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 Now the birth of Jesus the Messiah took place in this way.   

When his mother Mary had been engaged to Joseph, but before 

they lived together, she was found to be with child from the Holy 

Spirit.   

Her husband Joseph, being a righteous man and unwilling 

to expose Mary to public disgrace, planned to dismiss her 

quietly.   

But just when he’d resolved to do this, an angel of God 

appeared to him in a dream and said, “Joseph, son of David,  

don’t be afraid to marry her, for the child conceived in her is 

from the Holy Spirit.  She will bear a child whom you will name 

Jesus, for that child will save the people from their sins.”   

All this took place to fulfill what had been spoken by God 

through the prophet:  “A virgin shall conceive and bear a son, 

And they shall name him Emmanuel,” which means, “God is 

with us.”   

When Joseph awoke from sleep, he did as the angel of God 

commanded, and married her, but he had no marital relations 

with Mary until she had borne a child; and Joseph named the 

child Jesus.                                                         Matthew 1:18-25 

  

 A few days before Christmas she gives in.  She had decided 

that she would not send Christmas cards this year, but not all of 

her friends made the same decision. She would go to the 

mailbox, open another card and feel guilty. 

When she has a stack of twenty cards, she cannot take it 

anymore.  She has to send cards to the ones who sent her cards.  

She rushes to CVS, sprints through the depleted aisles and finds 

a big box of cards with a picture of the stable in Bethlehem.  She 

runs to the self-checkout.  She races home to address and stamp 

each envelope.  She drops them in the mailbox on the corner.   

When she gets back home and sits down at her kitchen 

table, she congratulates herself on her efficiency.  As she quietly 

nurses a cup of coffee, she notices the few remaining cards lying 

in the box.  In all of the hectic confusion, she has not bothered to 



read the card she has sent to twenty people.  The horrifying 

inscription on the cards is only one line:  “This simple note is 

just to say a little gift is on its way.” 

 Most of us have had moments when we were not thrilled it 

was Christmas.  Just about every box on your December 

calendar has something written in it.  If you do not pay enough 

attention you end up in such a rush that you miss it.  And on 

Christmas Eve, there may be a little part of us that is ready to be 

done with it.   

 Joseph is the patron saint for everyone who has mixed 

feelings about Christmas.  We are not given much information,  

but it is easy to imagine that Mary and Joseph were childhood 

friends.  The tradition is that Joseph is older than Mary.  He may 

have been an established carpenter by the time he starts noticing 

her, starts realizing that he better marry her before someone else 

does.   

He goes to his father and asks him to arrange a deal with 

Mary’s father.  I am glad I did not have to rely on my father 

working something out with my father-in-law, but now that my 

unmarried sons are 28 and 24, I understand the wisdom of their 

system.   

The families reach an agreement and make a formal 

announcement.  A betrothal is more legally binding than an 

engagement.  Being betrothed is being married without benefits.    

 Things are right on schedule until Mary starts acting 

strange.  She wants Joseph to understand something that he is 

not getting.  This feeling of confusion would be good 

preparation for most marriages, but then Joseph gets the knee-

buckling news that Mary is expecting.   

“Great with child” is how the King James Version puts it.   

Isn’t that a great way to put it?  Pregnant sounds biological, but 

“great with child” sounds wonderful.   

 Joseph is shocked at being pulled into the Christmas story.   

What is he to think?  Mary is not who he thought she was.  How 

could she have done this?  Joseph imagines that people are 



already snickering, raising their eyebrows, and planting their 

tongues in their cheeks.   

People being as gossipy as they are, they will want the 

embarrassing details.  Will they know it is not Joseph’s?  Will 

they know that Joseph knows?  Whose was it really?  Everybody 

is interested in that sort of thing. 

 Joseph’s father is going to be eager to give his son advice:   

“Get out while you can.  You have no reason to think she’ll 

change.  Don’t mess up your life.” 

 W.H. Auden’s poem “Christmas Oratorio” imagines the 

doubts that run through Joseph’s head.   

 Joseph, you have heard      

 What Mary says occurred;      

 Yet it may be so.     

 Is it likely?  No.      

 Mary may be pure.   

 But, Joseph, are you sure?   

 How is one to tell?    

 Suppose, for instance, well.     

 Maybe, maybe not.    

 But, Joseph you know  

what your world,  

 of course,  

will say about you anyway. 

 Matthew describes Joseph as “a righteous man.”  He is 

concerned for Mary, and he has his own reputation to protect.   

If your fiancée is pregnant and you were out of town when it 

happened, it is hard not to feel self-righteous.  Joseph knows 

what most people would tell him to do.   

 After a lot of deliberation, Joseph decides to bow out of the 

Christmas pageant.  The right thing to do is put all this behind 

him quickly and quietly, get on with his life, let Mary get on 

with hers.  Joseph will do the sensible thing.     

 But just as he is starting to feel okay about the decision,  

Joseph has a dream in which an angel tells him to marry her.   



Most people having this dream would have no trouble ignoring 

it.  Have you not ignored dreams with more details than this 

one?   

Most of us would require more than a dream to convince us 

to do what Joseph is about to do.  This is a miracle.  A sensible, 

reasonable, and pragmatic person acts contrary to the evidence.  

It does not make sense, but Joseph does what love tells him to 

do.  He knows what people will think and he does it anyway.   

We live in the real world, and in the real world people who 

do the kind of thing Joseph does are not called heroes.  They are 

considered losers.   

