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Perfect Peace in an Imperfect World:
From Fear to Faith

Isaiah 7:10-16; Matthew 1:18-25

“WHY ME?!”
You can almost hear Joseph’s bitter words crashing in cadence with the

blows of his hammer as he toiled in his workshop.  “WHY ME?!  WHAT DID
I EVER DO TO DESERVE THIS?  WHY MARY?  WHY ME?!  WHY, GOD?”

Mary had told him early that morning, before she went to the well to
draw water.  Of all the girls in the village, Mary would be the last one you
would suspect to do something like this.  It was enough that she had betrayed
him and caused him shame, but then she made up that story about the angel
Gabriel appearing to announce that she was going to have a baby who would
be God’s son and who would rule Israel.  Please!  Did she think he had been
born yesterday?!  Why me?!

Joseph’s question is one we all lament at one time or another–often
numerous times in a lifetime.  When the tables suddenly turn, when the
outlook on life is no longer rosy, when what was so right a moment ago now
seems so wrong, fear begins to settle in upon us.  As Carl Sandburg said of
fog, fear also “comes on little cat feet,” creeping in upon us until it is suddenly
there and we are enveloped with it.  That tightness in the stomach is evidence
enough that life is about to implode on us.

King Ahaz knew about that “pit of the stomach” feeling, too.  After Saul
and David, Solomon was the last king to rule over the entire kingdom known
as Israel.  When Solomon died, the northern tribes rebelled and broke with
the southern tribes which were situated around Jerusalem.  The northern
kingdom was called Israel and the southern kingdom Judah.  Over time, even
these once unified tribes became enemies.  During the reign of Ahaz, King of
Judah, Pekah, the King of Israel made an alliance with Resin, the King of
Syria, to overthrow the mighty Assyrian Empire.  They “invited” Ahaz to join
their alliance, but Ahaz wanted nothing to do with it.  He knew Assyria’s power
and realized that all three of the smaller kingdom’s would be defeated.  Pekah
and Resin would not take “no” for an answer.  They pressured Ahaz,
threatening to overthrow his little southern kingdom if he did not join them. 



Ahaz was trapped.  His stomach tightened.  He prayed, “Why me?  Why
Judah?  Why God?”

God heard the prayers of Ahaz and sent the prophet Isaiah to reassure
him.  Nevertheless, Ahaz was afraid and would not listen to the prophet when
he promised that God would help Judah.  “Okay,” said Isaiah, “If you won’t
believe me then ask God himself for a sign.  He will show you.”  Ahaz would
not be further trapped.  He refused to test God by asking for a sign of his
favor.  So Isaiah said, “Fine.  Then God will give you one anyway–‘a young
woman is with child and shall bear a son, and shall name him Immanuel.  He
shall eat curds and honey by the time he knows how to refuse the evil and
choose the good.  For before the child knows how to refuse the evil and
choose the good, the land before whose two kings you are in dread will be
deserted’” (Isaiah 7:14b-16).  In other words, before a child conceived now
can be born and become a toddler, you will not have to worry about Israel and
Syria because they will be history.  And so it was.

Ahaz heeded Isaiah’s words and aligned himself with Assyria. 
Eventually this regional powerhouse defeated Syria and Israel, scattering the
people of those areas far and wide so that all that remained of God’s people
was the little kingdom of Judah.  Ahaz learned that God’s promises were not
merely for the distant future but for the present day.  Isaiah’s prophesy gave
him courage to trust that God was acting in that moment and not only in the
distant future.  Ahaz acted on faith that God is with his people day by day.

If you listened carefully to the Gospel lesson, you noticed that when
Joseph finally slept the night following Mary’s upsetting news, he, too, was
visited by an angel who echoed Isaiah’s words to Ahaz: “‘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’” (Matthew 1:20b-23).1

“God is with us.”  That is the message God has been trying to get
through to us since the beginning.  “God is with us” is what Christmas is all
about.  It means that we are not alone, that we do not face our challenges by

