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Advent 3

The Christmas touch:  love a family member

[Matthew 1:18-25]

In the beginning…

“It was the best of times; it was the worst of times.”

That’s the first sentence in a novel written by Charles Dickens --

not his most popular work, A Christmas Carol…

but another tale.

Dickens used those words to describe conditions in A Tale of Two Cities.

The phrase, however, could describe the situation at this time of the year.

What makes Christmas one of the best times?

Getting together with members of your family.

And what makes Christmas one of the worst times?

You guessed it!

Getting together with members of your family.

Christmas is that time of the year 

when we become most involved with members of our extended family.

If your extended family is like mine,


it not only includes distant relatives;



it also includes relatives who have become distant –




people who are not strangers, 

but people from whom we have become estranged.

Joyce Landorf calls these folks the “irregular people” in our families.

She must have many among all her relatives.

Listen to what she writes:

“Reunions bring home the fact that coping with the “irregular people” is one of the most exasperating tasks of our existence. … I am convinced that one of the contributing factors to the high rate of suicide after Christmas is because families have been together.”

Thanks a lot, Joyce!

Thanks for reminding us what can go wrong at our house this Christmas.

Since all of us also have such “irregular people” within the circle of our extended family,


how can we get it right this year?

Perhaps Joseph can help.

It was at Christmas 2000 years ago 

that this man had to resolve a problem in his family.

What he did then 

may help us deal with irregular people and situations in our own family today.

At the very least, his story can help us assess whether – in our family – 

we are doing the right thing…or just doing things right.

Now what do I mean by that?

About 5 years ago, as a corporate trainer,


I was part of a task-force 

that analyzed the performance of our corporation’s training unit.

We discovered that we were so concerned about our own policies and procedures


-- so obsessed with doing things right --



that we were ignoring the needs of our customers…




that we weren’t doing the right things for them

I believe that the same situation can arise in our families – especially at Christmas --


and Joseph shows how we can deal with this situation.

Love a family member
1)  Do things right?

The story is so familiar…


the story so focused on mother Mary and the baby Jesus,



that we fail to appreciate how Joseph felt…what Joseph did.

So, this morning, let’s take a closer look.

Joseph…

He didn’t live in the shadow of a palace, but he had blue blood in his veins:


he could trace his ancestry back to a king named David.

He came from the no-good town of Nazareth, but he himself had a very good job:


he was a craftsman…a skilled worker with wood.

He was planning his wedding…to another blue-blood,


a maiden named Mary, also a distant relative of King David.

And, we are told, Joseph was a just man [Matthew 1:19 NLT]:


he liked to do things right.

Why! this guy was so squeaky clean that he didn’t even have sex before marriage.

What’s a guy like this supposed to do, then,


when his whole world is shattered…

and shattered by the apparently promiscuous behavior of a relative?

Can you imagine the conversation?

“Now, Mary, you mean to tell me that you’ve been talking with the angels?  That you’re now pregnant?  That the devil didn’t make you do it?  That it was God!  Come on, Mary.  I may work with wood, but I’m not a blockhead!”

If you can imagine the conversation, 

you can understand the consequences.

According to Jewish policies and procedures, this good guy had two options:


either he could have the woman stoned to death publicly,



or he could her divorce her quietly.

Joseph chose the latter – the “lighter” – option.

We are told:

Joseph…being a just man, decided to break the engagement quietly, so as not to disgrace her publicly. [Matthew 1:19 NLT]

Both options, though, allowed the man to disassociate himself from this woman forever.

Never again would she participate in the family’s Passover parties;


she would always be barred from the family’s Bar-Mitzvahs.

And Joseph – this just man – was totally justified in shunning this shamed woman;


he was doing things right.

What do you do when your fiancé is going to have a baby…

and you’re not the father?

That was Joseph’s problem at Christmas 2000 years ago.

What – or who – is the problem in your family this Christmas?

Maybe it’s your father – 

the father who first abused alcohol…and then abused you.

Perhaps it’s your brother –


the one who abused your kids.

Could it be your mother –


the woman who bore you but never really loved you? 

What about your daughter?


you know, the child who never liked your lifestyle…

the one who adopted that “awful alternative”?

Is your partner the problem?


the spouse to whom you pledged your faithfulness…

but the spouse who once cheated on you?

