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Old Testament Lesson—Isaiah 9:2-7

The people who walked in darkness have seen a great light, those who lived in a land of deep
darkness—on them light has shined. You have multiplied the nation, you have increased its joy;
they rejoice before you as with joy at the harvest, as people exult when dividing plunder. For the
voke of their burden, and the bar across their shoulders, the rod of their oppressor, you have
broken as on the day of Midian. For all the boots of the tramping warriors and all the garments
rolled in blood shall be burned as fuel for the fire. For a child has been born for us, a son given
to us; authority rests upon his shoulders, and he is named Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God,
Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace. His authority shall grow continually, and there shall be
endless peace for the throne of David and his kingdom. He will establish and uphold it with
Justice and with righteousness from this time onward and forevermore. The zeal of the Lord of
hosts will do this.

New Testament Lesson—Matthew 1:18-25

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.

When you’re in professional ministry like myself and Dave, especially starting out,
people want to know about your “call story.” Lots of different committees ask you about how
you first felt God’s call and the path you followed to get where you are.

It’s often easier with the help of hindsight, of course, to see the signs and acknowledge
the doors God opened—easier to recognize how the Spirit was guiding you, preparing you,
showing you the way.

This is definitely the case for me. Looking back, I can easily trace those big steps and
milestones God helped me reach—those guideposts that pointed me in the right direction. And I
suspect something similar happens with all vocations—in all the ways God calls us to serve in
our daily lives. Right?

You probably couldn’t predict those passions God would later put inside your heart. You
may not have guessed early on that you were being called to something—that you were being
prepared and cultivated to be a nurse or a teacher or a police officer. But it often makes sense
when we look back, doesn’t it?



Even if it surprised us at the time, we can at least partially grasp how God was aligning
the stars for just that surprise, unexpected path.

As for me, whenever I talk about my “call story,” I have to mention that, for as long as I
can remember, people have felt strangely comfortable telling me all about their problems. In my
social circles, I was the one people trusted with their secrets when they wanted to unburden
themselves.

The best part of being a lifelong introvert has been I’ve gotten pretty good at listening to
people. In fact, I really enjoy it. I can honestly say I enjoy hearing you out, providing a
soundboard and, hopefully, a safe space.

I couldn’t appreciate it as much when I was younger—that trust you don’t even have to
earn but people give you anyway. I think it used to feel more like a weight—a responsibility I
didn’t ask for; but not anymore...

Nowadays, with a bit more perspective, wisdom, and spiritual maturity, I’'m incredibly
thankful for it. I recognize it for the privilege it is. I’'ve never claimed to give the best advice,
mind you, but I’'m always glad to be of counsel when I can.

Of course, even the best advice in the world, to do any good, has to be received, right? It
has to be heard and followed. And thankfully, Joseph does just that. But he didn’t have to.

He had all the power, after all—could’ve easily discarded Mary like damaged goods—
could’ve ruined her and her family—could’ve thrown the book at her and encouraged others to
gather their stones. But thankfully, he doesn’t do any of those things.

Instead, Matthew tells us several important things about Joseph. We’re told he’s a
“righteous” man. Now that same word we read as “righteous” can also be translated as “just.”
Joseph is a man of justice. And a just person doesn’t seek the worst punishment simply because
they can. True justice sees the humanity in everyone. God’s justice isn’t blind.

We’re also told he was “unwilling to expose Mary to public disgrace.” He certainly had
the right to do so—to air her dirty laundry, but no...Joseph is a man of mercy. He shows her
mercy, to be clear, before he’s visited by God’s angel.

And I believe, given these details, that he was also a humble person. Because a lesser
person would’ve craved vengeance. A lesser man (far too many in fact) would’ve allowed his
wounded masculinity to rule the day—would’ve demonstrated his manhood by putting her in her
place—Dby stripping his bride-to-be, his property of all her remaining dignity.

And yet, despite Matthew really trying to convince us Joseph’s such a great guy, he
won’t forgive her. He can’t forgive her because he doesn’t believe her. And therefore, he doesn’t
trust her. To be fair now, Mary’s is quite a story. But it is the truth. She bears the Truth.

But sadly, Mary’s truth—her story is rejected. It’s just too much for Joseph. A righteous
man he may be, but he cannot bear the Truth.

No, I’m afraid that doesn’t happen without a visit from the Almighty—a surprise visit to
remind Joseph who really has the power. It takes an angel to convince him of the truth and to
accept not only Mary and her story, but also a son he didn’t father.

