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Matthew 1:18-25 

God, thank you for the space to breathe in your hope, and to live into the season 

of Advent where the church is called to anticipate your presence. Give us humility 

and confident expectation to love and follow you. Amen. 

“I Believe in the Love” 

Scratched onto a wall at Auschwitz are three lines of a poem: 

I believe in the sun even when it’s not shining. 

I believe in love even when I don’t feel it. 

I believe in God even when God is silent. 

In those dark, grim and deadly days, some prisoner – we don’t who -- a man or 

woman, girl or boy, was able to see in his or her heart that even though their 

current situation was unspeakably dark, hope remained possible, good could be 

redeemed from evil, and new life could emerge from death somehow, some way, 

some day.   

How do we face difficulties – hardship, loss, unknowing, doubt, or disgrace – and 

still hold onto our faith in God?  How do we believe “even when . . .” 

That’s what we’re exploring these Sundays of Advent; we’re looking at the first 

chapter of each of the four gospels to see what they have to tell us about the 

birth of Jesus and how to believe “even when ...” 

Last week we heard Luke’s story about the Angel Gabriel giving Mary the 

incredible news that she was going to have a baby.  Today, we hear Matthew’s 

version of the story; Matthew tells it from Joseph’s perspective, and it’s a very 

different story.  So listen now for the Word of God as it comes to you today: 

The Birth of Jesus 

The birth of Jesus took place like this. His mother, Mary, was engaged to be 

married to Joseph. Before they came to the marriage bed, Joseph discovered 

she was pregnant. (It was by the Holy Spirit, but he didn’t know that.) 



Joseph, chagrined but noble, determined to take care of things quietly so 

Mary would not be disgraced. 

While he was trying to figure a way out, he had a dream. God’s angel spoke 

in the dream: “Joseph, son of David, don’t hesitate to get married. Mary’s 

pregnancy is Spirit-conceived. God’s Holy Spirit has made her pregnant. She 

will bring a son to birth, and when she does, you, Joseph, will name him 

Jesus—‘God saves’—because he will save his people from their sins.” This 

would bring the prophet’s embryonic sermon to full term: 

Watch for this—a virgin will get pregnant and bear a son; 

They will name him Immanuel (Hebrew for “God is with us”). 

Then Joseph woke up. He did exactly what God’s angel commanded in the 

dream: He married Mary. But he did not consummate the marriage until she 

had the baby. He named the baby Jesus. 

This is the incredible, unbelievable Word of the Lord.  Thanks be to 

God. 

In 1783, poet Robert Burns wrote the poem “To a mouse, on turning up her nest 

with the plough”, in which he tells how he upturned a mouse's nest while 

ploughing a field. The resulting poem is an apology to the mouse and the last 

stanza goes like this:  

But, Mousie, thou art no thy lane [you aren't alone]  

In proving foresight may be vain: 

The best laid schemes o' mice an' men 

Gang aft a-gley, [often go awry]  

An' lea'e us nought but grief an' pain, [and leave us nothing but grief and pain] 

For promised joy. 

It’s the line “the best laid plans of mice and men often go awry” that people love 

to quote.  For who hasn’t carefully planned something that hasn’t gone awry?  

Maybe it was a trip you planned that was cancelled unexpectedly; or maybe you 

planned a great party and it turned out to be flop; maybe you planned on having 

a great marriage, and it didn’t go as planned; perhaps you thought you hired the 

right person for the job, and it turned out to be a disaster; or you took what you 



thought was your dream job and it was anything but; or maybe you assumed 

you’d stay at a job until retirement, and the company had other plans. 

No matter what it may have been, we’ve all made plans – big or small – that have 

gone awry. 

So what happens when we experience a change of plans?  A dinner party that 
turned out to be a flop or a trip that was unexpectedly cancelled are 
disappointing, of course – but what about the life plan – the job, marriage, 
spouse, child, or career move that didn’t turn out as we had planned?  What 
then?  What happens when we experience a change of plans? How is our story 
revised, edited, and rewritten? 
 
Joseph had a plan.  He was to marry Mary.  It was all set.  The best of plans.  The 
old King James Version tells us he was “espoused” to Mary; the Revised Standard 
Version uses the word: betrothed.  Their fathers had arranged the marriage, and 
as such they were legally bound to one another.  There was no ending the 
engagement and moving on with his life.  He was, for all intents and purposes, 
already married to Mary.  The only thing they hadn’t yet done was move in 
together and consummate their marriage.   
 
So imagine how Joseph must have felt when he heard that his fiancé was 
pregnant.  Talk about a plan gone awry!  What’s he supposed to do now? 
 
Well Joseph, being a good Jew, decided he’d turn to his religion’s law to tell him 
what to do, and that law was very clear-cut: she must be stoned to death because 
that’s the punishment for adultery.  But Joseph, being a righteous man, doesn’t 
want to have Mary stoned – so he decides to dismiss her quietly – which as far as 
punishment goes is still pretty bad – imagine what the small town gossip of 
Nazareth would be when they heard Mary was pregnant and the baby wasn’t her 
fiancé’s. 
 
