
 

 (Hymn:  O come, O Come Emmanuel.) 

>>FAY:  You may be seated.  Will you join with me in 

prayer, please?  Holy divine mystery, God of all times and of 

every peoples, all praise and glory is yours on this morning.  

God, we are awaiting your arrival as the baby Jesus.   

For some of us it's hard to remember when we felt more 

need for you.  There's so much that needs your healing in this 

world.  And we know that before we can even think of how to 

help others, many of us need your healing ourselves. 

O God, we are so overwhelmed by the hurt that is 

happening all around us, whether it is our broken relationships 

with friends and family, our feeling of loss over a loved one, 

whether it is the overwhelming sense of confusion and wondering 

how we can be helpful to those in the midst of war.  O God, 

it's hard for us to remember when we felt more need for you. 

And in the midst of all these emotions, O God, we are 

distracted and we cannot believe you as Jesus are almost here.  

There is still presents to be bought and never mind wrapping 

them.  There are parties and cookies and trees.  Sometimes we 

cannot wait until it's all over.  Where is the time to sit?  

Where is the time to sleep, never mind to dream? 

We get so caught up in the busyness of the season that 

we miss the gift the season is meant to be.  For many of us 

we have heard the scriptures and stories so often that 

we -- they've just become white noise.  For our frenetic pace, 

for our exhaustion, for our tunnel vision, for our missing the 

wonder and the awe of the baby born to fulfill promises made 

long ago, forgive us and restore us to the sense of surprise 

that you came to us as a little baby, completely unexpected, 

yet long ago.  

O God of the visioners and the dreamers, may we always 



be ready to receive your gifts, and may we take your gifts and 

use them for the healing and wholeness of this world.  O God, 

on this morning we continue to lift up to you the silent prayers 

of our hearts.  

(A moment of silent prayer was  

               observed.)  

>>FAY:  And, God, as we pray these prayers, we also pray 

the prayer that your son taught us saying:   

(The Lord's Prayer was prayed.)  

(Scripture reading by Rachel Kintner  

               of Matthew 1:18 through 25.)  

(Chancel choir:  Sing Joy to the  

               World.) 

>>SIMON:  You really have fun with this, don't you? 

It so happens that the text we have today is about Joseph 

and it's not easy to get up and speak about Joseph because there 

isn't much material about Joseph.  There's material about 

everybody and everything.  There's material about the sheep 

and the goat and the manger and the cow and the cattle the 

donkey.  But there isn't any material about Joseph.  

Joseph does not even have a speaking part in the 

Christmas story.  Huh.  He's just a silent guy, just standing 

around.  I guess they told him:  Stand here, stand there.  And 

he just did that. 

I was thinking no, let me at least look for a painting, 

you know, Joseph and the angel, nightmare, angel wakes him up 

and he's sweating and what are you saying.  No, there's no 

Christmas carols.  

Joseph is just one of those characters, silent, quiet, 

but does some heavy lifting in the Christmas story, which I 

hope to get to in the last 30 seconds of this sermon.  Does 

some real heavy lifting.  You see as I was looking at it and 



wondering about this character Joseph, I started realizing 

that in church life, in kingdom work there are Josephs who do 

some heavy lifting who shy away from any recognition.  You call 

them by name to come up and take a bow and they say no.  But 

when there is a need, they show up and do more than is ever 

expected.  

In the end God's purpose is fulfilled and the kingdom 

work takes the kind of shape that is beyond our imagination 

or our capacities.  So to the Josephs of the church, bless you.  

The life of the church is marked by such dedicated people of 

faith.  Joseph.  

So there he is going about his business.  He has 

deliveries to make.  He's a carpenter.  He has all these 

things scheduled.  And this angel comes and wakes him up in 

the middle of his sleep and says:  The woman you have been 

betrothed to, Mary, she'll conceive, have a child.  It's not 

yours.  Huh.  

Now the sweating starts for Joseph.  Now what?  How am 

I going to explain this at the family dinner, you know, the 

one I've been betrothed to Mary, she's going to have a child 

but they say it's not mine.  

And then the angel goes further to say:  Do not put her 

aside.  Because the angel probably can read what Joseph is 

thinking.  Do not put her aside.  And you will name him Jesus.  

Hold on that.  Huh.  You will name him Jesus.  That's what the 

angel says in the beginning.  

And then there is a commentary line that goes on to say:  

And he was a righteous man.  You see the world "righteous," 

it gets defined over and over again in our cultural ways, in 

political terms.  To us often what is righteous is a finger 

pointing position.   

It is to say, all these people -- I'm not talking about 



you -- all these people are not righteous people.  There is 

nothing good you can expect out of them.  It is always 

pronouncements and accusations and finger pointing and judging 

and division and a lot of noise.  Righteous.  

In cultural terms righteousness is often done that way.  

It is also claim -- it is a claim.  The claim was like this.  

I don't do like they do, those people.  I don't go with those 

who do.  I don't keep those kinds of company.  I'm just kind 

of this righteous person.  Righteous.  

