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An angel of the Lord appeared to Joseph, quoting the prophet Isaiah, who said “the Lord 

will give you a sign… the young woman (almah, in Hebrew) shall conceive and bear a son, 

and shall name him Immanuel.” (Is. 7:14)  Some sign.  As signs go, it’s pretty ordinary.  This 

happens every day.  And it is a miracle every time, I think, but still one of the everyday 

variety.  In Matthew’s birth narrative, the angel says, “the virgin shall conceive and bear a 

son,” which is certainly more extraordinary. But the truth is that in the Middle East of that 

time, claims of a virgin birth were made of every new despotic king who came to power. 

Surely folks then heard that the same way as we would a headline from the Star or the 

National Inquirer, waiting in the checkout line at WalMart.  “Inquiring minds want to 

know.” (No, not really. We don’t.)  So whichever term is used – “virgin” or “young woman” 

– it is still pretty understated, as signs go. 

 

And of course that is the point.  The Messiah is born to us, Immanuel – which means “God 

with us”, in the most ordinary of circumstances, and if his bed was made on straw in a stable 

so it was with many children in the poorer part of those towns.  Even the name he was 

finally given is less grand than “Immanuel”, but was (and is) a very common name – Iesous 

(in Greek), or Joshua (in Hebrew).  If he’d been born in Ireland, maybe Seamus; or Chong 

in China; or in Africa maybe Muenda.  Jesus (Joshua) – it is an ordinary name but a very 

particular name. The extraordinary thing was not the conditions of his birth, but his birth at 

all, the little “God with us.”   

 

Two of the 4 gospels have accounts of Jesus’ birth, and the reason they do is not to prove his 

divinity – as the royal theologies around Judah did in regard to their emperors – but to prove 

his humanity.  That he was divine was a given, for them, but already there was a strain of 

thought in the early church that he only appeared to be human, and that as God he could not 

have felt pain or doubt or the worldly afflictions we all have.  The nativity accounts counter 

that idea when they tell how he was born of a very human woman.  The Christian word for 

this is Incarnation; as John’s gospel says: “The Word became flesh and dwelt among us.”  

Early Church confessions of Jesus as the Son of God was not based on the birth narrative, 

but on the Resurrection. 

 

As for the Roman Empire, their imperial theology had absolutely not difficulty with a 

human being both Son of God and God incarnate.  That wasn’t their issue with the church. 

Their issue was they made the same claim about their emperor, and their question was, 

“Will you serve Emperor Nero or Christ?”   

 

The Apostle Paul threw down the gauntlet in the first line of his letter to the Romans.   

He offered his credentials simply as being in relationship with Jesus Christ, and he 

identified Jesus as Son of God and descendent of King David – which gave him royal 

messiah-ship.  “It would have been impossible for Paul to call Jesus ‘Son of God’ without 

creating confrontation of that title with Rome’s emperor,” say scholars Borg and Crossan.
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There was the difference and the question. Both promised peace, in their own way, but the 

Pax Romana looked nothing like the Pax Christi.  It is still the difference and the question. 

Many voices in our world call to us, and the challenge is discerning the real ones in the here 

and now, and responding faithfully. 



 
2 

 

When, in Paul’s epistle, he used “Christ-language” in the context of history (the Davidic 

kingship) and current affairs (Rome), and tied that to a particular person with a common 

name – Jesus – he stressed the humanity of Christ Jesus, in all his Jewish particularity, even 

to his vulnerability on the Cross.  Again, Incarnation, which means “in the flesh.” 

 

“He had a face,” Frederick Buechner wrote, “…(and) just as his death was not the end of 

him, so his birth was not the beginning of him.  Whatever the story of Jesus may be to high 

angels to us it must, like any story, involve a beginning.  The place where his story begins is 

a place. The time when it begins is a time. The person it begins with is a girl.”
2
  Literally a 

girl, probably 12 or 13 years of age, in those times, which was normal for “betrothal.”  

Custom was that she would move to her husband’s home a year or so after that betrothal. 

Her pregnancy before that could conceivably have been a death sentence under then-Jewish 

law (Deut. 22:23ff).  Our gospel lesson from Matthew is so human a story that it includes this 

danger, and anxieties of all our human lives and relationship.  It sounds like the familiar 

complexities we live with.  The plot is eased with the Angel’s announcement to Joseph, 

after reminding him he is a “son of David” himself, “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 will 

name him Jesus (Joshua, “God Saves”) for he will save his people from their sins.” 

 

The wonder of it for us is his humanity, is in the particularity of it all. It occurs in history, in 

a real time and place to real people. People like us.  Frederick Ohler (former Religion Dept. 

Chair at Warren Wilson) prayed, “God grant that today may be a good time, and here may 

be the Sabbath of location, through Christ our Lord who is everywhere and always, because 

he was somewhere once.”
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   His very humanity raises for us the questions: “What is my 

purpose, my calling? Why am I here?”  And perhaps, “Does life have any meaning?”  And, 

“Who do I listen to and follow? Wall Street? Madison Avenue? Hollywood? Any number of 

present-day Caesars?  Or a person named Jesus?” (Franciscan Richard Rohr wrote that when 

we pray “Your kingdom come,” it also means “My kingdom go.”
4
 ) 

 

The salvation event demands a response from us. Paul told the Romans it is a calling: “To 

all God’s be loved in Rome, who are called to be saints…” And three times in Matthew the 

angel tells Joseph to do something.  Grace wants us to respond through our actions. God 

does infuse life with meaning, and in Jesus shows us what it means to be human. Christ is 

born as human, and is born to us.  David White wrote, “for most of us the call will not come 

so grandly, so biblically, but intimately, in the face of the one you know you have to love.”
5
 

 

In Luke’s gospel, the annunciation of the angel is to Mary. In Matthew, it is Joseph who is 

the model for our response, the model for Christian life.  Mary is the one he knew he had to 

love, and that it might not be easy.  That love was shown not in how he felt about her, but 

what he did.  That response was not believing the right doctrine, or doing the right thing by 

the letter of the Law, but doing God’s thing.  And God’s thing is very often not our thing. 

 

Our response to grace is lived out face to face with other human beings, because Christ 

Jesus was a human being with a face, and because God became human in him, for us.  For 

those human beings are vessels of holiness, the ones made in the image of God. You can see 

it in their faces.  Our response to grace is to encounter other people the way Jesus would 

have done, and more, to encounter them as we would encounter Christ himself. 
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We are about to baptize Dylan and Austin Lyall, young family of Jeff and Evelyn Elliott. 

We will make promises to teach them the Christian faith and teach them these things. As we 

always do in baptisms, we are preparing to trust the future of the church to them, indeed to 

trust to this generation the transmission of the Christian faith itself to the next generation. As 

I said, this faith is not shown in believing a set of propositions, but in a way of life.  If it 

seems a fragile thing, it is.  It always was, and that is the point.  The world, reality, salvation 

itself, depends on the human creature, with God’s help of course.   

 

It always did. Buechner wrote that when Mary, discovered to be with child, asked, “How 

can this be, seeing that I know not a man?” that “the whole Creation, even God himself, all 

hold their breath as they wait for what she will say next. The announcement has been made, 

the world is with child.”
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All praise and thanks be to God. 
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