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Let’s open our hearts together in prayer. Let us pray: Gracious and 

loving God, save us by your unconditional love for us. In Jesus’ 

name we pray, Amen. 

A house is a house is a house – until love comes through the door! 

Love intuitively goes around sprinkling that special angel dust that 

transforms a house into a very special home for very special people: your 

family. Money, of course can build a charming house, but only love can 

furnish it with a feeling of home. Duty can pack a good bagged lunch, but 

love may decide to tuck a little love note inside. Obligation sends the 

children to bed on time, but love tucks the covers in and gives them good 

night kisses. Compulsion keeps a sparkling house, but love produces a 

happy family. Responsibility can pour a glass of milk, but often, love adds a 

little chocolate. 

Mother Teresa, one of the great servants of all time, said “We can do 

no great things; only small things with great love.” It’s interesting that all 

of the characteristics of love I just mentioned are just small things; small 

things done with great love. 

There are a million small things to do before Christmas. Small things 

that all require great love. I feel blessed that there are only small things on 

my Christmas “to do” list. No really big thing like there was for Joseph, and 

for Mary, his young fiancée, before their first Christmas! Think about 

adding a scandalous, unexpected pregnancy to your Christmas “to do” list.  

Mary must have been worried after the angel Gabriel’s message to her 

that “the Holy Spirit will come upon you and the power of the Most High 

will overshadow you” and “you will conceive in your womb and bear a son, 
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and you will name him Jesus.” Mary was still living at her parents’ home 

when “she was found to be with child.” In those days, marriage was 

consummated after the groom took his bride back to his home and in the 

interim, the engagement was like a contract that could only be broken by 

death or a formal divorce. In certain circumstances, the rules of 

engagement were quite clear. In Deuteronomy, it says that “if there is a 

young woman, a virgin already engaged to be married, and a man meets 

her in the town and lies with her, you shall bring both of them to the gate 

of that town and stone them to death.” It’s pretty clear what the law says. 

Joseph and Mary had a big problem. Who would believe their story about 

the angel Gabriel and the Holy Spirit? 

Sometime before the beginning of Matthew’s gospel, Joseph became 

aware of Mary’s pregnancy. Joseph was a righteous man and he didn’t want 

to expose Mary to public disgrace and possible stoning, so he decided to 

divorce her quietly. It’s not what the law said he should do. The Pharisees 

and the Sadducees would have been quite clear about what the law said to 

do. 

Joseph loved Mary and had compassion for her. So, he decided to 

dismiss her quietly. But Joseph had no sooner resolved what to do than an 

angel of the Lord appeared to him and told him that the child conceived in 

her was a son, from the Holy Spirit. Then the angel commands Joseph “to 

name him Jesus, for he will save his people from their sins.” The name 

Jesus means “He Saves.” The angel didn’t appear while Joseph was wide 

awake and praying; it wasn’t God speaking from a brilliantly burning bush 

or in the parting of the seas; it wasn’t on a majestic mountain top or 

through parting clouds with the Spirit descending like a dove. The angel 

appeared to Joseph in a dream, while he was sleeping. Have you ever 

woken up after a strange, brilliantly clear dream like that? Did you ever 
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think that it might have been God trying to talk to you? It must have been 

very real for Joseph because he demonstrates profound trust in what he 

hears from the angel: the answers to his questions about Mary’s 

pregnancy, the course of action to pursue, and what the child should be 

named. The dream must have been very real, and yet, it was still an 

unusually difficult situation for Mary and Joseph; a situation that required 

great love. 

C.S. Lewis, in his book, The Four Loves, says that “To love at all is to 

be vulnerable. Love anything, and your heart will certainly be wrung and 

possibly be broken. If you want to make sure of keeping it intact, you must 

give your heart to no one, not even to an animal. Wrap it carefully round 

with hobbies and little luxuries; avoid all entanglements; lock it up safe in 

the casket or coffin of your selfishness. But in that casket safe, dark, 

motionless, airless it will change. It will not be broken; it will become 

unbreakable, impenetrable, irredeemable. The alternative to tragedy, or at 

least to the risk of tragedy, is damnation. The only place outside Heaven 

where you can be perfectly safe from all the dangers and perturbations of 

love is Hell.”  

So, we venture forth without being perfectly safe. We love others in 

our own imperfect vulnerability, as we are embraced and loved by God. 

Matthew makes the scandalous nature of Mary’s pregnancy very clear: 

Mary’s unborn child is not Joseph’s. Matthew states that Mary was pregnant 

before they had lived together and then to be absolutely clear, he states 

that they had no marital relations until after Mary had borne a son and he 

was named Jesus. Joseph is not Jesus’ father, so that presents a little 

problem for the lineage of the child of a virgin, for the Messiah was 

expected to be a descendant of David, like Joseph was. The angel 

commands Joseph to name the baby Jesus, which is an excellent plan in 
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their scandalous predicament. In those days, the act of naming a child 

indicated a father’s formal adoption of the child. By naming the child Jesus 

as commanded by the angel, Joseph formally adopts the Son of God into 

his hereditary line as a Son of David. The angel’s advice is all about love 

and the loving things that God is doing in Jesus through the Holy Spirit. 

Jesus will grow up and save us by the unconditional love of God.   

Fred Craddock was the preaching professor at Candler School of 

Theology at Emory University. I have his book on preaching signed by him. 

Fred knew that his father had decided to stay away from his church 

because someone had hurt him. The church continued to reach out to 

Fred’s father year after year, but he would not return. He told Fred that all 

they really wanted was another name and another pledge. As time went on 

his father got cancer. When Fred went to see his father in the hospital, he 

could see that his father was very ill. He also observed that his Dad’s 

hospital room was filled with cards and flowers. Fred learned that they 

were all from members of the church that his father had rejected. In his 

last days, Fred’s father admitted that he had been wrong. Fred realized 

that this church gave God the room and time to change his Dad’s heart. 

They kept on reaching out to him because they were committed to the 

concept of loving one another. They never gave up on his Dad. 

The church that reached out to Fred’s Dad reminds me of the little love 

poem by William Arthur Dunkerley, who wrote under the pen name John 

Oxenham: 

Love ever gives. 
Forgives, outlives, 

And ever stands 
With open hands. 

And while it lives, 

It gives, 
For this is love's prerogative - 

To give, and give, and give. 
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Through the Holy Spirit, God calls us to do something that has 

something to do with love. Perhaps, like Joseph, it will come in a vivid 

dream. Perhaps, it will be to do something small, with great love. Perhaps 

it will require love that will give and give and give. Love has the power to 

save each of us and to enable each of us to rise above our human struggles 

in the hope, peace and joy of God’s unconditional love for us. We’re called 

by God in love; we’re saved by the love of God revealed to us by a baby in 

a manger. Thanks be to God. Amen. 

 