But in Joseph's term righteous is not considered by what 

he said or what he claimed to do.  Righteous is defined by this.  

Righteous is defined by what he did not do; what he did not 

do.  His righteousness is defined by his restraint, by not 

giving into what he thought would be the easy way out.  Because 

when the angel said.  The one you are betrothed to, Mary, 

she'll conceive, have a child, it's not yours. 

And Joseph thinks okay, I can quietly leave town and 

not say a word to anybody.  But then the angel says:  Don't 

do that, Joseph.  Don't do that.  You are not going to do that 

because this is God's working.  What God is going to do is 

something that is so spectacular that no human imagination can 

comprehend, because God is about to become a human being.  

God is going to become a human being.  So what Joseph 

does is he does not do what he thinks is the right way to do.  

He does not do what the society and the culture thinks is the 

right course of action for him.  Joseph exercises restraint 

in order for him to be considered righteous.  You and I we, 

have to think about what we may want to fail in doing, what 

would we keep from doing that would keep us righteous.  Because 

we're often thinking that faith is about action.  And it is 

because I'll come back next Sunday and say so.  

Faith is about action, yes.  But faith is also 



restraint.  People of faith exercise restraint because in 

acting sometimes we may create more division and hatred than 

exercising restraint.  

Joseph was a righteous man because he did not do what 

everybody else would have considered the right thing to do. 

And then there is this second story line which comes 

on to say:  And you will call him Emmanuel.  You know picking 

names is a tough thing.  I know what it is like.  That's why 

I don't use my first name:  Chinnamuthu.  But look at this 

story, huh? 

Grandma has been saying over and over again, you will 

call the child James.  And everybody in the family agrees.  

You'll call this child James.  And then comes the time of 

christening and they christen the child Bob.  That's exactly 

what happens in the story. 

You will name him Emmanuel.  That is an angel 

pronouncement.  And the angel comes on and says you will name 

him Jesus.  Now, what is Bob supposed to do?  There is a whole 

bunch of confusion in this story line.  You will name Jesus.  

You will name him Emmanuel.  

By naming him Jesus he becomes the Savior.  By naming 

him Emmanuel, it is God with us.  What Joseph does is causes 

us to pause and think about central claims of our faith.  Jesus 

Savior.  For us most of the time when we say that it is some 

kind of pie in the sky way of looking at it.  That the Savior 

is about salvation that happens somewhere way beyond anything 

that we have to do or any responsibility that we take. 

But when it comes to Emmanuel, it is God with us.  It 

is not a pie in the sky.  It is real.  It's authentic.  It's 

experiential.  It is something you can taste, you can feel.  

Emmanuel.  God with us.  

The Christmas story is about God becoming a human being 



and becoming part of our life.  God is not disengaged, distant, 

absent, but God is available in the most real way.  Emmanuel.  

God becoming a human being.  

What does that mean in nondramatic terms?  It means 

that God is part of our conversations, God is part of those 

very difficult moments that you wonder how we are going to get 

through.  God is part of family gatherings of laughter and 

rejoicing and coming together.  God is part of a church life 

when it wonders how we can get through a moment.  God is part 

of those triumphant moments of church life where the church 

soars with it's dreams and hopes.  God is part of every human 

struggle and God is part of the hope you and I bring.  

The Christmas story causes us to think once again, Jesus 

Savior is Emmanuel.  The salvation that this Christmas story 

brings to us is very real.  It is about your brokenness.  It 

is about your strength, it is about the lack of courage.  It 

is about moments of great courage.  In all of it God just 

mingles and finds ways to get through. 

Much depends on how you and I approach life.  If we are 

approaching life in terms of God's religiosity being something 

far removed from our everybody struggles and triumph, think 

again.  Emmanuel.  God with us.  If we think that something 

is hopeless, think again.  Emmanuel.  God with us.   

If we think that what we have achieved is of our own 

making thinning again.  Emmanuel.  God with us.  If you wake 

up in the middle of the night puzzled, wondering how and what 

will hold and what will fall apart think again.  Emmanuel.  

God with us.  If there are moments when things are not clear, 

seems confusing, seems disorienting.  Think again, Emmanuel, 

God with us.   

The most spectacular thing about Joseph's story is 

Joseph redefines how we experience and live our faith.  



Salvation is not just about what happens after the thermostat 

is lowered.  It is not just what happens when you are done and 

gone.  It is about what happens today.  

God is deeply concerned about what happens to you today.  

God is deeply concerned about what happens in your family life, 

in your church life, in our nation's life today.  Emmanuel.  

God is with us.   

The great celebration of Christmas is that God chose 

to become a human being.  And the one who chose to become a 

human being, chose to become an integral part of everything 

about our life.  And salvation begins with our everyday 

experience so that we know -- taste and know about God's 

goodness now and will know about it in the life to come.  God 

became a human being.   

To God the honor, power, glory, and majesty now and 

forever more.  Amen. 

(Hymn:  What Child is this?) 