Or is it another relative who cheated you…


cheated you out of your share of the family’s inheritance?

Who in your family makes you so mad that you could just kill them?

I know you won’t exercise that option, though.

I believe that you, like me, always choose the lesser – the “lighter” – alternative.

We – like Joseph of old – just “divorce them quietly”.

We no longer associate with them.

We simply avoid them…even at Christmas.

And we feel justified in making that decision, don’t we?

After all, they made the mistake.

They did what was wrong.

You and I – we do things right.

But what if you and I don’t do things right?

What if we are not the abused, but the abuser?

You may know what I’m talking about.

You may feel that you were too tough on your kids…


that you drove them out of the home and away from the church.

You may believe that your decisions destroyed your parents…


that your ideas of fun…your choices of friends



not only broke their hearts, but ruined their reputation.

You may blame yourself for what happened:


you didn’t try to overcome the addiction;



you didn’t attempt to save the marriage;




you didn’t want to share the family fortune

So many regrets – you wish you were dead.

I know how you feel.

I also know that you won’t kill yourself either.

I believe that you, like me, always choose the lesser – the “lighter” – alternative.

We – like Joseph of old – just break off all engagements quietly.

We simply can’t bear to see the relatives we’ve wronged.

So we avoid them…even at Christmas.

And – again – we feel justified in making that decision, don’t we?

After all, we made the mistake.

We can’t undo the wrong

We want to do one thing right:

and if we don’t ever see them again, 

we feel that – at least – we won’t make matters worse.

Folks, whether we are the abuser or the abused,


if we persist in avoiding members of our extended family…



if we insist on doing things right,




things can go terribly wrong.

If you don’t believe me, listen to this story told by author Robert Morgan:

The boy grew up with a father who had unrealistic expectations of his children.  If the boy didn’t perform as his father expected, he was put down and punished.  The pressure and punishments seemed to increase at Christmas, when Dad took the boys to the family farm for the holidays.

The boy rebelled and ran away from home.  He became a hard-drinking hell-raiser who went from woman to woman…but never found any peace.  The boy and his father never reconciled.  The father felt justified in the way he raised his son; the son felt justified in the way he rebelled against his father.

The boy once said, “I hate Christmas because of Pop”.  Finally – at age 51 and after watching Bing Crosby’s White Christmas at the end of December, the boy put a gun to his head and bullet through his brain.

By the way, this tragedy is a true story.

The boy’s name was Lindsay –


Lindsay Crosby, the son of Bing Crosby.

2)  Do the right thing!

Joseph was a just man who was justified in jilting his fiancé.

He was a righteous man who did things right…


who did right by rejecting a relative whom – he believed – wronged him.

But his story, too, would have ended in tragedy


if God had not intervened…and told Joseph to do the right thing.

God had a word with Joseph.

God shared a blueprint with this carpenter.

It was God’s grand plan for reconfiguring Joseph’s family…and his own --


a plan for reconciling people like you and me with himself…



a plan for bringing the likes of you and me into his family.

Joseph learned that Mary didn’t conceive a story,


but that God had conceived in Mary his Son.

Joseph discovered that he himself would not have a son, but a step-son –


a step-son fathered by God and for the world.

This is the “right thing” God told Joseph to do:

Joseph, son of David, … do not be afraid to go ahead with your marriage to Mary.  For the child within her has been conceived by the Holy Spirit.  And she will have a son, and you are to name him Jesus, for he will save his people from their sins.

[Matthew 1:20-22 NLT]

Now Joseph had another option.

He could do things right:


he could either execute Mary publicly or end the engagement privately.

Or he could do the right thing:


he could repair and resume his relationship with Mary.

Let’s applaud Joseph for the decision he made.

Let’s also try to appreciate what doing the right thing meant for this wood-worker.

Let’s try to understand how much he must have lost.

He probably “lost face”.

He and wife must have been the “talk of the town”.

Can you imagine 

what the neighborhood gossips would have to say about this strange couple 

who claimed conception by God and conversations with angels?

He also probably lost much of his income.

All the projects this carpenter had contracted with the people of Nazareth –

he must have had to cancel those contracts 

as he first traveled slowly to Bethlehem with his pregnant wife


then quickly to Egypt with his newborn step-son.

He may have even lost some sleep,


wondering if he really had done the right thing.

Joseph, you see, never saw the result of resolving to do the right thing.

