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Matthew 1:18-25

In early October my sermon was interactive, gathering questions from you that together we answered. This made the sermon take on new route in each service and was a blessing to hear how you share, understand and live your faith as you answered each others’ questions.  So today, we do it again.    If you have a cell phone, pull it out.  You will see a cell number on the media screen.  If you don’t have a cell phone, or prefer paper and pen, take out the green sheet for “Little Methodists” in the pew.  
Throughout the sermon, you may write or text me a question.  Perhaps your mind will go in another direction (related to the sermon of course) or you will have a question about something I only touch upon.  This is your chance to ask. 
If you are writing on paper, give it to the usher during the offering.  After the offering we will address three selected questions.   
Let’s begin with prayer: Thank you God for sharing with us again your message of Advent.  Shape us God to live as if Christmas can and does make a difference in our lives.  Amen. 
“The Relational Gift”

This Advent we are joining Advent Conspiracy.  Advent Conspiracy is a church movement to push back against overspending and overconsumption. We all grow weary of the ad blitz each Christmas and kids have trouble connecting their list for Santa with the story of Jesus’ birth.  Many of us reach the end of Advent with an aching emptiness, in our bank accounts and in our hearts. What if we look at Advent from the beginning with attempts to rebel against culture and spend less this season? And what if we were encouraged to give more? A contradiction if you think in terms of dollars, but open your eyes and your mind with me this morning back to the first Christmas.  

Today’s scripture is the classic Christmas Eve text of Jesus born in the manger.  We start with this text for Advent because this is where it all begins and ends; with Jesus.  It’s obvious, but we have drifted so far we forget that God started it all this way. God gave his one and only Son as a gift to earth, to each of us.  God’s answer for the world’s problem has never been material things.  God did not give us more stuff, God gave us himself.  

Yesua, Jesus, is a common name who came to fulfill God’s promises and Moses’ role of bringing salvation to God’s people.  He came as an individual bringing eschatological deliverance; deliverance for eternity.  God did not come to earth lambasting Roman rule and political troubles; God came incarnate as a child.  Verse 22 states: “Look, the virgin shall conceive and bear a son, and they shall name him Emmanuel, which means, God is with us” 

But do we allow it to permeate our Advent that God is with us? Is it possible that in all the gift buying, gift giving, parties to attend and moments of “joy” God-with-us gets missed?  The apostle Paul writes Jesus is the image of the invisible God.  God has a face, a voice and lived on earth.  There’s something tangible about God’s gift of Jesus.  Here there was no amazing things said or done by Jesus, but God is active. God is creating. God is providing. God is bringing hope.  God is showering humanity with love in the event of the birth of Jesus Christ.  

In today’s scripture we read: “Before they came to the marriage bed, Joseph discovered she was pregnant.  (It was by the Holy Spirit, but he didn’t know that.) Joseph, chagrined but noble, determined to take care of things quietly so Mary would not be disgraced.” (MSG 1:19) 

Joseph, whose name means “righteous,” was a good Jewish man and lived by God’s law.  To live with someone who was pregnant before marriage was severely punished by Rabbinic law.  He had to obey Rabbinic law, but with mercy and grace leaving her quietly would honor her instead of increasing humiliation.  

In a dream, an angel of the Lord speaks to Joseph saying this is God’s son, conceived by the Holy Spirit and you shall name him Emmanuel. Now, if you are Joseph you have an issue.  Follow the Rabbinic letter of the law or God’s revealed will.  Remember his name, “righteous.”  Joseph made the righteous decision following God’s revealed will and waiting expectantly with Mary for the baby to be born.  Joseph became an earthly father, naming Jesus and adopting him into his lineage and the line of David.  There is so much more we could explore, but what does it mean that Joseph made the righteous decision? Not the easy decision as I am sure people in his community did not get why he would stay with a disgraced woman pregnant before marriage and disobey Rabbinic law. Yet, Joseph did what was right and what God asked.  

We are like Joseph and want to do right as the Bible says.  We somehow believe if it’s revealed in the Bible in any format, then we must do it letter by letter.  But that isn’t the point.  The point is about being righteous.  

What has God asked you to do that goes against culture or expectations of your family and friends?  Can we each give one less gift to family or friends and give that gift instead to a person we don’t know but whom is known by God and in need? Making righteous decisions is about going back to God’s gift of Jesus; it was all relational.  Gifts that increase relationships are glorified by God.  So this season, what if we attempted to give in the same vein as God gave Christ? 

From God’s gift of Christ we learn three things about relational giving: 

1. Take the time.  God knew that only on earth beside us, taking time to be together, would we start to understand godly ways.  While there are many ways today to keep in touch from Facebook, to tweeting, to chatting, to texting, to calling, nothing replaces being with someone else.  We need time with each other.   

a. In a recent episode of Grey’s Anatomy, one of the young cute doctors Alex is struggling to keep a 32 week old baby alive while the mother is seriously injured.  In a moment of desperation, he holds this tiny infant against his bare chest so she can feel his heart beat.  She survived the critical first days because she could feel and knew that someone was with her and she was not alone.  It’s simple, but too often we forget to spend time with those we love and hold dear. 
2. Make it personal.  It wasn’t about a gift for the entire world, but for a gift for each of us personally.  A savior born for you.  We have all given and received gifts that, shall we say, are less than personable.  Gifts that scream I haven’t thought of you in a while but a candle is something you must need.  Relational giving means we pay attention to the other person and give accordingly.  
a. One Christmas a father gave his daughter, a senior in high school, two blank journals.  She was to write in one, he in the other sharing their fears, hopes, dreams, and thoughts through the last days of high school, joys graduation, summer of transition and then first semester of college.  Two blank journals seemed so impersonal until the following Christmas when they exchanged the full journals as gifts to each other.  No gift will ever be remembered or cherished more.  
3. Costly gifts.  Jesus entered humbly as a baby, for “The Son of Man came not to be served but to serve-to offer His life as a ransom for others.”  The gift God gave us cost everything.  We must accept that relational giving will cost us.  It costs us time and energy.  Relational gifts require risk.  We must know that others may not understand our intent and time we put into the gift.  Relational gifts require that we know heartfelt gifts aren’t always appreciated and sometimes rejected.  I think God knows too well that as humans we struggle with remembering the time and love and cost God put into the gift of Christ given to us. 
God’s relational gift of Jesus is why we give.  It’s why we celebrate.  It’s why we believe the Christmas can still make a difference in our world.  Apart from this gift of God incarnate as Jesus we would never really fully know the depths to which God cares for us.  That’s what we celebrate each Christmas – God knows us. God cares for us.  God loves us.  It isn’t about money or gifts or people we know, it’s about God’s act of love.  What if your Christmas giving shared this model of giving attention, giving yourself, and giving love just as God gave that first Christmas? I think then we would have an Advent conspiracy on our hands that will continue to change the world today.  Amen.  