So Joseph is all set to dismiss her.  It wasn’t the plan he had for his life, but it’s the 
best rewrite he can come up with.   
 
Until . . .until . . .he falls asleep and has a dream.  A crazy dream, with an angel!  
Who tells him that his fiancé got pregnant by the Holy Spirit.  And, the angel says, 
when the child is born, you’ll name him Jesus, because he’s going to save his 



people from their sins, just like the old-time prophets predicted.  And you’ll marry 
her. 
 
Friends, if you can, try and remove from your brain everything you know about 
this story and every way it’s been romanticized, all of the trappings and think 
about how crazy this all sounds!  If you woke up from a dream like that and told 
people what you had dreamt, people would say, “Wow, that’s crazy!” 
 
But let’s take that one step further, because Joseph did, and instead of just telling 
everyone your dream and going through with the plans you’d already made even 
if they weren’t original best laid plans, you decide, “I’m going to do what that 
angel told me to do.”  If you did that, your friends would think you were really 
crazy and probably recommend a good therapist and prescription.  Because sane, 
rational people don’t act on dreams like that one.  Because we’re sane and 
rational. 
 
The other night, I had a dream I was Super Girl.  Julia, Charlotte and I have started 
watching the TV show Super Girl on Monday nights, so it didn’t really come as 
shock to me that I would have that dream.  And when I told Charlotte I dreamt I 
was Super Girl, she wasn’t shocked.  In fact, she said she’d also dreamt she was 
Super Girl!  But I didn’t declare when I woke up on Tuesday morning, “I, Annie 
Epling, will be Super Girl!” Because I’m sane and rational and not 8 years old! 
 
So consider how crazy it was for Joseph to wake up, get out of bed, and decide he 

was going to follow his dream.  That is some revision of a best laid plan that is ripe 

for going awry if I’ve ever seen one.  Pretty crazy, huh?    with a new resolve that 

is motivated by his love and trust in God. 

So when we face difficulties – hardship, loss, unknowing, doubt, or disgrace –

when we find it hard to believe “even when . . .”, does this story teach us that 

we’re supposed to follow our dreams so that we CAN believe even when the sun 

isn’t shining, or love is forsaken, or God is silent?  Is that what this story teaches 

us – to follow our dreams?  

Yes, it does.  Pretty crazy, huh?  Not what you expected? 



It’s probably not, because our rational, Enlightenment, well-educated minds tell 

us that reason and scientific truth can answer our problems, not dreams.  Dreams 

are for dreamers, or the well-off, or the just graduated college student.  Not us.   

And yet, in this story we 21st century disciples learn something about living and 

believing in highly anxious times.   Caught in a culture that seems like it is 

deteriorating – “Again?”  Tommy exclaimed when he heard the news of San 

Bernardino, we – like Joseph, yearn for a new way of seeing, trusting, and coping 

with problems that seem insurmountable.  Because the old ways of reason and 

scientific truth don’t seem to be working all that well, do they now? 

The great Old Testament professor Walter Brueggemann has written extensively 

about dreams in the Bible.  From Jacob terrified and exhausted by his guilty 

fleeing, to the OT Joseph shackled in a prison cell in Egypt, from Daniel doing a 

death dance in the lions’ den of King Darius to the magi pondering how to escape 

the clutches of Herod, dreams are the way God frees us and rebirths us and 

pushes us into new life.   

Joseph, scared and confused and wanting to do what was right, had a plan.  But 

God had another one that pushed him into a new life. 

We, too, scared and confused and wanting to do what is right, have a plan – 

whether that’s a job or a marriage or a child or a career – but then things change, 

and just when we wonder what God can possibly be up to, and how we’re going 

to survive in the face of loss and destruction and doubt and disgrace, God turns us 

into dreamers, because God knows the past is gone and new life can come – if we 

can trust God and let go into God’s possibilities for our lives. 

Dreams in the Bible all have something in common: they represent God breaking 

into our settled lives and generating an uneasiness in us that won’t be resolved 

until the dream comes to fruition.  Jacob woke from his dream and was blessed by 

God; OT Joseph woke from his dream and saved his people; the magi woke from 

their dream and went home another way; Joseph woke from his dream and 

embraced the Savior of the world.  Imagine how different things would be if they 

didn’t follow their dreams and let God in? 



Years ago I attended a workshop on church transformation, and the one thing the 

speaker said that has stuck with me all these years is this: “The answer to how is 

yes.” 

The answer to how is yes.   

Joseph didn’t wake up and ask, “How can I do that?”  

He said yes.   

We, too, need to say yes.   

The answer to what we’re going to do about gun violence, for example, isn’t 

“How?”  It’s yes. 

The answer to how you’re going to pick-up the pieces when your plans go awry 

isn’t “How?”  It’s yes.  Because that’s a yes to God, and the new life God offers 

you, all of us, if we allow ourselves to awaken to God’s dream of peace and 

compassion, justice and grace, abundance and shalom for all. 

And we do not need to be afraid to be dreamers who say yes, because God is with 

us.   

Immanuel. 

Amen. 

 

 
 
 


