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Isaiah 7: 10-14

Psalm 24: 1-6

Romans 1: 1-7

Matthew 1: 18-24


Today is the fourth Sunday of Advent in the Year of Grace 2017. We are waiting for the coming of the Messiah. Our country and our world are in a tenuous and scary place. There is war. There is terrorism, and there are countless refugees. There is unrest caused by a sense of economic scarcity, and insecurities of all sorts. People the world over are hunkering down and fiercely defining who is us and who is them. We are surrounded by much trouble and pain. We struggle, knowing we need a breath of fresh air.
And so, let us turn to the Word of God.  I would venture to say that today’s readings offer us at the very least a fresh look at the many ways God is revealed to us – often at unexpected – even troubled times and in unexpected persons, situations and places. Today’s scripture offerings show us that God uses what appears to be insignificant to reveal what is not only significant, but transcendent. 
Our reading from the prophet Isaiah tells us that King Ahaz, like so many who wield power, responds to threats to the nation with hubris, refusing to listen to God who seeks to speak to him. Ahaz puts God off with false piety, in order to avoid entering into relationship with God when doing his “decision-making thing.” The prophet Isaiah intervenes and announces that nonetheless God will send a sign. God will be involved in the fate of Israel, bidden or unbidden by the king!....because, as Psalm 24 tells us, everything belongs to God, and those who are pure of heart understand this and will “seek God’s face” – will seek that relationship with God that is their true security.
Matthew’s gospel account of how Jesus came to be conceived and born is a stellar example of how God uses the ordinary, the banal, the on-the-edge realities of what makes up the lives of people  - in order to infuse our world with the power of divine presence in our midst.
What strikes me so much about this gospel passage is Joseph’s dilemma on account of Mary’s pregnancy. It is clear that he is a good man who lives his life in relationship with God. At first, his reason and his compassion lead him to plan to seek to avoid exposing Mary to punishment, but also to follow the Law of Moses by not going through with the marriage. 

Whereas in Isaiah, Ahaz is merely told about the extraordinary sign by which God would redeem the people, in Matthew, the sign comes as a lucid dream of instruction to joseph, who had not asked for or been prepared for one. Many prophets in Israel’s history had received their oracles during dreams. Joseph in the Book of Exodus is the prince of dreams, being excoriated by his brothers as “that dreamer,” but also interpreting signs for Pharoah that helped save the people from famine. Indeed, dreams and prophecy were often intertwined; it was impossible to do the work of a prophet without doing dream work. When a dream is particularly intense, it becomes a vision!
So, with Joseph, Mary’s betrothed, his first inclination on how to handle the situation was overcome because God intervened in a dream. In the dream, God exhorted Joseph to act – not out of fear – but rather to trust God, and the power of God’s Holy Spirit. The message - this Child is God’s own, no matter what it seems, and Joseph’s mission is to be his father and mentor and protector. Jesus, (the one whose name means …the one who saves), is God’s Incarnation – God’s breaking through and physically entering the world. Joseph hears; he gets it. He decides to trust God, and he goes forward with the marriage.


This is not a virgin story.This is a vision story. Joseph is a righteous man who trusts relationship rather than rules. And that begs the question: where do we find ourselves as we seek to make sense of our present reality? Consider even in our post-modern world the power of dreams as the place where we find hope. Dreams often move and inspire us even when reason, great human potential and scientific truth cannot. We feel the urgent need to feed our souls with hope based in the power of God to break through - using us! Amidst the deterioration of our institutions, we must continue to yearn for and seek new ways of seeing, of trusting, of coping with problems that seem insurmountable. Is it possible that this is a moment when we can hear God bes? – a moment when we are most vulnerable? Is this the moment when we can open our hearts? A real question to be reckoned with.
So it is with Joseph – confused and scared and wanting to do the right thing. In scripture, dreams always represent the intrusion of God into a settled world of status quo – an unbidden communication in the dark of the night -  a communication that generates a restless uneasiness with the way things are until the vision and the dream come to fruition. In this story, Joseph awakes from his dream and embraces the savior of the world. He is the link to a promise that is about to be fulfilled. And thus, the story of God’s goodness and grace is written on one more human heart. Joseph’s righteousness is based on love, not law. It has to do with trusting intuition and imagination – being in right relationship with the dreams of God.  Joseph becomes faithful not to the conventions of the world, but to the heart of the Holy One. Joseph shows us how to welcome Incarnation – the radical intrusion of a flesh and blood God into the dreariness of our human condition – the full embodiment of God’s dream of shalom and compassion, and justice, and grace, and wholeness and abundance. He shows us how to name our dream – to name our dream Jesus – God-with Us – a dream even more vivid in the sunshine than it is in the dark!
Yes, the coming of the Messiah represents Breakthrough. Ordinary humans become vessels of the divine. Salvation – the well being and health of the people - becomes possible because God-with-Us is about to become one of us, one among the poor and marginalized of the world – confirming not only who God is, but also who we are. Jesus is God’s Anointed One. We are, by extension, an anointed people, called to abide and to echo the dream of Emmanuel’s coming, knowing that our only true security is in our relationship with our God-with-Us.