 First-time fathers have moments when they are not sure 

what they have gotten themselves in to.  They only know that 

their world is being turned upside down by a baby.  Imagine 

what Joseph is feeling.  And yet, he takes his place beside this 

woman in trouble.   

 Christmas is the invitation to love unreasonably.  Love runs 

contrary to the evidence.  The evidence is that people are selfish.   

The evidence is that they will use you.  The evidence is that the 

good ones come in last.   

But the Christmas story suggests that we are to love 

neighbors who do not love us, trust those who will use us, and 

believe that good will overcome evil even though the evidence is 

to the contrary.  When Joseph could have cut his losses, he 

stayed.  He loved when it was hard.   

 When people talk about the real meaning of Christmas they 

do not usually realize that the truth of the story is that what most 

people think is gold is actually dust.   

Christmas teaches us that what most people think is 

important does not matter.  Christmas teaches us that love is the 

criterion by which everything else is interpreted.  Christmas 

teaches us that love is harder than we realize.   

One day the Westcotts’ radio goes on the blink, so Jim 

surprises Irene with a new one.  But in The Enormous Radio, 

John Cheever’s 1947 New Yorker short story, instead of picking 



up their favorite stations, the new radio tunes in to what is going 

on in the other apartments in their building.   

At first the Westcotts cannot get enough of their neighbors.   

They find it entertaining.  They hear what neighbors think about 

other neighbors.  They hear a family arguing over money 

troubles.  They hear children saying horrible, hilarious things 

about their parents.  But what begins as entertainment turns 

more serious.   

Irene gets up in the middle of the night and hears a woman 

tell her husband that she feels something is wrong with her, but 

they cannot afford a doctor.  Irene has trouble getting back to 

sleep.   

The next day she listens to a fight and tells Jim: “Go up to 

16C, Mr. Osborne is beating his wife.  You have to do 

something.”  Jim shrugs his shoulders.   

Irene has discovered that the nicely dressed woman in the 

elevator is a prostitute, the building superintendent is having an 

affair, and that Mrs. Melville’s mother has cancer, but Mr. 

Melville refuses to help send her to the Mayo Clinic for 

treatment.   

Everyone—even the nicest people—seem to fight about 

money.  They are hypercritical and dishonest.  The sad lives of 

their neighbors depresses Irene.  Jim suggests that if it bothers 

her so much she should just turn it off.  She should go back to 

ignoring the people who live around them.   

People who believe that God is with us, who believe that 

Christmas matters, can never go back to ignoring people.  If God 

is with us, then God is with the people we live with and the ones 

we are glad we do not live with.  God is with the victims of 

cancer, victims of abuse, and victims of bad choices.  God is 

with hungry children and lonely neighbors.  God is with every 

person we meet and every person we do not want to meet.   

When we recognize that God is with us, we have to do hard 

things. Say the first word of kindness. Pray for the bullies. Look 



poor people in the eye. Listen to people we do not like. And give 

to people who will never pay us back. 

 The family of five always had a small, white envelope 

stuck among the branches of their Christmas tree.  The envelope 

had no name, identification, or inscription.  It peeked through 

the branches of the tree for more than ten years.   

The tradition began because the father did not care for most 

Christmas gifts.  Mike did not like the frantic running around at 

the last minute to get a tie for Uncle Harry and slippers for 

grandma—gifts given in desperation because you could not 

think of anything else.   

Knowing that he felt that way, Elise decided one year to 

bypass the usual shirts, socks and sweaters, and find something 

special for Mike.   

The inspiration showed up in an unusual way.  Kevin, who 

was thirteen at the time, was on the school wrestling team.  In 

early December his team had a match against an inner-city team 

that was wearing sneakers so ragged that the shoestrings seemed 

to be the only thing holding them together.   

Kevin’s team was in spiffy blue and gold uniforms and 

sparkling new wrestling shoes.  As the match began, Elise was 

shocked to see that the other team did not have headgear, the 

light helmets that protect the wrestlers’ ears.  Headgear was a 

luxury the ragtag team could not afford.   

The kids from the wealthy school won every match.   

Mike shook his head:  “I wish just one of them could have won.   

They have potential, but losing like this could take the heart 

right out of them.”   

That is when the idea for Mike’s present came.  That 

afternoon, Elise went to a sporting goods store and bought an 

assortment of wrestling headgear and shoes and sent them 

anonymously to the inner-city wrestling team.  On Christmas 

Eve, she placed an envelope on the tree.  The note inside told 

Mike what she had done and that this was her gift to him.  Mike 

loved it.   



And so each Christmas, Elise followed the tradition—one 

year sending a group of mentally challenged children to a 

hockey game, another year a check to a pair of elderly brothers 

whose home had burned to the ground two weeks before 

Christmas, and on and on.   

The envelope became the highlight of Christmas.  It was 

the last thing opened on Christmas morning.  Everyone listened 

carefully when Mike read the note in the envelope. 

As the children grew, the envelope grew more important.   

Then one year a month before Christmas, Mike died of cancer.  

When Christmas came, Elise was still so wrapped up in grief 

that she barely got the tree up.   

But on Christmas Eve she placed an envelope on the tree, 

and in the morning, it was joined by three more.  Each of the 

children, without mentioning it to one another, had placed an 

envelope on the tree for their father.   

 Sometimes it is hard to love but it is always best.  The best 

lives are centered in love—and not much else. God invites us to 

live with surprising love. 
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