But accept the truth he does...eventually...belatedly. Joseph listens to the counsel of
God’s messenger. And praise heaven he did! Lord knows how Scripture is filled with those who
ignore and outright disobey God’s commands.

And yet, Lord also knows how history is filled with countless women whose stories were
never believed by those in power. “Oh, she’s just being hysterical.” Lord knows how history
overflows with the stymied and squashed testimonies of vulnerable persons and oppressed
peoples.



And while we grieve this reality, we’ve got to do better at listening to the stories of the
powerless and the voices of those long-silenced. We should never dismiss someone’s experience
because it makes us feel uncomfortable. And we certainly should never dismiss the truth just
because it’s inconvenient, embarrassing, or makes us look bad.

The truth must be heard even if—especially if it disturbs a corrupt status quo or exposes
the injustice of so-called righteous persons—especially if it reveals the rot within powerful,
hyper-masculinized institutions like the Church.

Friends: this is exactly what the Holy Spirit does. Not only does the Spirit provide much-
needed counsel through God’s angels, prophets, and servants, but the Spirit also intervenes to
plead our case when we’re at our weakest.

You see: the Bible is littered with lots of courtroom metaphors and legal language. So
when we hear that name, Wonderful Counselor, we shouldn’t only think of someone offering us
guidance and direction, we’re also meant to think of someone eloquently and fiercely defending
us in a court of law—someone who speaks on our behalf to protect us from harm—to shield us
from the powers and principalities of the world—from those who refuse to believe us and
acknowledge our truth.

This “Counselor” protects us from the shame society thinks we deserve—like the shame
of a young girl getting pregnant before marriage—or the shame of false accusations.

You know: Surely at some point in his life, Jesus’ parents would’ve told him this story.
Don’t you think? They would’ve told him about his mother’s miraculous pregnancy and the
scandal it almost caused—how it almost broke up their engagement and ruined Mary’s
reputation.

And so it makes sense that Mary’s son would grow up to be a bold defender of women—
who would acknowledge women and listen to them—who wouldn’t see them as property or
dowries or wombs, but as strong and dedicated partners in ministry—as change agents to
transform society.

I can imagine Jesus seeing his own desperate and disbelieved mother in the eyes of every
ignored woman—in the eyes of every terrified young girl—in the face of every person the world
had stamped as worthless or “less-than.

It’s why Christ would, one day, publicly embarrass a group of callous men who were
trying to shame a woman caught in the act of adultery. “Put down those stones, you hypocrites.
And while you’re at it, take those giant trees out of your eyes.”

Siblings in Christ, here’s the good news...You, too, can be of counsel to someone in
need. We can be wonderful counselors for someone who, like everyone in this room, has done
nothing to earn God’s love but has, nevertheless, been gifted with oceans of grace. We’ve all
received that free gift—a gift that once filled up a manger and, three decades later, took the
shape of a cross and even an empty tomb.

You don’t need a legal degree. You don’t have to be a professional therapist. You need
only the will to show someone mercy. Or, as the prophet says, you just have to “love mercy.”
Doing justice—acting justly on behalf of the powerless—treating the most vulnerable with
dignity—that’s what truly matters.

Having the humility to realize that could easily one day be you or someone you care
about—that desperate person in dire straits—the one ostracized by society might be someone
you love—well...that humility breeds empathy and compassion.

It produces a world pregnant with peace—a globe gleaming with goodwill toward
everyone made in God’s image.



So throughout this Advent season, my prayer and my hope is that you and [—that we see
everyone as worthy of God’s attention—worthy of an angel’s intervention.

It’s the spirit of this season and every season to notice our neighbor in need and take
action—to know they are loved, that God is near. Don’t dismiss them. Don’t send them away—
don’t sweep them under the rug—out of sight, out of mind...

You see: Too often we’re so tempted to blame people for their own misfortune. We look
down on those in bad circumstances. We think “Well, they should’ve made better choices. They
shouldn’t have been friends with those people. She should’ve spoken up sooner. He should’ve
used protection.”

Don’t be part of the chorus of condemnation.

Don’t do that. Don’t pretend that person isn’t looking at you with the eyes of Christ.
Don’t pretend they aren’t desperately hoping someone will finally treat them like a human being.
Don’t do that. Instead, show mercy. Act with love like the angel you could be to that person.

Cradle that kind of love. Nurse it every day.

At least, that’s my counsel this morning. I happen to think it’s pretty good advice, too.

Amen.



