December 23, 2007
Romans 1:1-7; Matthew 1:18-25
Sermon: “Porcelain Saints and Ordinary People”  Rev. Bob Jack
Text:“ Joseph..did as the angel

My grandmother had this porcelain nativity scene that used to
catch my eye. And | really don’t know why I found it so
fascinating as a little boy who ordinarily had no interest in such
things. But | think it had to do with the expressions on the
figurines’ faces. Or, maybe | should say the lack of expression on
their faces.

As it was white porcelain, the faces were painted on to the
figurines using the most minimal amount of brush strokes. Mary,
of course, was bent over the cradle, looking down at the baby
Jesus, and it was hard to tell what she was thinking. But Joseph
stood tall and erect, and staring straight out, and the look on his
face, as best I could tell from the brush strokes was, “What am 1
doing here?”

And I got to thinking about my grandmother’s porcelain

nativity scene last week during our Christmas musical, “Not an
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Ordinary Baby,” during that moment of humor when our own
Joseph got cold feet, and couldn’t accompany Mary to the manger.

It was the cutest thing, of course, embarrassment to the
parents notwithstanding. But | suppose that that little act of
humanity, which was probably closer to the truth than any of us
can imagine — that became the impetus behind this sermon.

If you’ve seen the recent movie The Nativity Storywhich is a
wonderful portrayal of the people and events surrounding the birth
of Jesus, you’ll know what I’'m talking about. In that movie, you
sense the conscious struggle of Mary, first, then Joseph, in
accepting the news that is brought to them by the angel that they
will have a son who will be the Savior of the world, Jesus. And
neither one of them is thrilled about that news. Not at first.

But eventually they do accept the duty that is laid upon them.
Eventually, Joseph “mans-up” to the responsibility, and agrees to
take care of Mary — not to divorce her — and to provide for the
baby. Even though he is not the biological father of the baby, he

agrees to shoulder the demands of fatherhood.



He supports Mary in her awkward situation. The child must
be born, must be protected from the horrors of King Herod, must
be taken to Egypt until all the threats against Jesus are safely past.

The church has traditionally called Mary the “first disciple.”
And that is a fact. For she was the first to be reached by the angel,
the first to hear the commands of God, the first to faithfully say
“yes.” When the angel told her she was going to have a baby, she
must have been frightened, but she answered anyway with
obedient, grateful thankfulness: * Let i1t be to me ac
wi I .7

And this man Joseph was the second to get the news, the
good news, the gospel, that God was moving to save his people
through a child that would be born to them; a baby named Jesus.
And so Joseph was the next one to say, “yes.” Well, actually,
typical to Joseph and to most men (and here’s where James comes
in, Joel and Melanie) he said nothing, at least nothing that we

know of. In all of our encounters with Joseph in the Gospel of

Matthew, we don’t hear a single word from Joseph. Not a word.



You and | are a lot like Joseph. We got the news about Jesus
second-hand. If Joseph was the second one to get the good news,
so are we. Mary’s news was dramatic, personal, and it caused her
to become involved in a way that none of us ever will, literally
body and soul. And most of us are like Joseph in that we are not
big talkers. When Mary was visited by the angel, she burst into
song, singing one of the most beloved songs in all of scripture, the

Magnificat: * My s o ul magni fies the

Lor d,

God my Savior, for he has looked with favor on the lowliness of his

s er v(@ukel6,47).

But Joseph was not a big talker. So, as far as we can tell, he
said nothing.

Now, in case you haven’t noticed, I’m a big talker. My mama
swears that I came out of her womb talking a blue streak, crying
and wailing and preaching the word of God. She says she always
knew | would grow up to be a preacher. And so | am. Lesson:

Never argue with your mama. She knows what’s best for you.



But many of you would be very uncomfortable up here in the
pulpit this morning. You have faith, but you don’t make a big show
of it. You don’t have a lot to say about it. You may be a Christian,
but you’re a quiet Christian.

And Joseph had his challenges. His quiet challenges. He had
to put up with the public humiliation, the public embarrassment.
And we all know what that’s about — the stares, the snickers, the
whispers and innuendos: “Hey! Did you hear about Mary and
Joseph? She’s knocked up, and it’s not Joseph’s! Poor Joseph.
Poor fool! Best thing he can do is forget about her, and move on.
There’ll be other women.”

But Joseph “manned-up.” He decided to stay and protect the
child, which wasn’t his biological child. He still had to risk his life,
and Mary’s too, to protect them all. He and Mary, no sooner had
Jesus been born, had to flee for their lives to the strange and exotic
and frightening land of Egypt. Just like his ancestor of the same
name, Joseph had to save his family in Egypt, according to God’s

plan.



And what’s more, as Jesus grew up, Joseph had to put up
with all the strangeness of God made flesh in Jesus. Matthew
doesn’t tell us this, but Luke does, about the time when Joseph and
Mary were in the temple for holy days, and how they
embarrassingly left little Jesus behind because the precocious child
was debating the biblical scholars at the temple — when he was just
a boy! What on earth did quiet, humble Joseph make of all that?

That’s why we remember Joseph on this Sunday, this Sunday
just before the blessed nativity. Most of us can probably identify
more with Joseph, the second disciple, than with Mary, the first
disciple. Most of us are ordinary. We live and work in some rather
drab and ordinary places. We’re rarely the first to get the news
when God makes some large move. We mind our own business.

