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“Emmanuel, God With All of Us” 
 

As I begin this sermon, I want to begin with a confession. You see, when I 
initially found out that I was preaching on the fourth Sunday of Advent, I was 
really excited. It does not always happen that I get to do that as an associate 
pastor, and in my years of ministry experience, the last Sunday of Advent 
usually focuses around Mary, either her song or her bold “Yes” to the angel 
Gabriel as she ponders his words in her heart. I thought I’d get to talk to you 
all about my New Testament heroine, the young woman who became the 
Mother of God, the one who bore and nurtured and witnessed God’s salvation 
in human form. It’s an exciting thing for any pastor, but especially if you’re a 
woman preaching at the pulpit, to share the Good News during the ONE 
season of the church year when a woman is the star of the show! I had all of 
these ideas swirling around about how to proclaim her story with you all and 
had been mulling it for weeks. 
 
And then I actually read the lectionary text for this year and I was a little 
bummed. This year’s lectionary for the fourth Sunday of Advent, yes, 
mentions Mary, but focuses on the man who became her husband, Joseph. 
You rarely hear about Joseph and at best he’s a background character and the 
token father figure in nativity scenes. He’s kind of like the supporting actor in 
this birth narrative with very few lines and mentions. It’s not the side of the 
story we are used to hearing and it only comes up once every three years in 
the lectionary cycle. I thought about just changing it back for my own 
purposes, but the more I read through it and sat with it, the more I realized 
the deep and sacred truth and importance, not only of Joseph, but of all of the 
supporting actors and roles in this messy and complicated story. 
 
Because the truth is, most of us are not the stars of the show in the narrative 
of our lives placed in the context of the God’s wider story… I mean, some of 
you may be, but I’m sure it shifts and changes. At some point though, we are 
all those background characters that seem insignificant, but whose choices I 
believe are critical in forming human history…and perhaps, even without our 
knowing, in forming, developing, and executing God’s plan for humanity. 
 
So, I decided to add the Matthew text as well today, that mentions a little 
more about Mary, but really focuses around the response and welcome of 
Elizabeth, another supporting actor, and I wanted to hold them in 
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juxtaposition to one another. These two stories of the supporting actors’ side 
by side in the great drama of the birth narrative of Christ. Because the 
response and choice of both Joseph and Elizabeth sets up what happens in the 
birth of Christ, the incarnation of God, into this world. 
 
A lot has happened in the world and our nation this week, and the anger, 
divisiveness, and vitriol has felt palpable. When I sit with all of it, it becomes 
easy to be overwhelmed by the enormity of it all, along with the enormous 
needs we see around us. It’s easy to feel powerless and insignificant and 
small. But these two stories and supporting actors remind us that there is a 
holy power that we all possess: the power of our choices. Friends, I believe it 
is through our choices, even more than our creeds or rituals, that speak to 
who we are and whose we are and what we believe. 
 
But that doesn’t mean the choices are easy. 
 
And so, let’s begin with Joseph. What we know about him that I did not read 
today was the long genealogy that begins the gospel of Matthew. He is a 
descendant of King David and Abraham, which is critical to fulfilling the 
prophecy of who the Savior will be. Scripture tells us that he is a “righteous” 
man, which implies that he grew up in a religiously observant Jewish 
household and was one of those guys that did everything right and by 
following the rules.  
 
What we do not know is how he feels when he finds out that the young 
woman he is engaged to is pregnant. A few years ago when I told my partner 
Marion that we were pregnant with our first child, he was so overwhelmed 
with joy and joyous disbelief that all he could say over and over was “Oh my 
gosh, babe, are you serious?!” He was so happy. I’m guessing this was not 
Joseph’s reaction. First of all, he knows it’s not his baby. Being engaged at that 
time pretty much meant you were married and basically just not living 
together yet. It was that kind of promise. And so maybe he felt angry and hurt, 
disrespected, wondering why she had done this to him and thrown away their 
future together. Maybe he just felt like a big fool. But however, he was feeling, 
the choice he made shows us what kind of person he was. 
 
It would have been totally within his rights to break the engagement publicly 
and tell everyone about Mary’s unplanned pregnancy. He also knew that with 
the religious law at the time, doing that would also almost definitely mean 
Mary’s death by stoning. And so, scripture tells us that Joseph was “unwilling 
to expose Mary to public disgrace” and that he “planned to dismiss her 
quietly.” He believed he had been wronged and chose to response with mercy 
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and not vengeance. He was not out to pay her back or punish her. Instead he 
chose decency and compassion, which reveals a lot about anybody in a 
situation like that. 
 
He then continued to make choices that would shape the story of our Savior’s 
birth and entire life. He believes the angel’s message about the child in her 
womb, his role in it all, and also chooses “yes” knowing that his life, Mary’s 
life, and all of our lives, really, will be irrevocably altered. He could have just 
told himself that it was all just a wild dream and talked himself out of taking it 
seriously, but he chose to believe. He believed that he could be used and took 
a leap of faith. And even though we do not hear much more about him after 
this, we know that Joseph ends up raising and claiming this child as his own 
son, adopting him into his life and his heart. He again protects Mary and he 
protects his family later in the story when they have to become refugees to 
Egypt when Herod’s awful decree threatens Jesus’ life. 
 