>>DAVID:  Please be seated.  It is the time in our 

service when we give thanks for all the many blessings the Lord 

has given us and to ask for his blessings on our gifts.  Lord, 

please bless those who provide time, talent, and treasure for 

our community.  Bless all of the MACC family as we share our 

Sunday service.  We are in awe of the Lord's gift, his Son, 

our most precious Christmas gift.  We are truly blessed.  Let 

us pray.  

Lord, we have much to be thankful for here at Madison 

Avenue Christian Church.  Thank you for all the blessings you 

have given us.  Lord, please bless these offerings and those 

who give them.  May the Holy Spirit give us the wisdom to use 

these offerings wisely to further your work.  We ask this in 

the name of your Son, Jesus Christ, Amen. 

(Collection of gifts.) 



(Doxology.) 

>>SIMON:  Please be seated.  We are about to partake 

in the elements that represent the broken body of Christ and 

the cup that we share.  God became a human being.   

The prologue of John says the Word became flesh to dwell 

among us.  How does all of this come together?  I submit to 

you that even biblical narratives are limited by language, are 

limited by human image and imagination to talk about this.  God 

become a human being.  

And we go around and around and put layer on top of layer 

on top of layer, not knowing how to say it.  And if you say 

it, how do you make that power of God who became a human being 

an integral active power in our lives that would transcend us 

in such dramatic ways, would transform realities for us beyond 

our imaginations?  How does that happen?   

Mrs. Mallot, Shadyside, Ohio, a Catholic.  Of course, 

I had a family in church, two top church leaders.  One was a 

big leader in the Catholic church and one was a very big leader, 

who was our moderator at the Disciple church.  And I was single 

and, of course, the Catholic priest was single, too.  

So every time there is a special day, like Christmas, 

Mrs. Mallot would invite the entire family.  That's an Italian 

family, huge table.  And the Catholic priest would be there.  

And I would be there, too.  It was a wonderful time.   

So one day we're all eating and for some reason 

Mrs. Mallot can just come up with a subject and it would have 

no reference to what's happening.  She looks at monsignor and 

looks at me and says, you know what?  I loved it when it was 

a Latin mass.   

I'm thinking, oh, boy this is going to create a whole 

bunch of conversation; a disciple on one side and a Catholic 

priest on Latin mass.  



You know, what -- she always said that it's tough.  

It's tough.  Every day I've got to figure out everything.  

I've got to figure this one out, that one.  Out, every time 

somebody comes to visit me, I've got to figure out what kind 

of a mood they are in. 

But there is one time where I don't want to figure 

anything out.  I just want to sit in a mass and when the Latin 

mass is said, it sounds familiar.  And I just know that it is 

something that is beyond my understanding, but in a mysterious 

way it will touch me.  It will redeem me.  It will hold me 

together and make everything right.  That is the faith I live 

by.   

Now in the English mass I want to sit in mass and figure 

out everything.  I don't want to figure out.  I just want to 

just receive it and be drenched by the joy of it and be assured 

by the fact that it has been said and it is well with my soul.  

What does it really mean, God became a human being?  

What does it really mean?  The Word became flesh.  What does 

it really mean about this power of Christ that can redeem from 

every and any situation?  What does it mean when we think hope 

is distant but everything will be all right?  What does it mean 

when we say it is well with my soul?  It means coming to this 

table and receiving by faith, knowing that it is indeed the 

power of God that passeth all understanding that is capable 

of lifting us up once again. 

The mystery of faith.  And it is a gift for the people 

of God.  Amen. 

(Hymn:  Lo, How a Rose E'er  

               Blooming.) 

>>GARY:  This is Christ's table and all are welcome.  

Shall we pray?  Our Heavenly Father, as we go through this 

Advent season knowing that Jesus' birth is nearby and we know 



the reason that he came to this earth, we are truly blessed 

to have such a gift given to us, for we know that the ones who 

believe in him now will have forgiveness from sin and the 

promise of eternal life.  So we pray that as we remember him 

by sharing in the bread and the wine that it may renew us in 

our spirit.  This we pray in Jesus' name.  Amen.   

     (Distribution of the elements.)  

>>DAVID:  Hear now the words of institution from Mark 

14:22-25.  While they were eating he took a piece of bread gave 

a prayer of thanks, broke it and gave it to his disciples.  Take 

it, he said.  This is my body.   

Then he took a cup and gave thanks to God and he handed 

it to them and they all drank from it.  And Jesus said:  This 

is my blood which is poured out for many, my blood which seals 

God's covenant.  I tell you I will never again drink this wine 

until the day I drink the new wine in the kingdom of God.  Drink 

ye all of it. 

>>GARY:  If you have been visiting with us and have 

decided that today will be the day you would like to join this 

congregation here at Madison Avenue Christian Church, we 

invite you to come forward as we sing our invitation hymn.  Or 

if you prefer you can meet with one of the ministers or one 

of the elders after the service.  Let us sing. 

(Hymn:  O Come Let Us Adore Him.) 

>>SIMON:  Now may the peace of God that passeth all 

understanding abide with you now, guide your path, and keep 

you from all harm, now and always.  Amen.    