1For an excellent discussion of the relationship of these two scripture passages and for an explanation
of the terminologies used by the biblical writers, see Roger A. Bullard, Messiah: The Gospel According to
Handel’s Oratorio, (Grand Rapids: The William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1993), 22-37.
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ourselves, that we need not despair.  Ahaz discovered that God still cared
about his people enough to act in that moment.  Although he had to use a
foreign nation to protect his flock, God demonstrated that he was the God of
all nations.  Years later, Joseph discovered that God continues to speak to his
children and help them through the twists and turns of life.  Like Ahaz, Joseph
had a difficult choice to make.  He was in a bind, between a rock and a hard
place.  He had no “good choice.”  If you have ever felt that way, then you can
appreciate Joseph’s dilemma.  Mary was pregnant and Joseph knew he was
not the father.  He knew the social ramifications and the pending hardships,
but he no longer feared the consequences.  He no longer feared the wagging
tongues of the busybodies in Nazareth.  He no longer feared that he would
have to shut Mary out of his life.  Like Ahaz centuries before, Joseph
discovered that God could move him from fear to faith because God is with
us.

As much as God hoped it would be and we wish it were, our world is not
perfect.  Sometimes unfortunate things just happen.  At other times, we make
poor choices or someone else acts irresponsibly.  Evil breaks loose and
suddenly our world is turned sideways and we are trapped.  Fear sets in and
we become paralyzed.  Our judgment is impaired.  Our options become
limited.  Our fear rages.  At times like this, like Joseph, we need to hear those
reassuring words: “‘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.’”

God is with us.  We are not alone.  When the news is not good, when
the knot tightens in our stomach, when we feel trapped, it is time to place our
trust in God to see us through the darkness.  It is time to seek the action God
would have us take, to look for the right, to shun the wrong.  We move from
fear to faith and place our lives in the hands of the One who created us and
longs for us to claim him as Lord of Life.

Perhaps before we panic over what life throws at us, we first need to
take a little time to sort things out.  Like Joseph we may need to visit the
workshop, to pound out our frustrations until we can calm down, reflect, and
listen.  Rosalind Brown reminds us that God often speaks in whispers if we
will but listen.  She says,
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Joseph's fidelity reminds us that times of silence or
awkward questions can be the prelude to new works of God in our
lives.  Advent is a time of preparation for the coming of God - a
time to pay attention to the clues that God is active; to notice the
meaning of things that we might take for granted; a time to
practise [sic] the scales of fidelity that will enable us to play the
new music when God puts it in front of us, when suddenly our
night sky is torn apart by angels singing "Glory to God in the
highest and peace to his people on earth."2

If Ahaz could gain insight to determine the best military alliance that
would secure the future of his people and if Joseph could see clearly enough
to understand that Mary was telling the truth and they were partners with God
in a great work of grace, then surely we can trust God to help us sort out
whatever dilemmas have us feeling trapped.  We already have the sign.  We
already have the Savior.  Immanuel: God is with us.  No fear, just faith–and
peace.  Thanks be to God.  Amen.

2Rosalind Brown, “Readings: 4th Sunday of Advent,” Church Times (December 13, 2013); available
online at: http://www.churchtimes.co.uk.
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December 22, 2013 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

All heaven and earth wait in hushed wonder, O God, to see a beam
shining from the star which will lead us to the Christ child.  We have spent
these weeks watching and waiting in eager anticipation.  We have adorned
our homes, sung our carols, prepared elaborate celebrations, all in the hope
of reflecting the joy of this season and the generosity of your abundant gifts
to us.  

But we confess, Gracious God, that too often the flurry of activities
prevents us from hearing the angel songs of peace on earth.  The excesses
of food and gifts cause us to miss the good news of justice for the poor and
oppressed among us.  The obligations and expectations of the season begin
to feel like fetters which bind us rather than a proclamation of freedom and
joy.  Help us, O God, as we approach the birth of our Savior, to refocus our
attention on the beautiful simplicity of his call to love God with our whole
selves and to love one another.  Help us to remember, in all our gift giving and
celebration, that we rejoice today and every day because we have received
the gift of your grace Incarnate, the gift of your Son who by his life, death and
resurrection has redeemed us and set us free.

Even as we give thanks for your generosity to us, Merciful God, we pray
that you would help us not to become too comfortable or too preoccupied with
our own circumstances that we fail to see the need all around us. We ask for
your mercy on those who are not able to celebrate during this season.  We
pray for healing for those who are sick.  We pray for comfort and peace for
those whose burdens seem too much for them to bear.  Holy God, reveal
yourself to us again in the birth of your Son, that we may show mercy and love
to your world and to one another.  In the name of the One who comes,
offering light in our darkness, even Jesus the Christ.  Amen.

Elizabeth J. Edwards
Associate Minister


