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Thoughts, readings and reflections
based on this week’s lectionary readings

December 18, 2016
Fourth Week of Advent, Year A
The readings this week:
◦ Isaiah 7:10-16 ◦ Psalm 80:1-7, 17-19
◦ Romans 1:1-7 ◦ Matthew 1:18-25
Click here to read this week’s Scriptures

Change of Plans
Ah, the best laid plans! We humans love to make
them. Plans help us organize our lives, determine our
path to the future, and provide an illusion of control
over our destiny. What happens, then, when we
experience a change of plans? How is our story
revised, edited, rewritten?
What would have happened, for example, if Joseph
had carried through with his plan to dismiss Mary
from his life? His intent was perfectly in accordance
with customs and expectations of the day. The
storyline suggests that it is because he values her and
is a good man, a righteous man, he will do the “right
thing” in the least demeaning and damaging way
possible. We could debate the situation on any
number of fronts, but that wouldn’t really get us
anywhere, and it’s not the real issue anyway.
The crux of the matter is that Joseph experiences a
change of plans. An angel comes to him and sets the
record straight, gives him his marching orders, and
completely rearranges his life. Could he have said
no? I suppose. But then. who really says no when an
angel of the Lord comes calling? The rest of the story
is history—and a bit of mystery. Joseph of Bethlehem
in Nazareth is caught up in the divine story, woven
into God’s narrative of salvation and suddenly thrust
upon the stage of eternity.

On this final Sunday of Advent, we are invited to
contend with Joseph’s story. Instead of rushing the
birth narrative along, why not pause and meditate on
this ordinary man’s willingness to enter fully into
God’s design, to abandon his plans and desert the
rules and order of his people, and to open his heart to

the wide grace and mercy of the Divine One. It’s not
yet Christmas. Wait. Ponder. Listen to how God
might be speaking through the person and story of
Joseph.
Yes, Joseph’s is a story we dare not pass over
lightly, because God is still in the business of
redirecting lives and changing plans. Whether in
small adjustments to our daily life choices or
through large, directional shifts in vocation and
location, God calls to us and seeks to draw us into
being part of the work of ushering in the Reign of
God right here and right now.
Listen…what is the Holy Spirit whispering in your
ear? What is the longing of your heart? Where do
your pain, confusion, and hope meet? What plan of
yours is God trying to disrupt? Stop trying to put
God away like an unfaithful or disgraceful spouse.
Do not be afraid. You are called to bear Christ into
the world today. You, me, all of us are asked to be
light and to point to the One in whom there is no
darkness. Yes, there’s a little bit of Joseph in all of
us. We are ordinary saints and sinners, trying to do
the best we can with what we have. And then God
shows up.
How will you
write the rest of
your story?

~ Sharron R. Blezard,
Stewardship of Life

Reflecting on the Word
____1st Reading: Isaiah 7:10-16
Think for a moment about your deepest hopes. Is hope
just a feeling, or does deep hope also urge us to action in
some way? We usually think of Emmauel – God With Us
– as a positive sign. How would Ahaz and Judah view it
differently at this time? Why is God’s presence – within
us, among us – not always such a comfortable thing?
These dual meanings – God’s presence among us as both
a blessing and as conviction – how might they be
inseparable? Why is God’s presence usually both? This
Advent season, we have looked together at some very
beautiful and hopeful images from the prophecy of Isaiah.
In what ways are our hopes – the things we believe God
will make right – also a calling for us to take part in
making that hope a reality? Faith Element

____Psalm Reading: Psalm 80:1-7, 17-19
This Psalm is a prayer, directed to God. Speculate on the
background of this prayer: What is happening that
prompted the prayer? What is the prayer asking for? The
Psalmist presents an image of a God who is “holding
back.” What is being held back? Why was God holding
back in this time of Israel’s history? What sins had these
people committed against God? Does the tone of the
Psalm give any indication that the people might have
brought these calamities on themselves? On whom does
the Psalmist place blame? Why is the Psalmist’s blame
for their misfortunes more convenient than the truth of
their situation? This
psalm typifies the
hardness of the people’s
hearts in this time of
their history. What
might be a more
appropriate prayer and
response to Israel’s
situation? Where do you
find God when you are
going through times of
trouble? Faith Element

Praying Toward Sunday
Lord, help us to obey You! During confusion.
When our story is full of questions. When the
world seems to have gone haywire. When
God’s plan looks so different from anything
we ever imagined it would. Help us to
authentically bring our questions to You, to be
real with You, and then, even if we don’t hear
a clear answer to the “I wonders”, to choose
to obey You. We trust in the promise that You
are with us!
Max Lucado, Faith Gateway

Do Not Be Afraid
We should be afraid, of course,
to be so near to God.
We should be startled by the glory of God
and the disruption of angels.
We should be freaked. out. that God even blinks
in our direction, let alone that God dares us
to walk a new path just to see what
God can do with life.
“Do not be afraid; have a child.”
“Do not be afraid; leave your home.”
“Do not be afraid; give up your reputation.”
“Do not be afraid; press on through hardship.”
“Do not be afraid; face a powerful enemy.”

Or,
be afraid.
Be totally overwhelmed.
Be stunned and terrified, in fact,
but here’s the critical part:
be near to God
anyway.

~ Rachel Hackenberg

____3rd Reading: Romans 1:1-7
What does it mean to “belong” to Jesus Christ? In this
relationship, what are my obligations, and what are his?
How often do I thank God for the faith that others have?
Am I willing to call God as my witness that I am telling the
truth? When I attend church, do I look for mutual
encouragement? Do I have an obligation to share the
gospel with other people? How do I live my life in a way
that shows that I am not ashamed of the Gospel? Grace
Communion International

____4th Reading: Matthew 1:18-25

What are your initial thoughts and reflections about
today’s gospel passage? What does this passage tell us
about Joseph’s character? What challenges and pressures
do you think Joseph and Mary may have faced in order to
remain faithful to God? Can you recall a time that God
has called you to do something that truly challenged your
faith? What was that experience like? How did you
respond? AdventExperience.com