He never lived to see the boy he named Jesus 

die on a cross to save people from their sins.

We today know that Joseph did the right thing.

We also know why Joseph did the right thing.

God had a word with Joseph;

 
he gave this carpenter a blueprint for his family.

Did you know that God also has a word for you and me…


a blueprint for your family and mine today?

He doesn’t reveal his plan in a dream,


but in a digest called the Bible.

Listen to the “right things” he tells you and me to do.

Listen closely and you will discover the blueprint –


the pattern God gives for all our relationships within the family circle.

Listen and you will hear what Joseph once heard –


that Jesus is the reason – not only for the season –



but for repairing and resuming relationships.

What is the “right thing” to do?  

Listen:


Out of respect for Christ, be courteously reverent to one another.  Wives, understand and support your husbands in ways that show your support for Christ…  Husbands, go all out in your love for your wives, exactly as Christ did for the church – a love marked by giving, not getting. … Children, do what your parents tell you.  This is only right. … Parents, don’t exasperate your children by coming down hard on them.  Take them by the hand and lead them in the way of Christ. [Ephesians 5:21-22,25; 6:1,4 MSG]
If you’ve gotten anything at all out of following Christ, if his love has made any difference in your life…, then … love each other deeply [Philippians 2:1-2 MSG]
And what if things start to go wrong?

What’s the “right thing” to do then?

Listen again:

If someone falls into sin, forgivingly restore him, saving your critical comments for yourself.  You might need forgiveness yourself before the day’s out.  Share their burdens, and so complete Christ’s law. [Galatians 6:1-2 MSG]

There you have it – 


God’s plan for all our relationships within the family circle…

even the one here at church.

Do you hear what I hear?

Do you hear that God doesn’t even hint 

that we forget those who have failed us…



that we reject those who have wronged us?

God simply tells you and me to do the right thing…


do what he told Joseph to go and do…



do what his son Jesus came to do:




repair and restore relationships that have gone wrong.

How can you do that within your family circle this Christmas…


with those relatives who have become distant?

You’ve heard God’s word;


now you can listen to Gary’s suggestions.

Perhaps you can begin with the family photo album.

You can turn that picture book into a prayer book.

As you look at the pictures, you can pray for the people…


especially those who are not strangers, 

but who have become estranged from you.

You can send a gift to surprise that relative whom you’ve avoided for years.

It’s a gift that costs no money at all.

In a Christmas greeting, insert a 3x5 card that says:


“This year, I want to give a gift: the gift of listening.


I will listen to whatever you want to tell me.”

You can even enlist the help of your children or grandchildren.

You can ask them to send a small gift to a “mystery relative” –


that’s the family member they’ve never seen…



the family member you haven’t spoken to for ages.

If all the relatives are gathering at your house this Christmas,


and some whom you can’t stomach have come to fill their stomachs,



you might reduce your distaste for each other




by playing the “Polite Game”.

In this game, relatives compete with each other;

they see who can pay the most compliments during the family gathering.

Let several of the children be the judges.

They can also award a box of your best cookies to that relative 

who did the best job of being polite.

Angels may applaud your resolve to repair and restore a ruined relationship;


mere mortals may not.

They may claim that you – like Joseph – are acting a bit strange 


for trying to engage estranged relatives. 

And, like Joseph, you may not see immediate results.

But you will be doing the right thing.

You will be hearing and heeding the word of God –


a word which carries this promise:




Blessed are all who hear the word of God and put it into practice. [Luke 11:28 NLT]

At the end…
I wish that, this Christmas, 

I could inject into your family -- and mine -- three things:



acceptance, forgiveness, love.

But I can’t.

I can’t inject; I can only direct.

All that I can do is direct you to Jesus –


the step-son of Joseph who accepts you as you are…

forgives you for what you’ve done…

who loves you as no other.

As you experience his acceptance, you begin to accept others.

As you are exposed to his forgiveness, you begin to forgive others.

As you enjoy his love, you begin to love others.

So, this Christmas, ask God to send Jesus into your life,


as he once did in Joseph’s life.

You may be surprised, with Jesus in the picture,


how God can reconfigure your family.

	On 11 December 05, this message was shared with members and friends of Risen Christ Lutheran Church at 9050 60th Street N in Stillwater MN. If you have comments or questions, please call the church (651.770.3618).
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