SERMON NOTES: A MAN DREAMS, A WOMAN SINGS – LISH EVES

Lish began by noting that we are over-familiar with the Nativity, especially Mary’s song – and we tend to ignore Joseph. She sought to take a fresh view of the role of both partners, and come to radical conclusions.

A woman sings – Mary’s experience was one-off, since no one else has ever been given her commission, but it can still apply to us. She went along with God’s request, joyfully singing of “what the Lord has done for me” taking the risk of being stoned to death for sex outside marriage.  And not knowing that Jesus would die on a cross.

A man dreams - Joseph doesn’t sing or even speak, but God sends him dreams. His story illustrates how Jesus’ coming can disturb someone’s life and his “ordinary” dreams. Joseph had probably envisaged a normal life, children, a son he could be proud of. But then Mary’s pregnancy destroys these dreams. First, he planned a quiet divorce. But then he had a dream from God that the child really is from the Holy Spirit. This can happen to us too, as God takes away everyday ordinary dreams and gives us different, radical, dangerous ones. 

Joseph shows himself to be a committed man, agreeing to do what God wants despite his risk of disgrace, and carrying it out. So, he takes on Mary and Jesus, and crucially “names the child” showing total acceptance as his own. As Joseph saves Jesus by moving to Egypt to escape massacre, similarly we are accepted and also saved by God. Joseph’s life is wrecked as he becomes a refugee in a foreign land, before returning to a poor village, but God fulfils his plan through this committed man.

Have we got the guts to put our lives in God’s hands for the sake of God’s purpose? Joseph couldn’t check his dreams with Scripture, wise people etc. Rather, he fulfilled Scripture by his obedience (so that Jesus like Israel was to be “called out of Egypt” as God’s son). God took the risk of using fallible people like Joseph, so that Jesus could fulfil all of what Israel was supposed to do, and failed. Like Joseph, we aren’t perfect, but Jesus can “take our sins and make them his own, take his righteousness and make it our own” in Luther’s words.

If we want to follow Jesus we are not called to a riskless life. If “all we want for Christmas is Jesus” as glorious Lord in our lives, he will put our lives at risk. We need to check our messages from God by constant prayer, and action like Mary visiting Elizabeth.  Reckless faith is honoured by God. Life will be tough but with Jesus there is glory. Are we willing to take similar risks for God? When we open our Bible do we pray to see God’s word tells us to do? Zimbabwe for example will need Christians of all skills to rebuild when Mugabe falls. 

A Spanish saint advised people disappointed with their dreams to pray, “may God deny me peace and give me glory”. Are we ready to do this, like Mary and Joseph, for the sake of a desperate world?

· Do you dream? Do you recognise any of your dreams as coming from God? How did you respond?

· Do you “talk through your talents with Jesus” and pray continuously through the day, as Jesus did? What stands in your way?

· How do you think a married couple should respond to God’s call? Is Mary and Joseph a template, or just an example?

· Are you willing to pray “may God deny me peace and give me glory”?
