Sermon for December 21 2025        Matthew 1:18-25        “Engaged? Disengaged?”
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 her to public disgrace, planned to dismiss her quietly. But just when he had resolved to do this, an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream and said, “Joseph, son of David, do not be afraid to take Mary as your wife, for the child conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit. She will bear a son, and you are to name him Jesus, for he will save his people from their sins.” All this took place to fulfill what had been spoken by the Lord through the prophet: “Look, the 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 the Lord commanded him; he took her as his wife, but had no marital relations with her until she had borne a son; and he named him Jesus.

          Advent, year in and year out, is always structured the same way: the first Sunday focuses on the second coming of Christ; the second Sunday is all about John the Baptist; the third Sunday, the joyful Gaudete Sunday, is about the soon-to-be improved world with a newborn Messiah in the mix, and the fourth Sunday, today, we get to focus on the birth itself, and especially upon Mary and Joseph, the earthly parents of our Lord.

          Admittedly, we Protestants don’t spend a lot of time in veneration or prayer with either of these fine folks.  Our history is replete with anti-Papist sentiments, and our Methodist genesis was during the very throes of the Catholic and Protestant struggle for dominance in Europe and its colonies.  Neither Mary or Joseph have never found her way into our hearts and minds like they have for our orthodox brethren. So you notice a lack of ‘Hail, Mary’ kind of songs in the liturgy…seems likely that you will think, not of the Queen of Heaven, but of football. 

          Now, I know about as much about football as the average United Methodist knows about Mary, so I consulted the encyclopedia, and here is what it said:  A Hail Mary pass is a very long forward pass in American football, made in desperation with only a small chance of success. In the Hail Mary pass all receivers run straight toward the endzone and the quarterback will make a long pass that is often "up for grabs." The term became widespread after a December 28, 1975 NFL playoff game between the Dallas Cowboys and the Minnesota Vikings, when Cowboys quarterback Roger Staubach (a Roman Catholic) said about his game-winning touchdown pass to wide receiver Drew Pearson, "I closed my eyes and said a Hail Mary."  The expression goes back at least to the 1930s.  Originally meaning any sort of desperation play, a "Hail Mary" gradually came to denote a long, low-probability pass attempted at the end of a half when a team is too far from the end zone to execute a more conventional play, implying that it would take divine intervention for the play to succeed. For more than forty years, use of the term was largely confined to Notre Dame and other Catholic universities. 

                    It is hard for me to envision God as the quarterback of Creation, needing to make a desperation play, but it is not hard at all for me to imagine God’s team, this human team, needing divine intervention if we are gonna win this thing. Joseph, the patron saint of workers, ought to be venerated here, at least around the time of the Christmas Bazaar!  And Mary? How should United Methodists relate to Mary?  I believe, historically, theologically, socio-politically, and deeply personally, that we ignore both of these forbears to our eternal peril, but especially Mary, because Mary is our only remaining connection with the feminine aspect of God.

                     Imagine with me, if you will, a magnificent jungle cat, let’s say a full-grown Bengal tiger, stretched out right in front of the stable here.  It is strong and swift and beautiful in that scary way.  We could call it a tiger; it would not care.  We could call it a lollipop, or a tractor, or anything we wished, it would not change its nature, nor would it really care very much; it is, after all, a full-grown Bengal tiger!  We could mis-identify its gender, its age, its country of birth, and it would not care!  Imagine with me then, the magnificence of God, more vast and strong and beautiful than a zillion Bengal tigers, and tell me why we are so convinced that God is so thin-skinned, that God demands of us a proper address, by one name, and one gender only.  This, to me, makes no sense whatever.

                    What we are dealing with here, of course, is the end product of centuries of human pigeonholing.  Well before Judaism, people experienced the divine in a variety of ways, male, female, honest, tricky, ancient, youthful, and assigned qualities of the divine to different deities, different gods, if you will.  Along comes Abraham and his descendants to persuade the world that the Lord your God is One, which I believe to be the actual truth, but with that belief, we are forced to make limiting choices.  Now only certain experiences of God will be sanctioned, because we cannot envision a deity that is both young and old, both honest and tricky, both male and female.  Choices are made, and a heavenly version of patriarchy is born.  And now people, to this very day, will fight to the death over their image of God, never thinking that it doesn’t make any difference at all to the tiger what you call it!  God is so beyond this pettiness, but we are stranded right in the middle of it.  Time for a Hail Mary pass.

