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King Ahaz needs a sign.  
 He needs one but he is so frightened of making a misstep,  
  he won’t ask for it.  
He thinks that asking for a sign is an act of faithlessness 
 and he doesn't want to do anything to tip the balance 
  of the events around him one way or the other. 
Only 20 years old when he ascended to the throne of Judah,  
 Ahaz was overwhelmed from the get go.  
During his reign the Assyrian empire expanded,  
 forcing the entire region west of Mesopotamia  
  to either fight or pay impossibly expensive tribute to keep from fighting.  
Neighboring kingdoms want Ahaz to align with them in opposition.  
 When he refuses, they attack Judah themselves,  
  seeking to put someone more compliant on the throne.i  
   What’s a guy to do? He’s paralyzed.  
“Ask God for a sign, any sign at all,”  
 urges Isaiah, aware that Ahaz  is only going through the motions 
   of trusting in God. But Ahaz won’t budge.  
Exasperated, Isaiah chides him and then gives him a sign anyway.  
 Ahaz’ young wife will have a baby.  
  At least it may have been Ahaz wife. 
   The other possibility that scholars pose is Isaiah's own wife. 
Whoever the Hebrew mother may have been, 
 before the boy is old enough to make his own bad choices,ii  
  the kings who have plotted to overthrow Ahaz  
   won’t even have kingdoms anymore.  
Lifting up a pregnant woman as a symbol for the future 
 becomes a part of history 
  and a promise of good things  
   to come to Judah from God’s hand.  
Sadly, we know from the rest of the story  
 that poor Ahaz will never have the wisdom to trust God's signs,  
  and will instead rely on his own, extremely bad council, 
   leading his nation to ruin. 
 
Fast forward now through the centuries to a woodworker  
 asleep in his bed in Nazareth.   
Joseph a direct descendent of the house of David, 
  is not poor at making his own decisions, 



  in fact he's very decisive.  
He had contracted to marry a local girl named Mary, 
 and was, no doubt, looking forward to the day 
  —til he found out she was pregnant.  
She had an explanation, of course,  
 but who wouldn’t have some explanation under the circumstances.  
Publically shaming her would have broken the engagement 
 but it might also have pushed her father into selling her into slavery.  
  Worse, she could be stoned in the public square.  
   At the very least she would remain unmarried  
    from now on.  
Joseph is not a vengeful or unkind man,  
 so instead he’s decided to go through a quiet divorce,  
  since an engagement at that time was legally binding.  
   That, he decided was the best course for him to take  
    to protect everyone from further harm.   
Going to bed that night, Joseph is not in need of a sign,  
 yet, unasked for, he gets one in a dream.    
 
That’s all it was, a dream.  
 There was no gold dust or feathers on his blanket in the morning,  
  no changes in the light in the room.  
But unlike Ahaz, Joseph knows a sign when he gets one.  
 What’s guy to do? Do what God requires. He marries the girl,  
  watches over her pregnancy, and names the baby  
   what the angel in his dream told him told him to:  
    Yeshua, Savior. 
 
Two men, both representatives of the Davidic line of kings. 
 Matthew, the most Jewish of the gospel writers 
  and the one who more than any other 
   is interested in tying Jesus back to Hebrew scripture, 
 Matthew takes a centuries old Hebrew prophecy about a birth 
  told in a time of confusion, fear and the threat of war, 
   and applies it to the Messiah. 
It is a bold act of interpretation, 
 one that invites us to look into our own lives to ask 
  if there are signs that God is with us 
   and whether or not we’ve read them. 
 
God was with Israel, that is what Isaiah wanted Ahaz to know  
 and to rely on, but Ahaz never does 
God is with us, came to us in Jesus, and comes to us now, 
 and is coming again 
  whether our ability to read signs of God's presence  
   is adept or not. 



Fortunately God's faithfulness is not dependent on our interpretive abilities. 
 That is the good, good news today. 
  God comes and abides and persists  
   in offering salvation. 
    And the Josephs among us are happier for it. 
 
The Josephs among us. 
 They are the people who are wide awake to the alternatives 
  before them, the ones who decide  
   no matter how things look on the surface, 
    to take part in what God's doing,  
     to be included and to trust that the words  
      "savior" and "God with us" are what is most real. 
   Not because they understand anything better than we do 
    but because they put their trust in God's promises. 
  
 Here so near the manger, 
 on the day we finally sing carols  
  and can practically see the starlight waiting ahead, 
   here we are invited to decide whether or not we are Joseph. 
    Joseph who trusts what can't be true, 
     and not the pragmatic, political,  Ahaz,  
      who thinks the future is up to him.   
         
Stop a moment and think of all the invitations you receive 
     to take part in any number of things,  
        from social events to credit cards to genuinely good causes-- 
            causes that just might have something to do  
    with God at work in the world. 
Being invited to take part used to mean something. 
     To be invited was to be included  
         in events or circumstances that built relationships between people. 
In our time though, the marketplace has taken over all the language  
 and methodology of invitation. 
      So companies write their ads and their junk mail  
   as if they were invitations when, most of the time,  
           they aren't offering anything, 
               other than a chance to enrich the company the market place.  
The lines between what is worth taking part in 
      and what is not have been significantly blurred in our time. 
 
