Love With Us

Well, here we are, standing on the cusp of Christn#st most of our homes, the tree is up, lit
and hung with ornaments accumulated over the yddosv many of those trees, | wonder, still
display ornaments featuring photos of small chitdnew grown to adulthood, or at least adult
height, or even ornaments made by those childneg dgo with Popsicle sticks and felt and
cotton balls? Presents have been purchased, ver@opleput under the tree or shipped to loved
ones in far away towns. The not-yet-grown childoeigrandchildren are out of school, on break
at last after a final week of frantic crammingteeking and reduced attention spans. The
teachers, I'm sure, are as relieved as their ptpifgave this bit of waiting over. In our
celebration of Advent, though, one last week oftingihas yet to play out, one last Advent
lesson is yet to be taught.

It is the Sunday of Love. In our Advent journeye thave celebrated the embodiment in Christ
Jesus and the story of his coming the four greatusa virtues: Hope, Peace, Joy, and the
greatest of these is Love. Our Scriptures teaaharsy things about Love. According to our

New Revised Standard Version, the Song of Soloreaadhes that: “love is strong as death,
passion fierce as the grave. Its flashes are ftaghfre, a raging flame.” That’s not a bad
rendering of the Hebrew poetry but Eugene Petessbiné Message, although a paraphrase, may
actually capture the sense as well as the stylajlitle better: “Love is invincible facing

danger and death. Passion laughs at the terrtrallof The fire of love stops at nothing— it
sweeps everything before it. Flood waters caotvdrlove, torrents of rain can't put it out.

Love can't be bought, love can't be sold— it'stadie found in the marketplace.” This great
teaching can be interpreted as either concernmdptre between a man and a woman or the love
between God and God’s people. The Gospel Accortdidghn records that Jesus had a teaching
about love that he himself lived out to the fullé§ireater love has no one than this: to lay down
one’s life for one’s friends.” And in the First @&ral Epistle of John, we find perhaps the
ultimate definition of love: “Whoever does not lodees not know God, for God is love.”

Although our passage from Matthew this morning newentions love, | believe it points us to
three great love stories. First is the love okpbsfor Mary, not a story often told, even at this
time of year. Second is the love of Jesus, bathi®friends and for his Heavenly Father and
how that love guided his ministry and life. Fiyalihere is the love of God for us, a love so
powerful that it resulted in the Incarnation, tlee that gave the ultimate fulfillment to the
prophecy of Isaiah: “the young woman is with ctalttl shall bear a son, and shall name him
Immanuel,” which means “God With Us.”

We really don’t have much information about Josiepine Bible. We know that he was of the
tribe of Judah and the house of David but beyoatidhr two sources, the Gospels of Matthew
and of Luke, don’t even agree on his family tréatthew tells us of four dreams that came to
Joseph: the one | read earlier, one that told bitake his wife and child and flee to Egypt, and
two others in which he was told to return to Isiaed then to the district of Galilee. In Luke’s
gospel, Joseph is a mute figure, only seen inioglship to Mary who does all the talking for
both of them. Legends from non-Biblical sourcdkug that Joseph was a good deal older than
Mary. This belief was occasioned in part by thet that the adult Jesus, who has many
interactions with his mother and his siblings, hase with Joseph and never even mentions him.
Partly, however, | think this part of the legendneafrom the sense that Mary should have
retained her virginity even after the birth of Jeand that this was more likely with a

M. Christopher Boyer 12/19/2010 1



Love With Us

superannuated spouse than with vigorous young hdsb@af the myth of the perpetual virginity
of Mary, | will say only that you have to do somefpy creative reading of the Scriptures to
claim that Jesus was not the eldest son of a nphmalthy First Century Galilean family.
Joseph is far more likely to have been within a years in age of his betrothed and to have
succumbed to a common illness or injury prior ® imajority of his most famous son. Or
should | say, “step-son.”

It is the peculiar relationship between Josephthadson of Mary that leads me to hold up
Joseph as an exemplar of love this morning. Meattiedls us that Mary and Joseph were
engaged, or betrothed, but that Mary was founcetwith child before they lived together.
Clearly, Joseph knew that the baby was not hiscoAting to Torah, an unmarried but betrothed
woman who had sex with a man who was not her fiaragas guilty of adultery as a married
woman who had strayed and therefore subject t@tstoned to death. We might think that as a
righteous man, as Matthew describes him, one whowed the Law, that Joseph would likely
have turned Mary over to the authorities for su¢ate. But Joseph’s sense of righteousness was
leavened with mercy and, | suspect, with love, beeanstead of calling down the force of the
law upon his apparently unfaithful betrothed, h&téad resolved to divorce her quietly. Once
divorced, he must have thought, she could have gwher lover and become that man’s wife
and lived, under a bit of a cloud, perhaps, bumaitely still a part of the community. Joseph
would rather see his intended bride become anatiaers wife than for her to suffer harm. Itis
the very opposite of the jealous attitude thatdiasn rise to such popular songs as The Beatles’
“Run for Your Life”: “I'd rather see you dead, ldtgirl, than to be with another man.”