                    I do believe that the universal creative force that some of us call God, and some of us call Yahweh, and some of us call Allah, and some of us call Krishna, and some of us call the Universe, and some of us call Life, is the one and same thing, always and everywhere.  I do not believe there were ever multiple deities, multiple contenders for power, but these were just our human descriptors of different aspects of the one reality that most of us here today would call God.  But that list I just breezed through is just recent history, isn’t it?  For our human experience of God, before we were told it was wrong, was much more varied.  Ishtar, Astarte, Freya, Artemis, Aphrodite, Gaia, and hundreds more mother deities, female deities, expressing the obvious creative energy that Mary expresses for us, the power of bring forth life into the world.  Historically, male deities came late to the game, because when it comes to creativity and household management, there is just nothing like a mom. 

                    We get all riled up about this because we don’t have a mental pigeon hole that includes both maleness and femaleness in one creature. Look at our recent social distress over gender pronouns and people who don’t simply pick a box and stay there! When we humans are riled up, listen, choices are made, choices that don’t always work out so well in the long run.  It is well beyond the scope of our time together this morning, but the damage done the world in the name of male-only deities is incalculable. And this is why Mary is so very, very important in our faith development, bringing a measure of balance and compassion and care and thoughtfulness that have never before been credited to our images of the divine, and will come to fullest flower in her son, Jesus, the first deity in a patriarchal religion that includes, and respects, and cherishes, women. 

                     If this all seems like ancient academic theory, think again.  Over the last ten months decades of hard work has been red-lined and tossed aside, part of the eternal human conflict between patriarchy and matriarchy, our never-ending short-sightedness about proclaiming one primary gender superior over the other. As a result of these last ten months there are many voices attempting their own Hail Mary passes within the halls of American government, trying various stratagems to rebalance the wildly out-of-kilter toxic masculinity that is currently on display. The desire for patriarchy is still strong in many Americans, but our elected and appointed male role models, at the highest levels, would all be the kind of dads most people would hide from rather than embrace. Jesus evidently learned from his dad, and became skilled in woodworking and probably stone masonry as well.  But he also learned from his mom, as we must learn too, that we are made in God’s image, all of us: male and female God created us, reflections of the divine reality.  Despite that fact that we cannot cram God into a little mental box, God has qualities that cross the gender spectrum, and every developed follower of God aspires to understand and honor that same balance. And so, seeing where the team was headed, God throws a literal Hail Mary pass into the scrimmage of history.   God knew that we could not win with such an unbalanced playbook, and we have basically proved God right on that score.  In Mary, we can find and reverence the other, necessary, nurturing, healing aspects of the divine.  Her presence among us gets us out of the mental jam, and sets us on a better path.  

                     I close with regret that we always have so little time for Joseph; his demonstrations of integrity and inner strength could really help us out right about now. We know so very little about God’s earthly proxy; after he and Mary discover Jesus in the Temple at age twelve, he is never mentioned again. Despite that, his shining moment came when he discovered that the lovely young thing to whom he was engaged was, um, in the family way. And he could have gone off the deep end as so many men do when their authority clashes with their insecurity and when it becomes plain that they don’t really own their wives bodies, and never really will. He is fixin’ to dump Mary, unable to believe her ridiculous story that she was impregnated by God, but at least he is going to be decent about it. He decides to sleep on it – always a good idea when big decisions are on the table – and during that sleep an angel prevails upon him to trust, to believe, and to wed this chosen mother-to-be. That he is able to set aside his earthly pettiness for heavenly obedience is an eternal lesson, one that his soon-to-be-born son will preach about a whole lot. Joseph is the patron saint of the bigger picture, the broader perspective, the one who reminds us that, even if we think we are right, and even if we know we are justified, that God asks of us bigger brains and hearts than the bare minimum we can get away with in this world. Although he contemplated getting disengaged, he honored the larger truth and stayed in the game. Because being engaged, mentally, emotionally, physically, spiritually, is the very center of Jesus’ teaching. It is the one-word description of the greatest commandment, to love God with all our minds and hearts and soul and strength. Joseph showed us how. Mary showed us how. And then, definitively, Jesus showed us how. A blessed Christmas to us all! Amen! 

