21st December 2008
“Who’s face will I see?”
Reading: Matthew 1:18-24

It’s the week before Christmas and no doubt you have great plans about how you’re going to celebrate it.  But almost inevitably along with the lights and Jingle Bells, the Christmas bugs have made an appearance, just in time to spoil the party!  As someone said to me this week, ‘tis the season to be poorly.  There’s a nasty cough going round, and a sickness thing, and my husband has got full blown flu – really!  And I’ve had another festive symptom which you could call Christmas insomnia – sleepless nights worrying about all the things I know Christmas isn’t really about anyway, but I want things to be perfect, so I’ve got to plan.  So I’m lying awake with lists in my head – endless lists of things to do and things to buy, and wondering where everyone is going to sleep, and so on.  Or at least that’s what I was doing until Fred got flu, because now nobody’s coming to stay anyway!  So my plans have gone out of the window.  However, I did still have a sermon to write for today, and interestingly that too is about a sleepless night.
Or at least I think that’s what it must have been for Joseph, a sleepless night.  Our bible reading tells us that he had found out that the woman he was engaged to was going to have a baby, and had decided to break his engagement, when an angel of the Lord came to him in a dream.  Put simply like that it makes it sound as if he’d made his decision quickly and was sleeping peacefully when the angel interrupted, but it’s much more likely that he was tossing and turning and asking himself all sorts of questions. He’d had a plan, a normal plan, lots of people do it, but important to him.  He was going to marry Mary, beautiful, young, kind, Mary, the perfect bride, the one who suits him very well – reading between the lines we might say the one he loves.  And now she’s with child.  How has this happened?    What’s to be done…?
I think that Joseph will have really struggled with his dilemma, and not slept easily.  And it’s a dilemma that then takes on a whole new dimension once the angel has spoken.  “Take Mary home as your wife.  The baby Mary is carrying is conceived from the Holy Spirit.  She will have a son, and you will name him Jesus, because he will save his people from their sins.”  So now plan B has gone as well, and the future the angel is suggesting is not at all what Joseph had considered.  But this is God’s plan and this one is going to happen, it’s already in action.  You notice the angel doesn’t ask Joseph what he thinks.  Mary is with child already.  Joseph must now choose whether to be part of it or not.
Graham Kendrick is a name that some of you will know as a songwriter, in fact you might say he’s the father of the modern worship song who has given us such classics as Shine Jesus Shine, and the Servant King, and he’s still writing.  An album he released last year was all new Christmas songs, and there is one on it that I think portrays Joseph’s dilemma very vividly – and we’re going to hear it later.  The words of it are almost all questions.  What’s to be done about Mary?  What are people going to say?  Can I trust her when she says please believe me? What’s to be done about the baby?  And then one line really struck me, in the midst of all the other questions Joseph is asking himself he says, “When he grows up whose face will I see, looking back at me?”  Suddenly this story took on a new impact. Perhaps it’s obvious to you, but I’ve always thought about this part of the Christmas story as ‘will Joseph stand by his woman?’ whereas I now realised it’s also very much about will he take on this child, will he embrace him as his own.  What will he look like?  What will he be like?  And can Joseph cope with being his father on earth? Can Joseph rise to the challenge of having Christ in his life?  Can we? 
The interesting thing is that whilst Joseph may not be Jesus’s biological father, in this passage alone I think he shows a number of Christ-like qualities.  First of all there is his mercy and compassion, shown here principally towards Mary, even before the angel’s visit.  If you read this story in the NIV translation it says he had in mind to divorce her quietly, and divorce seems a strange word to use to break off an engagement, but a Jewish betrothal was much more binding than we would think of an engagement being, and the only way out of it was legally.  In fact Joseph could have done that publicly, had his day in court, and that would have had two advantages for him.  Firstly if he had paid any bride money, any dowry, he could have claimed that back.  And secondly he could have proclaimed his own innocence, that it’s not his fault, this baby was not his.  So when he says he’s going to divorce her quietly, Joseph shows us that he was concerned about Mary, more concerned to keep what remained of her honour than to increase his own.  He wants to do the right thing, but he also wants to be merciful, and protective.