But then, into many an ordinary life, God intrudes. God
comes upon us. And even if you’re not good with words; even if
you couldn’t burst into singing a hymn if you had to; if you’ll just
whisper — that’s right — then that makes you like Joseph. That

makes you like quiet, dependable, Joseph. A disciple. Somebody



who is willing to follow the strange and unexpected ways of God
in Jesus Christ wherever that takes you.

| like to keep in touch with the college students of our church
by sending them occasional notes and musings by email. And it’s
always good to hear back from them and to learn how they’re
doing away from home. And many of them have expressed to me a
desire to know how to maintain their Christian faith on a college
campus, in an atmosphere that very often militates against the
expression of their faith. And | tell them to do the quiet,
dependable things: Go to church, seek the fellowship of other
Christians, read your Bible, take advantage of the many wonderful
Christian websites that get you into the word of God. Doing these
things speaks more than words can to fact that they are Christians
who are maintaining a witness for Jesus Christ.

It’s the small, often quiet things that you and I do that speak
the most about who we are as Christians.

This is why | refuse to give in to popular custom of wishing

people “Happy Holidays!” I still wish people “Merry Christmas!”



Or, to my Jewish friends, if I can remember, I'll say “Happy
Hanukah.” But to use the expression “Happy Holidays” is just one
more example of the way the church has caved in to the insipid
“all-roads-lead-to-Rome/it-doesn’t-matter-what-you-believe-as-
long-as-you-believe-it-sincerely” nonsense that has eviscerated our
witness to Jesus Christ.

But I don’t do this belligerently or arrogantly, because that is
a terrible witness and only provokes more of the same criticism
from the scoffers of true faith. I say “Merry Christmas!” And I say
it with all the love and best wishes it conveys. And if they say
“Happy Hanukah” or “Happy Kwanzaa” or something like that.
Or, if they tell me they are not a Christian, and it offends them,
then | explain that 1 am not trying to offend anyone. | simply
believe in “live-and-let-live.” If you want to wish me the very best
from out of your tradition, then | will accept that as a gesture of
good will, and not complain that I am not Jewish, or Muslim, or

whatever. Please accept the same from me.



Just posit a quiet, polite, respectful witness for Jesus and
leave it at that.

You see, the real miracle of Christmas has little to do with
the really big stuff — with angels and shepherds and a baby being
born without the efforts of an earthly father. The real miracle of
Christmas has to do with an ordinary man named Joseph doing
what he’s told, and believing that what he’s doing i1s God’s will.
The miracle is that a sensible, reasonable, pragmatic, and good
man named Joseph acts contrary to all the evidence at hand, and
defies all popular custom, and takes a chance — a big chance — and
steps up to the plate.

And you and | are called to perform a similar kind of miracle
this Christmas, and every Christmas for the rest of our lives. The
evidence on hand is that life is random and meaningless, and
people are ugly and nasty, and the only way to get ahead is to act
ugly and nasty in return. The evidence on hand is that good guys

never win, and that if you act kindly and graciously and mannerly



with others, they will do you in, and take advantage of you, and
you’ll always lose. That’s the evidence at hand.

But the gospel tells us not to accept the evidence at hand. We
are to love our neighbors and, when we do, we undermine all their
efforts to despitefully use and abuse us; we are to hope for peace in
the midst of war; we are to believe that people will assume their
better natures when they are presented with the gospel of Christ,
and repent of their sin, and act like better people.

All this is contrary to the evidence, but it is in keeping with
the word of God. The same word that spoke to Joseph and called
him to a new way of living. When Joseph could have cut and run,
instead he stayed and played. And it was as an active participant in
the great drama of redemption that he played, not as a shiny
porcelain figurine in a nativity creche. He manned-up. Clear in his
conscience as to what his duty was, with a little help from an
angel, he did it. And for that we must give him the credit on this

Fourth Sunday of Advent.
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When little James Ledford stopped just short of the manger
last week, | thought of Joseph. The real Joseph. And I thought,
“How appropriate.” How many times must Joseph have thought, “I
just can’t go through with this.” But he did.

And the greater thing yet is that Joseph didn’t end it there, at
the manger, after the angels and shepherds and wise men
disappeared. He carried out his responsibilities until the day he
died. He married Mary. He got her to Bethlehem. He found them a
place to stay, and then stayed by her side. He protected her and the
baby and took whatever came his way. He raised the boy and
taught him his carpenter’s trade. And he watched him grow to
mature manhood.

Let me end with one more observation. A number of years
ago we started a financial campaign to erase the debt we owed on
the Education Building next door. We called it “The Good
Campaign.” At the time, I asked our treasurer for a list of the top

contributors in our church. I didn’t want the numbers, how much
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they gave; just wanted to know top twenty or so givers in the
church.

And I was surprised to find that most of them didn’t hold
office in the church; didn’t teach a Sunday school class; weren’t
the outspoken types who are usually heard every time an important
matter was being debated. Yet they were the top givers.

What does that tell you?

It tells me that when we reflect upon Joseph — quiet,
dependable Joseph — we are also reflecting on some of the church’s
most faithful saints — those unspectacular, quiet people who
faithfully support the work of Christ without much fanfare — and
just go about giving their very best to God.

People like you...
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