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“A Sign of God’s Love”
Isaiah 7:10-16 & Matthew 1:18-25
At first I did not recognize her.

You still in Kïhei?"  she asked.  

"No,” I answered somehow sensing she knew me.  “Actually I live in Wailuku and work in Mäkena.”
"I'm da kine's daughter," she said.  "You no recognize da face?"

"Oh, yeah,” I responded.  “I just saw your mada the uddah day - on Wednesday.”
And so our conversation began.  We were seated next to each other on a flight back to Maui from Oÿahu late in the week.  I started remembering the early years when I would see her at her mother’s side.

“I get baby now.”

“Heh!?!  How old you?”

“Twenty-four.”

“And how old your baby?”

“He two years old.”

In a matter of a few seconds she had managed to determine where I now live and where I worked.  I had managed to remember her mother and learn that she had now become a mother herself.  

“He was 9 pounds, 11 ounces.  The labor part took over twelve hours.  He was two weeks overdue. Too long,” she said with sigh.  “I told the doctors ‘nuff already.’  So they did one C section.”

I said, “They say bettah dat way.  Baby’s head no get squashed.”  

She laughed.  “Aftah they did the C section to get him out, the doctor said he was just laying there looking up at them like ‘Ey, it’s about time.  I been in here too long.’  Right after that they had to clean him up and then they brought him to me.  He was sooo cute.”

“So what,” I asked.  “Must get plenty hair if two weeks overdue.”

“You would tink so,” she said, “but he was bola head.”  We both laughed.
She paused for a moment and continued, “Ah, but now he two years.  Wen he no get his way, aiiiii!”
“Wait.  Wait. Wait.  I get his picture on my cell phone.”
“Yeah, he look like you – the eyes.  Cute.” 
It was very apparent as we talked more and more that she loved her son.  Although we did not talk much about her son’s father she referred to him several times as “my boyfriend.”  At that point I assumed that they were not married.  In time it may well be that they will become husband and wife.  But for now at least they are mother and father.

The flight attendant announced that we were on our final descent into Kahului airport.  We secured our seat belts and fell silent.  

As we walked up the jet way we said our goodbyes and wished each other well.  I thought about their story – of a mother and a father and a baby boy – and about the story of Christmas – of another mother, another father, and another baby boy. 
The Christmas story is about the birth of a baby named Jesus.  We want the story of his birth to be clean.  

No mess.  No complications.  Father, mother, son – that’s it.

We don’t want to be reminded that Jesus was born in a manger or a trough that was used for feeding animals.  We don’t want to talk about what happened after he was born; of how his umbilical cord was cut, of how he was cleaned and washed and then rubbed with salt and wrapped in strips of cloth meant to keep his limbs straight.  
We don’t want to imagine what it was like if sheep, camels and other animals were in fact present on the night of his birth.  We want the story to be free of the mess – the smell of animals being animals.  No flies.  No rotting feed.  No maggots.
And so we create for ourselves images of a soft-lit crèche, one in which baby Jesus is surrounded by clean, adorable animals.  The angels sing.  The magi bring their gifts.  Frankincense and myrrh fill the air.  
No mess.   No complications. 

But our reading from The Gospel According to Matthew reminds us that it was into a mess that Jesus was born.  However the mess was not so much about the manger or the animals or even about the birth itself.  

The mess was about Joseph’s side of the story.  It’s a story we overlook and almost always ignore.  We know the story.  We know the mess.  Although Joseph is engaged to Mary, she becomes pregnant even before they begin living together.
We discover that Joseph is not the father.  If he chooses to accuse Mary of any wrongdoing, the traditional punishment would have required that she be cast aside, even put to death.  

But Joseph chooses to protect Mary and the baby.  Though he initially considers breaking their engagement and dismissing her quietly, he eventually decides that he is not willing to expose her to public disgrace.
We can only imagine his distress.  We can only imagine what it was like for him when the angel appeared to him in a dream.  

The angel reassured him, “Do not be afraid?”

“What do you mean, ‘Do not be afraid?’” he must have asked.

“Do you have any idea what others will do to her when they find out she’s häpai and I’m not the father?  Do you have any idea what will happen if I do not marry her?  What a mess!”

 Yet as messy as it all was to Joseph, we know that Matthew’s story has less to do with recording an historical fact about the physical aspects of Mary’s pregnancy and Jesus’ birth than with interpreting the role Jesus is destined to play as the Messiah - as the “chosen one” - and to emphasize that it is a role initiated by God.  (Harper’s Bible Commentary, Mays, Harper & Row Publishers, San Francisco, 1988, page 952)  For Matthew the birth of Jesus marks the end of the long wait for God’s promised savior. 
By becoming Mary’s husband, Joseph also becomes Jesus’ father.  His adoption of Jesus makes Jesus a descendant of David, therefore fulfilling the ancient prophecies of God’s promise to send one who will be the Messiah. 
I imagine Joseph may have felt exasperated by the entire mess.  I imagine he may have thrown his arms up at one point wondering how it was that his life had become so complicated.

But as messy and as complicated as things became Joseph did as the angel commanded him.  He took Mary as his wife and named the child Jesus - which means “God is salvation.”  Others will call the newborn child Emmanÿüel – which means “God is with us.”  In declaring that Jesus is Emmanÿüel, Matthew draws upon the tradition of Hebrew Scriptures about God dwelling with God’s people.
This is the tradition that is present in our reading from The Book of Isaiah.  The prophet Isaiah instructs Ahaz the king to ask God for a sign of God’s presence.  Even though Ahaz refuses, a sign is given anyway.  
God takes the initiative and promises that a young woman will bear a son whose name shall be Emmanÿüel.  So it may also be said that God takes the initiative and promises that a young woman named Mary will also bear a son whose name shall also be Emmanÿüel.
If there is a sign of God’s love to be found in Matthew’s story we may be inclined to point to the birth of Jesus.  That would be easy to do.  
“Hänau iä he keiki!   A child is born!”  He is the savior of the world.

Clean and uncomplicated.  
But there is another sign of God’s love to be found in Matthew’s story and it is amid the mess and complications of Joseph’s life.  We see in Joseph his remarkable courage and his love for Mary and for Jesus.  We see him a sign of God’s love.  In this season of Advent may we be people of such courage and love.  May others see in us, as they did in Joseph, a sign of God’s love.
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