And he was obedient, and open to God.  We know that he did do what the angel had told him to do, in spite of any fears he may have had.  And that required bravery.  Not just to face the scoffers and risk his reputation, but also to take on God’s commission.  God chose Joseph not just because he would tolerate Mary’s condition and stand by her, but because in the end he would embrace his own role as father, he would embrace Jesus Christ in his life, no matter what challenges that presented, no matter what he looked like.
So there’s a challenge for us here too, if we have made that choice as well to make Christ part of our lives.  A call to us to discover those Christlike qualities in ourselves.  Compassion and mercy, obedience, bravery, and others besides – they’re all worth working at.  But there’s something else that needs working at too, a challenge to see Christ in others.  “Whose face will I see looking back at me?” wonders Joseph.  Now if you were to put a face to Christ, whose face would you see?  Think of the people around you, the people out there in the world.  Do you see Christ in others?  Perhaps the honest answer is only selectively, perhaps in some lovely people, perhaps in some needy people, but mainly the ones that fit our neat definition of needy, and perhaps definitely not in some others, people who drive us mad, or are in a mess, people to be honest that we recoil from, or cross the road to avoid.  Do we see Christ in the woman standing on the street corner shouting obscenities, because she has Tourette’s syndrome?  Do we see Christ in the smelly tramp at the bus station?  Do we see Christ in the menacing teenager for whom the gang has become the family he never knew? More personally, do we see Christ in the most maddening person we know?  And perhaps that should be the most maddening people we know!  These are all a part of the face of humankind.  And Jesus himself tells us, whatever you do for the least of one of these, you are doing for me.  And yet sometimes we hold back, give up, walk away.
To give you an image to work with, we had our Stepping Stones Christmas party here in church this week, and it was a jolly occasion with lots of very young children – and perhaps you’re already feeling very glad you weren’t there!  After the meal they were running around, letting off steam, and there was one little girl, only just walking, who spent ages running to and fro between her Mum and me, with a broad smile, and her little arms held up to be swept up in a cuddle each time.  That sounds delightful doesn’t it?  Except clutched in her hand where it had been for the last half hour was the remains of a chocolate finger!  So here is a messy child running towards me, hands held out, expecting me to catch her.  What do you do?  Katharine who was standing at the door saying goodbyes had a similar experience, lots of messy sticky children with runny noses (it’s that season!) wanting to give her a Christmas kiss.  What’s to be done? Do you recoil from the mess, or respond to the need, accepting that you’re going to get messy too?
We want a nice tidy world, just as I want a nice tidy house at Christmas.  To achieve that it’s tempting to hide all the rubbish and clutter away in cupboards, under the stairs etc, and pretend it’s not there, pretend I have the perfect house.  Perhaps we think the same about some of the people who are cluttering up this world.  Perhaps we think the world would be a much better place without them. But that’s not what saving the world means, and if we could see Christ in them perhaps we wouldn’t walk away. 
And so back to Joseph’s sleepless night, and the mess that his plans had become. But in the midst of it all he heard God speak to him and he made his move.  He joined in God’s plan even though it would lead him into even more disruption and uncertainty – a donkey ride to Bethlehem, even flight into Egypt.  And the child grew up, and became strong and full of wisdom, the bible tells us, by the grace of God, of course, but also a job well done by Mary and Joseph.   And the adult Jesus showed himself to the world as compassionate, merciful, obedient, and brave – not afraid to risk his reputation, and not shirking a messy end to save us from our sins.  And he is still with us, as he himself says at the end of Matthew’s gospel, surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age.  It was, is and continues to be God’s intent that Christ will save the world – all of it.  If we don’t join in it’s still going to happen.  And joining in – as Joseph discovered – will be disturbing and demanding.  But if we do join in we could end up being an important part of it all – part of the Christmas story, that still goes on.  The more we seek to discover the face of Christ in the most unlikely corners of this world, the more that might transform the world that Jesus came to save.  Now that is a plan!
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