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This is how the birth of Jesus Christ took place. When Mary his mother was engaged to 
Joseph, before they were married, she became pregnant by the Holy Spirit. Joseph her 
husband was a righteous man. Because he didn’t want to humiliate her, he decided to call 
off their engagement quietly. As he was thinking about this, an angel from the Lord 
appeared to him in a dream and said, “Joseph son of David, don’t be afraid to take Mary as 
your wife, because the child she carries was conceived by the Holy Spirit. She will give birth 
to a son, and you will call him Jesus, because he will save his people from their sins.” Now 
all of this took place so that what the Lord had spoken through the prophet would be 
fulfilled:      Look! A virgin will become pregnant and give birth to a son, And they will call him, 
Emmanuel. (Emmanuel means “God with us.”)     When Joseph woke up, he did just as an 
angel from God commanded and took Mary as his wife. But he didn’t have sexual relations 
with her until she gave birth to a son. Joseph called him Jesus. 
Every day we make decisions and acting in ways that affect others. We say things that 
influence them and may even change the direction of their lives. That happens whether or 
not we plan to and it usually happens without any preparation of what we say. Public 
speaking is the number one fear among Americans, but we are speaking in public all the 
time and often with incredible impact. The question is not whether we speak, or what words 
we use, but whose words we use. This is the point of this message, so I’ll repeat it. “The 
question is not whether we speak, or what words we use, but whose words we use.” 
 
Consider Joseph in the Matthew story. Presumably a faithful, honorable servant in the 
Nazareth community of less than 500 people where houses were close and everyone was 
known. Going through boxes of pictures recently I came across the photo I took of a 
shirtless carpenter in Sevagram, India, carving a wooden plow with an adze, a tool similar to 
an ax but with the blade perpendicular to the handle. His shoeless feet help hold the tree 
limb he is carving. I imagine Joseph like that, skilled with his hands, working most often 
alone in a trade he may have learned from his father. He was likely a quiet man who didn’t 
say much that could possibly disturb people in the village that he depends on for business. 
 
Joseph was engaged. Together they would raise a quiet and faithful family and his son 
would be expected to follow his father’s trade and they would live as generations before and 
after. Their education would come from the temple, their water from hand dug wells and 
their food from local farmers and fishers. Nazareth was a quiet and stable community, and 
whatever change would come wouldn’t affect Joseph much and he would continue to make 
plows, cart wheels, furniture and roof supports. But then Mary was pregnant, and it wasn’t 
from his sexual activity. Though his parents had carefully chosen Mary for his bride, he did 
like her and didn’t want to hurt her, so he decided to call off the wedding quietly. 
 
But then he dreamed of an angel who told him that the child was a blessing of God, had a 
divine purpose, and should be called Jesus because he will save people. It must have been a 
vivid dream because Joseph listened and followed through. One dream, an angel’s visit, and 
history is changed by Joseph’s response. If he had called off their engagement, Mary would 
have been sent back to her parents and the child may not have been born.  
 
The effect of the angel’s visit to Joseph was similar to the witness that Mary’s cousin 
Elizabeth had on her. It was Elizabeth’s affirmation of Mary and her pregnancy that 
encouraged Mary’s faithful response and acceptance of God’s mission for her. Without these 
witnesses of Elizabeth and the angel, it is doubtful that the birth and nurturing of Jesus as 
an anointed child of God would have taken place in the same way if at all.  



 
We may think that there is no comparison between Joseph’s Nazareth and our Racine. Our 
tools and technology are so different.  Our plows are not handcrafted from tree limbs, our 
population is larger and varied, our education is in schools, not temples, but look again. 
Children are still born to single moms, trades are still taught; just this week David Brittig 
gave me a design for roof supports for our house in Falls Church. We still dream and seek 
faithful responses to life’s troubles in conversation with trusted friends and relatives. The 
social issues and spiritual questions Jesus preached about in his life haven’t changed. Yes, 
the technology has changed, the language is different, but the meaning and purpose of life 
has the same answer it did then: to love God and neighbor.  
 
Like then, we are living in a time between what was and what is yet to be. God is still 
inspiring, calling and anointing agents of peace. Christmas, as the birth of good news and 
salvation in and through these anointed ones happens every day in the same way as it did 
for Joseph and Mary. As then, God doesn’t call the powerful and high standing. God calls 
people like a very old woman Sarah, a shepherd boy David, a carpenter Joseph, a thieving 
tax collector Zacchaeus, and a maiden Mary. In other words, God calls simple people, people 
who have no expectation that God would be depending on them and usually deny the 
calling. Even when a person of standing like Paul is called it isn’t to use his social position 
in the Roman military. All these people said they don’t personally have the public qualities 
needed to respond to the occasion. But it was spiritual not social qualities that were 
required, and God blesses us with these and sends witnesses to affirm us. 
  
Just this week a few of us had an opportunity to be a witness. We were in conversation with 
a woman responsible for music and the arts for her church. She mourned the loss of her 
father who, she said, had a such a gift with words that he could bring peace to any 
situation. She lamented that she did not have that gift. Remembering the role of witness 
who affirms God’s gifting, I said, “It is your turn to be that kind of presence using the gifts 
you’ve been given: perhaps not word, but music, art and drama.” She replied that she had 
never thought of it like that. 
 
God doesn’t make mistakes when God calls and equips people needed for the mission. God 
also sends angels and witnesses like Elizabeth for Mary, Ananias for Paul, Philip for the 
Ethiopian, and my father for me. The church can be the witness for each other to support 
and encourage us to say yes to God. It doesn’t take time. Consider how momentary were the 
things people said or did that changed your life. I remember a five minute conversation with 
my dad about resurrection that came back to mean something to me many years later. I 
remember a 30 minute conversation with a pastor and his offer of a travel scholarship to a 
WCC work camp in Finland that changed my life. I remember and often speak of a 15 
minute exercise led by my 6th grade Sunday school teacher that changed the course of my 
life. I know you have those moments too. Those witness moments opened me to divine 
calling and led me to urban ghettos, the world’s villages, college campuses and local 
churches. 
 
How do we prepare ourselves to be such a witness for others? How do we train ourselves to 
speak on behalf of God? It sounds arrogant, but it isn’t. In the same way Jesus was 
anointed to speak the word of God, the church is anointed to be the witnesses of God and 
agents of peace. We may not be perfect at the task, but God uses us. Like Nazareth, 
salvation can come out of Racine and is happening now. 
 



We know how to do this. Whether in our serving ministries or in our reaching out to 
Wayman AME, a Methodist denomination born out of racial discrimination. There are people 
here now who are being inspired by the Holy Spirit of Joy to be an agent of peace using the 
word of God in witness to affirm their neighbor’s life and love. Don’t be delayed by the 
doubts and excuses. The persons next to you, in front of you and behind you need to be 
affirmed and encouraged in their ministries, as you do. The stranger you meet today needs 
to be loved and affirmed. For this we speak for God, using God’s words. We train ourselves 
by studying and discussing God’s Word, talking with God’s angels, and reflecting on our 
own calling to love the unloved. It can start by saying something like, I like your hat. It 
starts a conversation. I commented on a woman’s badger shirt at Barnes and Noble this 
week and learned we graduated the same year, and may have been in classes together. The 
conversation doesn’t always develop further, but it can. If we open ourselves to the 
possibility God can use our witness, we can speak God’s words. We can forgive sin, we can 
love, we can usher in the what is yet to be. Through our varied ministries and through our 
daily contacts we can give the Josephs of our community the courage to usher in the love 
and peace for the world. 
 

 


