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Matthew 1:18-25

18 Now the birth of Jesus the Messiah!?l took place in this way. When his mother Mary had been engaged to Joseph, but
before they lived together, she was found to be pregnant from the Holy Spirit. ' Her husband Joseph, being a righteous
man and unwilling to expose her to public disgrace, planned to divorce her quietly. 2 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.” 22 All this took place to fulfill what had been spoken by the Lord through the prophet:

B “Look, the virgin shall become pregnant and give birth to a son, and they shall name him “Emmanuel,” which means,
“God is with us.” 2 When Joseph awoke from sleep, he did as the angel of the Lord commanded him; he took her as his
wife 2 but had no marital relations with her until she had given birth to a son,/?l and he named him Jesus.

In 1524, William Tyndale, for the first time in history, translated the New Testamant into the English language.
In trying to explain the foundation of this unique story about a unique person who transformed the world, Tyndale had
to define not only why this story was good news, but what kind of impact such good news would have on those who
heard it for first time in their own vernacular and tongue. Here is how he defined it: ‘Euangelion (what we call the gospel)
is a Greek word and signifieth good, merry, glad and joyful tidings, that maketh a [person’s] heart glad and maketh him
sing, dance, and leap for joy.” In other words, the knee-jerk reaction to this story, this story of Mary and Joseph, this story
of a child born on the edge of the world who becomes at the center of it, this story of God entering our humanity and
enriching it, the immediate reaction among those who hear it is a borderline irrational explosion of joy and song and
merry making.

Do not fear, the angels tell Joseph, Do not fear, the angels tell Mary, do not fear, the angels tell the shepherds, for
behold, T bring you good news of great joy, news that will make your life merry and glad and cause you to sing, dance, and
leap for joy. It will be news that holds you up in the midst of the worst life throws at you and it will give meaning and joy
to all the other moments. This news is not discriminatory...it changes the lives of everyone it encounters, rich and poor,
grubby shepherds working the graveyard shift, magi and philosophers from another culture and people, a young peasant
couple with no big plans for their lives. But to a person it is news that ignites dreams (Joseph) and causes its recipients to
burst into song (Mary) and news that forms a community wherever it spreads.

At the heart of this story is not a list of rules or stack of beliefs or a code of correct moral behaviors, at the heart of
this story is not a God of fear, not a God of hate or a God of war (though I heard Franklin Graham say as much as recently

as two days ago); at the heart of this story is a God who chooses only to be a God who exalts humanity, a God who

chooses to embrace this world by humbling his own deity and becoming one of us, a God who becomes a commoner, a
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peasant born to a small town carpenter tradesman and his bride, a God who is unafraid to put the whole enterprise in a
vulnerable little baby held in the arms of a young mom. A God who knows what hunger feels like, a God who knows
what unfairness feels like, a God who knows what worry and fear and anxiety feel like, and a God who knows what it is
like to come into the world helpless, vulnerable, and dependent upon others. I remember finding out after we had decided
to quit our jobs and pack up our belongings and move to another country that we were pregnant with our third child and
I can tell you my initial response was not one of merry, glad and joyful tidings, that maketh a [person’s] heart glad and
maketh him sing, dance, and leap for joy, and I was probably a lot better prepared than this couple. I was scared;
uncertain about the future; not confident that this enterprise would still work out. But part of the beauty and
eccentricity and wonder if this story is that we see in Joseph and in Mary that the proper response to this God who
comes to exalt and transform humanity is to dream like Joseph and to sing our hearts out like Mary. Not to hold back.

While the development of the Christmas ‘carol’ is complex and obscure historians tell us, ‘its origins have been
variously linked to the liturgical and vernacular song traditions, of medieval culture, and ‘carols most often celebrated
Mary, the Incarnation, or the saints of Christmas, and Christmas was the season when many carols, even those not about
Christmas were sung.! But I also share with you this entry, in 1885, from the McCook Tribune, in McCook, Nebraska. It
reads: ‘from the time when angels inaugurated the custom, hovering over the stall-cradle of the infant Jesus, carols and
songs have ever been the favorite music at the festal season of Christmas, and antiquarians with all their researches have
not been able to fix a date at which the popular idea of celebrating the Nativity was not carried out by singing and
merrymaking.? From the very beginning, the coming of Christ into the world sets our dreams ablaze and causes us to
sing, celebrating God’s humble entry into our world and our own exalted humanity.

May it do so again this Christmas.

! The Oxford Handbook of Christmas, 318.
2 The Oxford Handbook of Christmas, 311.



