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So, are you ready?  
Are you ready for what comes next?  
I’m not talking about whether or not 

you’ve cooked everything, or finished your 
shopping, or wrapped the gifts, or finished 
trimming the tree.  

Are you ready for what comes next?  
Are you ready to birth the Christ into 

your life? 
Are you ready to be awakened?

In the Name of the One who created us, 
seeks us, and continues to come into our 
lives over and over again.  Amen.

(Endnotes)
1  From “The Coming of Jesus in our 

Midst,” by Dietrich Bonhoeffer, in Watch for 
the Light: Readings for Advent and Christmas, 
December 21

Copies of homilies from the Midweek Service 
of Holy Communion are in the Sanctuary’s 

Plaza Entrance information rack and within the  
Worship/Sermons section of the  

church website, www.stpaulshouston.org.



Awakened 
I. One Week Away

Well, one more week…one more week of 
shopping and wrapping and decorating and 
cooking and visiting and worrying that you 
will get everything done. But in the midst of 
all of our holiday frenzy, we are jolted back 
into place as we read the words, “Now the 
birth of Jesus the Messiah took place in this 
way.”  

It stops us in our tracks.  
This is it.  
This is that for which we’ve waited, for 

which we’ve hoped.  
This is the story that we love.

II. The Announcement
The text is familiar. It is the story of sto-

ries. This is it; this is how it happened; this 
is how God entered the world and changed 
us forever. The writer of Matthew must have 
had such a great sense of God in the writings 
of Isaiah that this was the way it needed to 
be described. We already know the answer; 
we know what will happen. The Christ child 
will again come, and for a moment, if only 
for a moment, we will look into the eyes of 
hope and change. We will look into the eyes 
of God. And then something will distract us 
and the moment will be lost. We will return 
to our usual lives until next year. And yet, 
we are reminded of Emmanuel, God with 
Us. And, like Joseph, when we awake from 
sleep, we are to take the Christ child into our 
hearts.

We skip over the genealogy that comes 
before this. I supposed that’s done so that 
we can get to the story and not be bogged 
down in the details. I mean, really, most 
people don’t want to hear a long list of hard-
to-pronounce names — 42 generations, to 
be exact. It doesn’t make good press or good 
script. And yet, the story itself is buried in 
the details, isn’t it? I suppose God could 
come into the world with no help from us, 
with no help from all of those faithful ones 
who came before us. 

But what would it mean?  
Why bother?  

After all, the name of the Christ child 
is “God With US.” Doesn’t that mean some-
thing?  

The story is incomplete without us.  
Because without us, without every one of 
us, without EACH of us, God never would 
have come at all. God came as Emmanuel, 
“God with us,” and calls us into the story. The 
Incarnation is the mingling of God with hu-
manity. There’s no way out. The Divine has 
poured into our midst, and we are changed 
forever. We just have to birth the Godchild 
in our lives. Knowing that we could never 
become Divine, the Divine became us. The 
world is turned upside down. And so God 
stayed around to show us how to live in it. 

So I suppose the writer of Matthew is 
right: All this DID take place to fulfill what 
has been spoken by the Lord through the 
prophets, whatever that may  have looked 
like…and his dwelling will be glorious.

We also are guilty of sort of skipping 
over Joseph. After all, can you imagine what 
he must have been going through? This was 
not just affecting Mary’s life. It was affecting 
his life, too. The proper (and probably the 
easiest) thing would be to quietly divorce 
her and go on with his life. To be honest, 
you have to admire him for just wanting to 
quietly dismiss the whole problem. After 
all, he couldn’t marry her at this point. The 
text says that he was a “righteous” man. This 
meant that he was faithful to the Scriptures, 
to the laws of the Torah. He didn’t have a 
choice. He HAD to divorce Mary. But he 
would do it quietly. It seems that he really 
did feel compassion for her. But he also had 
to be a little hurt, probably a little angry. We 
can only imagine.

But in the night in a wild fit of sleep 
came the dream. Ah, the dream! “Listen to 
her, Joseph, she is telling the truth. And she 
needs you. This child will need you. He will 
need a father in his life to show him how to 
grow up, to show him how to become a man.  
He will need someone to hold him when 
he is afraid and scold him when he gets 
off course, as all children do. He really just 
needs someone to love him into being.  

“And Mary?  



“She is scared. She needs you. You can do 
this together.”  

Joseph, God is calling you, too. Mary 
cannot go through this alone. And, so Joseph 
awakened, took Mary in his arms, and en-
tered the sacred story that had been handed 
to him from generations before him. And 
their lives changed forever.  

The Annunciation literally means “the 
announcement.” The word by itself prob-
ably holds no real feeling of sacredness or 
mystery. But it is the beginning of the central 
tenet of our entire Christian faith — The 
Annunciation, Incarnation, Transfiguration, 
Resurrection.  

The Greek word that is often used for 
Mary is Theotokos. It, literally, means, “God-
bearer.” Mary is more than the woman who 
carried and birthed the human Jesus into the 
world. Mary, Theotokos, in some mysterious 
way, brought all that is God, all that is Divine, 
into this little struggling world. The Annun-
ciation fills our cathedrals and our museums 
with art. It is one of the painted scenes in all 
of art.  