But after his dream, Joseph takes an even morealaatit. By allowing the betrothal to stand,
he is all but admitting that he was the cause ofyMgregnancy and, by the standards of the
time, the one who bore the blame for the disregéfthe proprieties,” as Michaeleen Flynn puts
it in the movie, “The Quiet Man,” set in anothemloo-bound society several centuries later.
Now it is the “righteous” Joseph who is liable, tmstoning but to public ridicule. To the good
people of Nazareth, Joseph is either an impetumes Who disregards the traditions and
standards of his community, if he is the fathethef child, or he is a fool, besotted enough by
love to accept a tarnished bride and her bastahisasvn. He has taken Mary’s shame as his
own. The Gospel According to Mark records that rmees in Nazareth were long. When Jesus
returns to his hometown to preach, the people“tstyt this Mary’s son?” an insult in that day
implying that Jesus’ father was unknown. Tonguest have wagged in Nazareth and sly
nudges and winks must have been exchanged evexyltseph and his family walked down the
street for years after Jesus’ birth. But Joseptelg knowing all this would be the result, loved
Mary enough to pin his hopes on a dream, to makéaikeavife and to shelter her from shame.
Perhaps he was motivated not only by his love farywbut also by his knowledge of Scripture,
for we find time and time again in the words of grephets that God loves Israel like an ever-
forgiving spouse with an adulterous mate.

A man who loves a woman or a woman who loves aimaoch a manner is to be remembered.
Small towns can be casually cruel places and Jasstsurely have known the gossips’
interpretation of his birth. But he would also Baeen for himself, growing up, the love that
united Mary and Joseph. And he would have heard them their version of the strange events
that accompanied his entry into the world. Owrfd Dick Gibson encouraged us in Adult
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Sunday School to recall the stories we heard afaubwn origins. | remember pestering my
mom, who was around a lot more than my dad, foresg®f their meeting and courtship, of her
pregnancy with me and my birth. | suspect mostsofiave similar experiences. | know, for
example, that like Jesus’ cousin John, there was 6 my kindred that was called by this
name, Mark Christopher. | was named after a clarata romantic movie that my parents saw
during their courtship. Don’t you know that theyblesus had similar questions? “Mom, there
are three other boys in Nazareth named Yeshua gnah men. Why did you have to give me
a name like so many other guys?” “Because, s@mafigel told us to name you that. Don’t you
remember what your name means? Yahweh will savésnd that beautiful?” “Yeah, | guess
s0.” And so the boy grew up to become a man whigrgtood what it meant to love even when
love wasn't easy, to be kind and polite even teséheho sneered at him or his parents, to truly
believe that Yahweh would use him in some way te $he people.

It may seem far removed from the Christmas spirit the usual focus on mangers and
shepherds and stars and such but it is importambte that the end of Jesus’ earthly story is seen
at its beginning. Joseph’s willingness to saceifits good name for the sake of Mary and her
baby presages Jesus’ willingness to sacrifice bilife for the sake of others. In accepting the
name Yeshua, God will save us, for their son, Marg Joseph marked him to become the
instrument of that salvation. In Joseph’s loveNtary and, we can only guess, hers for him,
Jesus saw part of the power of love that would l@adto declare, “Greater love has no one than
this: to lay down one’s life for one’s friends.h the mysterious will of God, the baby who
caused so much trouble, the boy who astonishegrtésts, the young man who taught with
wisdom and authority beyond that which anyone leshsbecame the Lamb of Sacrifice for all
of Creation. Jesus took up this task willinglyet ragerly, as we know from his agony in
Gethsemane, but willingly. As we think of love this fourth Sunday of Advent, we cannot but
see Jesus, whose coming we await again, as thelomeeflected God'’s perfect self-giving love.

How can we say that one man, even one so spe@alawrue reflection of the greatest attribute
of God? Because part of what we prepare to cakebreChristmas is the miracle of the
incarnation, our faith that in Christ Jesus, Gadiytwvas with us — Emmanuel. The Gospel
According to John tells us that in Jesus, the Wibrel generative power of God, became flesh
and dwelt among us. In becoming one of us, “jusbh like one of us,” as the song said, God
shows God’s total investment in and love for thed@ion. In the Incarnation, the created world
is joined with its Creator, sanctified anew andrged with the grandeur of God. Itis God’'s
reiteration from the days of creation, when God s&wat God had made and said, “It is very
good.” This is part of our good news to the wottdit God, by stooping down to earth and
becoming one with the Creation, lifts Creation afisiodself, embracing us all in arms of love.

Our good news of love doesn’t stop there, thougke all know the familiar verse, “For God so
loved the world, that God gave God’s only begofen...” But in our understanding of God’s
triune nature, what is done by the Son is donénbyFather as well. God loves the world so
much, that God did not hesitate to become one ahdso experience death as we do so that all
Creation could be freed from the power of deatlod @ the ultimate love, the love that will lay
down life for the friend, the love that is strongfean death. As Emmanuel, God with us, God
stands so close to us that there is nothing thatameexperience that God has not experienced,
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nowhere we can go that God is not with us, no parcan suffer that God does not suffer right
along with us.

Because of this, we can dare to proclaim yet amqthe of the good news. Because of what
God in Christ has done, is doing, we are freedvte bnd serve one another and all those around
us without fear of consequences. If God be foassRaul wrote to the Romans, who can be
against us? We are freed, in this age of the hateom when God’s love is made visible, to live
as God would have us live and to love as God whaie us love. We can love and help our
neighbors without restraint, for so Jesus did anlis love we are all blessed, in his love we are
all saved, just as his name promised.

We stand at the cusp of Christmas. The tree, hitpresents are ready, the children wait
eagerly. All there is left to do is love.
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