December 19, 2010					Matthew 1:18-25

He sat bolt upright.  His face was flushed, his heart was racing.  He had that momentary disorientation we all have experienced when we awake from a vivid dream:  Is this real or am I still dreaming?  The cool night air on his sweat soaked skin assured him he was now awake.

He shivered.  The dream was so realistic.  More so than any other he had experienced.  More so than any dream you or I have had.

He and Mary were the talk of the town, he was sure.  Mary was bearing a child that was not his; could not be his.  People would wonder, though, if it was.  It didn’t really matter who the father was.  Mary was pregnant and that was scandalous.

He knew his friends were already snickering behind his back about Mary’s betrayal.  But he also knew that when he took Mary publically before the synagogue, that snickering would stop.  For then, he would be doing what a faithful Jew does in those situations.  Yes, Mary would be publically humiliated, shunned and probably forced to leave the town.  But he would be judged righteous.  That’s what a Hebrew man does.

His conscience bothered him, however.  Even though it was a contractual betrothal, he really liked Mary; perhaps even loved Mary.  No, he could not abide her betrayal, but he could divorce her quietly and give her and the child a chance in another town.  Now he would endure some criticism of his own for not taking Mary before the synagogue, but he would endure that so that she could have a chance.  A slim chance, but a chance.

Wasn’t that a very decent of him?  But this dream challenged him to be even more compassionate to Mary.  It was so real.  “Do not be afraid,” said the angel.  “Take Mary for your wife.  Don’t even think about what the town is going to say about you.  And then, eight days after Mary gives birth, take the baby boy to the synagogue and present him as your own.”
Right, what did that angel know?  If the town was already talking because he did not publically shame Mary in the synagogue as was expected, what do you think they will be saying when he finally shows up in the synagogue and names the child as his own?  The crowd that day might stop talking about him because they would be too busy pointing at him and laughing.

No, his plan was compassion enough.  But the angel was so real.  It was more than just a dream.  It was God speaking to him through an angel.  “Do not be afraid.  Take Mary as your wife.  Name the child Jesus.  Claim him as your son.”  Yes, it was more than just a dream.

Joseph did as the angel commanded.  He said yes, just as we saw Mary answer last week.

Their lives would not be easy.  Joseph would have two more such dreams, each causing a sudden relocation for his family.  “Do not be afraid,” was the only reassurance either Joseph or Mary had from the angel.  Do not be afraid:  easier said than done when your world is turned upside down.

Their world was turned upside down.  That is the message of Matthew’s nativity story.  And this is my prayer for you: may your world be rocked by the intrusive presence of God, for only then can you appreciate the peace that follows.

Amen.