But what about Joseph?  
This is his announcement, the Annuncia-

tion to Joseph. The name “Joseph” means 
“God will add” or “God will increase.” God 
called Mary as the God-bearer; but God 
called Joseph to also respond, to add to the 
meaning of the story. After all, it is the Jo-
seph side of the story that once again upsets 
the social and religious expectation apple 
cart, so to speak. It is Joseph who must break 
the ranks of righteousness and instead be-
come human. This beautiful nativity story is 
both wondrous and scandalous at the same 
time. And so, somehow Joseph had to trust 
this strange news that he, too, was being 
drawn into the story. Somehow Joseph had 
to get on board with God turning his whole 
life upside down.

III. Allowing God  
to Turn our Lives Upside Down

What message does that hold for us? 
Are we willing to let God turn our lives 

upside down?  
Are we willing to, like Joseph, let go of 

our conventions, our expectations, our as-
sumptions that our Christmas or even our 
life might just not turn out exactly the way 
that we envision?

In other words, are we willing to be 
awakened to the unexpected?

Dietrich Bonhoeffer said, “We have 
become so accustomed to the idea of divine 
love and of God’s coming at Christmas that 
we no longer feel the shiver of fear that 
God’s coming should arouse in us. We are 
indifferent to the message, taking only the 
pleasant and agreeable out of it and forget-
ting the serious aspect, that the God of the 
world draws near to the people of our little 
earth and lays claim to us. The coming of 
God is truly not only glad tidings, but first of 
all frightening news for everyone who has a 
conscience.”1

Lays claim to us — that is what God did 
for Mary, what God did for Joseph. In fact, 
that is what God did for all of those listed in 
the 42 generations that are listed in the vers-
es preceding the ones we read. This Scrip-
ture makes us realize that God’s coming into 
the world did not just involve God, an angel, 
and Mary. Joseph was there too, as were all 
of those who came before and all of those 
(including us) who came after. God’s com-
ing is not just the birth of a baby in a pretty 
nativity story; God’s coming is the way that 
God lays claim on us. God’s coming is the 
way that God turns all of our lives upside 
down. It is the way that we are awakened 
from our lackadaisical sleepy little lives.

Continued on next page



IV. The Awakening
And so it begins. As the Scripture says, 

“now the birth of Jesus the Messiah took 
place in this way.” It begins the mystery of 
Christ Jesus. The fog lifts and there before 
us is the bridge between the human and the 
Divine. God comes and we are called to bear 
God in our lives. We are called to awaken.

The text says that Joseph had already 
resolved to cast Mary aside. But somewhere 
in that night, he changed. He was told not 
to be afraid. We are told over and over in 
the Scriptures “do not be afraid” or “be not 
afraid” or “do not fear.” 

Well, in my humble experience of the 
Bible, it strikes me that when God or an 
angel or some other instrument uses these 
words, one should be extremely concerned! 
After all, God is preparing you for something 
really big. The world as you know it will 
start shaking and quaking, and the founda-
tion that you’ve so carefully built for yourself 
will become mere quicksand. Nothing will 
ever be the same again.

And then God waits patiently for Joseph 
to respond. The world hangs suspended, if 
only for a time; its very salvation teetering 
on the brink of its demise. After all, Mary’s 
already on board. But she needs help. She 
needs you. God needs you. So, how can this 
be? 

I do believe in the omnipotence of God. 
But I also believe that God, in God’s infinite 
wisdom, chose to give up part of that power. 
It’s called free will. God gave a piece of the 
Godself to each of us that we might choose to 
respond in faith. 

How can this be? 
Certainly not without God and not even 

without us. Our faith journey is a partner-
ship with God, a dance between the human 
and the Divine. And so God waits...How can 
this be?...Only if you respond. So, both Mary 
and Joseph said “yes,” and the Divine began 
to spill into the womb of the world. Salvation 
has begun. 

The world is with child.  

IV. So, Are You Ready?
So, are you ready?  
Are you ready for what comes next?  
I’m not talking about whether or not 

you’ve cooked everything, or finished your 
shopping, or wrapped the gifts, or finished 
trimming the tree.  

Are you ready for what comes next?  
Are you ready to birth the Christ into 

your life?  
Are you ready for the unexpected, for 

your plans to be shattered and your world 
turned upside down?

Christmas Eve is less than a week away, 
when this wildly spinning world will stop, if 
only for a moment, and once again welcome 
hope and peace into the world. But that 
moment is not the holiest one. The holiest 
moment of all is the one that comes next, 
the one that after the initial hesitation, after 
the initial, “How can this be?” when we put 
down our own carefully planned-out lives 
and preconceived notions of who God is and 
how God comes, when we open our closed 
minds and our cynical hearts, and when 
we, ourselves, finally say yes, finally open 
our lives to receive the Christ into our little 
world. Our holiest moment is when we, too, 
add to the numbers of those who have been 
God-bearers, those who have said “yes” to 
bringing God into the world.

It’s almost time!  
There are bells ringing in the distance 

and hope and peace and eternity are waiting 
in the wings.  

How can this be?  
Because the God of all that is Divine also 

claims the ordinariness of our lives. God 
wants to live with each one of us, as one of 
us. And each of us is called to be the God-
bearer, to bring the hope and peace and 
eternity that is waiting into our world. Each 
of us is called to add to the numbers of gen-
erations before us. The miracle of Christmas 
does not stop with the birth of a baby. It in-
stead happens every day that we say “yes” to 
eternity, “yes” to God’s Kingdom, and “yes” 
to bringing the Divine into the world. 

It’s almost time!  
The world is with child.  