So much of what we take part in at Christmas time 
     has to do with being careful, like Ahaz, 
   careful about how it will all come out. 
If we are in the midst of bustling family life, 
     we want to be sure that the traditions are enjoyed  



         and the children content, the tree the right size,  
              the presents delivered are all delivered on time.  
If we aren't in the midst of family life 
     our energy still goes into making sure that we have 
        meaningful ways to celebrate with friends, 
   and engage in charitable events we care about. 
 Some of us put our effort into trying to make certain 
     that memories of Christmas we had in the past 
         won't creep up on us in ways that leave us mourning 
              for what we can never have again. 
Like Ahaz, we want experiences we can count on  
 --even if that means holding God and what God might be doing   
           up to the light of day and deciding against it.      
More often we decide not to decide at all.  
 To just let the pressures of daily life edge God off to the side 
  and give God no real place in our lives. 
 Until, subtly, God is just this nice idea with no reality behind it. 
  Because we have not invested any time  
   and certainly not a single important decision to God's care. 
  
Joseph takes his chances on God. 
     He waits until the child is born, names him, and takes Mary as his wife 
          taking part in faith in what God is doing 
              without fully understanding what it can be-- 
                  and after a few episodes, he disappears from our view forever. 
 
Perhaps because I am a mom I always 
    come at the Christmas story from the perspective of Mary. 
       But I have been watching my son waiting for his first child 
   and it has reminded me that when it comes to the Christmas story 
               we are all Joseph, deciding how we will take part. 
Mary is the only one who can feel  
       the reassuring life moving within, 
    a heart beating beneath her own heart. 
Father's have to reach out a hand  
      in order to know feel the reality of what they helped create. 
            
You and I and Joseph know 
     that we have had nothing to do with God's holy arrivals.  
When it comes to the Christ child are we all of us Joseph, 
       trusting ancient words that insist we are included, 
           and then making a choice do the things that  
              make our inclusion real in our lives.  
 
A few weeks ago when Rob and I went up to DC for Emily Hunter's ordination, 
 we went early so we could go to through the newly renovated East wing, 



  of the National Gallery of Art. 
For me going to the National Gallery is like time traveling. 
 My mother took me there often when I was a child 
  so walking beside the black marble columns that hold up the rotunda, 
   already decorated with poinsettias and Christmas trees, 
    that was like being in one place at two different times, 
     the 1950s and 60s and also right now. 
      The past and present becoming one. 
Also, the National Gallery is mine, and it is yours. 
 Every piece of art inside, every statue, every masterpiece  
  from countries all around the world and every period of history 
    that belongs to you, and to your children and grandchildren  
    who can go and see it for free, 
     and hopefully will always remain true. 
 Your kids can go holding first your hand, and one day  
  the hand of someone else they love,  
   making time stop for them, too. 
The East Wing has been redesigned to exhibit modern art, 
 and in one room we stumbled on a video installation         
  by the artist James Nares. 
Now I am the first to admit that almost every video art        
 installation I have ever seen goes right past me. 
  I sit and look and often leave feeling completely baffled 
   as to what the artist might have been trying to get across. 
But not this time.  
 The name of the video was "Street." 
  It was shot in high definition on the streets of New York City, 
   in September of  2011, five years ago. 
It was shot close in to the people all around on busy streets 
 and ran at what I can only call nearly no speed at all. 
  and it was magical. 
Picture yourself being able to stop time, 
 to slow the movement of everything around you  
  so that you can look, really look at every face, every gesture 
   every step, every swing of a purse or jacket, 
    every tress of hair lifted on the breeze. 
The truth is you can't. You can't stare at people like that. 
 Convention will not let you.  
  But Nares allows us see other people, really see them 
   in his incredibly slow motion video. 
There in a darkened room sitting comfortably on a padded bench      
 listening to guitar music as a sound track 
  you could sit and watch dozens of people walking        
   back and forth in every direction simultaneously  
    and examine every single expression on every face. 
It was beautiful. They were beautiful. 



 They were nobody. They were everybody. They were us.   
  They were every color, every nationality, every age, every religion, 
   and the seeing unlocked signs of some kind of ancient promise 
    that God is with us always, everywhere. It was holy. 
We sat mesmerized for a long time, and the people around us were mesmerized. 
 We started talking to each other. Imagine that! We were all amazed.     
  We sat there but not long enough 
   to see the whole piece, which is 61 minutes long. 
  I encourage you to go home and look James Nares Street up 
   on Google, which will give you a two-minute stretch.iii 
Go home and look for signs of Immanuel, God with us. 
 Or if video art is not your thing, look somewhere else. Even in your own dreams. 
  Then ask yourself if your name is Joseph. Amen. 
    
  
   
  
 
   
 
 
 
 
 

i Much of this background can be found in the verses just ahead of today's lesson. 
ii Remarkably, in that day the age for recognizing good and evil was considered to be two! 
iiiFind a segment of James Nares piece here:  https://vimeo.com/47457051 

                                            


