English.  The Greek verb used to explain that Joseph “resolved” to dismiss Mary quietly is actually better translated as “was considering.”  Of course, even this doesn’t convey the full gravity of the situation Joseph faced – as another translation of this word is that Joseph “agonized” over this decision (Anchor Bible Commentary).  That being said, even the Greek text is, in my opinion, lacking on certain details.  Even the Greek text presents things just a little too nicely.


You see, the story here is every bit as scandalous back then as it would be today, and perhaps more so.  Joseph and Mary were engaged to be married, not by their own decision but by their parents – this was something arranged for them which wasn’t meant to be so easily broken off.  The fact that Mary was pregnant before she was married and not by Joseph left her in a very vulnerable situation.  Even if it had been by Joseph’s baby, this would have been a bit shameful at that time, but acceptable.  But considering that it was not Joseph’s baby, Mary could very well have been stoned to death had Joseph not taken her as his wife.  Dismissing her quietly wasn’t just going to save her from public ridicule – it was going to save her life.  But that wouldn’t necessarily resolve things for Joseph, as it still left him without a wife and he would have been the proverbial talk of the town.  Of course, taking Mary as his wife at that point meant they would be the subject of the rumor mill as well.


But I wonder if any of that was even on Joseph’s mind, because the Bible leaves us without the story behind the story.  I wonder about Joseph’s reaction when Mary told him not only that she was pregnant, but that she was a virgin and was pregnant due to the intervention of the Holy Spirit.  How many arguments and shouting matches did they have about this?  How much emotional stress did both of them face in their dealings with one another as Joseph “agonized” over what to do?  Was Joseph at his wit’s end as he laid down that night, tossing and turning, to go to sleep?  Those are the kinds of details that really factor into the faith that we are called to in the season of advent.


The way these details factor into a story is nicely illustrated by a very interesting story I heard some time ago from one of my classmates.  It’s about an elderly woman in Nazi Germany.  She witnessed a Jewish man being beaten by SS officers, and rushed over to stop them from doing so.  Surprisingly enough, they stopped and went on their way.  Now, this story is inspiring enough on its own, but when one considers the things that factored into her decision – the story behind the story, so to speak – it becomes all the more a story of faith.  When the woman’s family heard about what she had done, they were immediately enraged at her actions.  How could she have acted in such a reckless manner?  She had put all their lives in danger, not just hers – you see, if the SS officers remembered who she was, they could easily have thrown not just her but her entire family in jail for “conspiring” against them.  She responded by saying that she had considered that, but that her faith would not allow her to sit idly by and not act while a fellow human being was mistreated.


The point here is that an advent faith – the faith that Joseph demonstrates, and the faith of the elderly woman in Nazi Germany – is not easy and isn’t done in a vacuum.  Faithful responses happen at the most trying times in our lives, at the moments when we’re tossing and turning in bed, agonizing over a decision.  The angel didn’t appear to Joseph before he had a chance to find out from Mary what had happened, and I’m sure, to argue with her about it.  It was only while he was agonizing over that difficult decision – when things had already gotten incredibly messy between him and Mary – that the angel appeared to him in his dream.


We know, of course, how Joseph responded to the amazing dream and vision from the angel in the midst of what had likely been the worst crisis he’d faced in his life up to that point.  Joseph rose up from his sleep to do as the angel had commanded.  But again, this seems just a little too quick and easy.  The Bible tells us how Joseph acted, doing as the angel told him to, but it doesn’t tell us how he felt about it.  Did he have doubts about whether or not the dream was true?  Did he think that this was just impossible, that it was just a dream and nothing more?  Did he stop to consider how his family would react to him taking this woman as his wife, who in their eyes had obviously committed adultery?  Did he think that, even if the dream was true and that she was actually carrying the Son of God, he couldn’t possibly handle this and would dismiss her anyway?


We aren’t told for sure, of course, but I would say that all those thoughts and more must surely have crossed Joseph’s mind.  For example, I still remember agonizing over my decision to enter seminary initially.  It was clearly where God was leading me, and yet, despite that, I had my doubts.  I had no idea how I would pay for it, I didn’t think there was any way God could really be calling me of all people.  It brought up the old excuses and doubts as well, which I’d had at other times in my life when God was calling me to something – maybe God isn’t really calling me to do this.  What will my friends and family think?  What if God’s presence just isn’t enough?  Of course, I ended up responding to those doubts by pushing them aside, pushing through, and going where I felt God’s call to be.  But, the faith we are called to in advent means pushing through those serious and very real doubts.


I still remember hearing about Mother Theresa’s doubts, and how much that shook some people, myself included.  Mother Theresa, for those who don’t know, wrote in letters about how she doubted God’s presence in her life.  Here was a woman who acted with great faith, yet said in her letters that she did not experience the presence of God.  These letters caused serious questions, not just for Roman Catholics, of what faith is and what it means to have faith.  But oftentimes having faith means living in those doubts, and pushing through them.  At the end of the day, Mother Teresa’s doubts did not stop her from acting in faith.  And so it was for Joseph – doubts or not, Joseph acted in faith upon hearing the message from God.


It’s easy to look at Joseph’s story of faith, whether one chooses to look at it as the “nice” story we see initially in the Bible or chooses to read between the lines and see the deeper realities, and determine that it doesn’t apply to us.  No matter what fights we have with our significant others, they aren’t pregnant with the Son of God, and we aren’t hearing angels in our dreams telling us that that’s the case – or vise versa.  However, to dismiss Joseph’s story as irrelevant because the situation isn’t exactly ours is to dismiss the faith we are called to in advent entirely.  We all have those places in our lives which leave us tossing and turning at night.  We all have those conflicts that we’re certain God cannot be present in simply because of how agonizing they are.  What the story of Joseph demonstrates – and one of the reasons it matters beyond simply telling us how Jesus Christ came into the world – is the kind of faith we are called to in those situations in our lives.  Faith isn’t easy in the best of circumstances.  But an advent faith occurs in the worst of circumstances – whether it’s in a shotgun wedding 2,000 years ago or in the places in our lives that leave us with the most doubts and leave us the most troubled.


This advent, don’t look to the “nice” stories of faith.  Don’t even look to Joseph’s troubled marriage and the manner in which God intervened there.  Rather, look to the potential places of faith wrapped up in a shroud of doubt.  The challenge of advent is for each of us simply to look to those most contentious areas of our lives, both personally and in the life of Morning Star, how God may be intervening and what God is calling us to in the midst of them, and then to push through and to respond in faith.  Christ may well be waiting to be birthed into those situations, and may simply need us to act in faith in order to do so!


Let us pray: God of Joseph and of Mary, you who brought your Son to us in a most improbable, desperate situation, help us push through our doubts this advent.  Send angels to our dreams, and messages to us in the midst of trouble, that we may act in faith in the messiest situations in our lives and may recognize you there.  In Jesus’ name we pray.  Amen.