It is Joseph that proclaims out loud for the first time that his name is Jesus. 
Emmanuel, God with us. 
 
Now in the next scene, perhaps close to the same timeline, I hear a woman out 
of breath going with haste to a Judean town in the hill country. It’s a 
frightened young woman who just found out and said her own “yes” to the 
proclamation that she is pregnant with a child from the Holy Spirit and the 
child to be born will be the Savior of the world. You know, no big deal. And so 
right after that whole encounter with the angel Gabriel, we hear that Mary 
went with haste, a fancy way to say that she probably ran as fast as her first 
trimester body would take her to her Elizabeth, the only other person who 
might understand what she’s facing as the angel had mentioned her to Mary. 
 
I imagine Mary finally at the home of Zechariah and Elizabeth, standing at 
their doorstep, having second thoughts about making her presence known. 
How will her righteous cousin Elizabeth and her priestly husband respond to 
her pre-marital pregnancy? Will they believe her story about the angel’s 
message to her? Will they take her in, or will they shame and shun her and 
turn her away confirming her worst fears about all of this? But with nowhere 
else to go, Mary takes a leap of faith and enters in and greets her cousin. And 
Mary’s leap of faith produces a leap in Elizabeth’s womb… and these leaps 
together produce a response not of judgment or shame, but of blessing and 
joy. Mary finds acceptance, blessing, and affirmation of who she is and who 
she will become. Elizabeth believes her and blesses her. 
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And through this supporting actor, Elizabeth, we discover that the world so 
desperately needs more people like her as well. More people who make the 
choice to move past judgment and shaming of situations we might not fully 
understand, and instead offer God’s blessing. 
 
We need more people like Elizabeth, people whose joy for us can cut through 
our fear and doubts, people who put aside any impending judgment and offer 
God’s love and grace to us. We need people who look at the world and choose 
to see God’s redeeming hand at work and not just see the worst in other 
people. And friends, we need to feel that call to bless others deep within 
ourselves, because I think if there were more Elizabeth’s in the world doing 
that sacred work, there might just be more people breaking out into a holy 
song like Mary does. She moves Mary from a place of fear to a place of hope 
and singing. We need people like Elizabeth, people who see us, hear us, and 
can spot the expectant Christ child that longs to be born in us and in our lives. 
 
And so, friends, today, through these two supporting actors that are part of 
the beginning of the great story of salvation, part of what I want to proclaim 
to you this morning is that we need each other. All of us need one another. 
And the thing is, it’s not that obvious in these days. It’s almost a radical 
proclamation because it’s easier to see and feel our dividedness in this nation 
and in this world. Right now, it’s easier to retreat into our spaces and corners 
where we are comfortable and remain with like-minded people. It’s easier to 
seek vengeance or to seek the punishment of those we disagree with or those 
who we felt have wronged us. I say this because I will be the first to admit 
that I am totally not a Joseph yet in this regard of wanting mercy and 
compassion to be the way that guides me, and yet, I know it must. It might 
end up altering the reality of a broader story. 
 
And second, these two supporting characters teach us that God come alive in 
the person of Jesus Christ is truly Emmanuel, God with all of us. Not just the 
special leading roles or popular people, but the ones in the background, 
making choices for goodness and kindness and mercy. 
 
Emmanuel, God with us reinforces the fact that God is not just with me, God is 
not just with you, God is with all of us. 
 
Theologian Karoline Lewis writes, “God with us” is the good news that even 
our escapism is not possible anymore. As much as we might want to 
individualize God or take a break from God, Emmanuel tells a different story. 
God simply will not leave us alone, neither to our own devices nor to avoid 
accountability to the other.” 
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She continues, “We need “us,” not only so that we know God’s solidarity as 
one promise of the incarnation but also to move us toward alleviating the 
pain of the other. We need “us” because being in community is not only our 
necessity but also our responsibility.” 

And so friends, as you move into these final days of Advent and as we 
approach the birth of Christ on Christmas morning, remember that we need 
one another and that we have a choice each and every day in how we choose 
to respond to one another. We need Joseph. We need Elizabeth. We need you. 

For Emmanuel, God is with all of us: those of us who are afraid, those of us 
who are self-righteous, those of us who believe we need no accountability to 
anyone, those of us who depend on so many. 
 
Emmanuel, God is with all of us: When we are asked to stand alongside the 
scandalous and shamed. When we are called to love someone more than our 
reputation. When we are called to risk our reputation. When we are called to 
serve the fragile, the vulnerable and the oppressed. 
 
Emmanuel, God is with all of us: When we are called to believe the impossible, 
to hope for things yet unseen, to follow a star. 
 
Emmanuel, God is with all of us: When we are the oppressed, the poor, the 
lonely, the hurting. When we are the ones who can’t see past the darkness or 
the grief of our lives. When we are uncertain of our future or not sure how 
our story will unfold. 
 
Friends, no matter where you are in the greater story, no matter what role 
you play, you have a choice. And all of this will take place again to fulfill what 
had been spoken by the Lord through the prophet: “Look, the virgin shall 
conceive and bear a son, and they shall name him Emmanuel, which means 
God is with us.” God is with all of us. May we live into that reality that is about 
to be birthed through each one of us again this Christmas. May it truly be so. 
Amen. 
 


