
Sermon Advent 4, Sunday December 18th  

One of my favourite stories of the Gospels is buried in today’s reading  

When his mother Mary had been engaged to Joseph, but before they 
lived together, she was found to be with child from the Holy Spirit. Her 
husband Joseph, being a righteous man and unwilling to expose her to 
public disgrace, planned to dismiss her quietly.  

In Israel then, and in very traditional parts of Afghanistan now, adultery 
is a crime - punishable by death.  Remember the story of the adulterous 
woman, who was to be stoned to death before Jesus intervened with ‘let 
he without fault cast the first stone’?   

Mary is betrothed to Joseph. The young woman [grade 9] is under the 
same obligation for sexual faithfulness as in marriage.  Mary is pregnant, 
and certainly not by Joseph.  Now what?  

The Gospels do not describe what complexities Joseph weighed in his 
mind before his compassionate decision to ‘dismiss her quietly’ instead 
of stoning or other harsh action.  We gloss that over because we know the 
future - God resolves the conundrum in an unexpected way: 

an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream and said, "Joseph, son 
of David, do not be afraid to take Mary as your wife, for the child 
conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit. 

In living with complex charged issues, like Joseph with Mary’s pregnancy 
then, or us today with issues like mental illness in MAID, and in some 
ways Safe Church, wouldn’t it be great if an angel of the Lord appeared 
in a dream to give direction?  Alas, with no angel’s message to give you, 
this sermon grapples with 

• how do Christians proceed when, alas, angels do not visit our dreams?  

• what value is paramount? or is it plural: what values are paramount? 



First, stay with me while I outline an important marker: a ‘tame’ problem 
versus a ‘wicked’ problem.  Those are official terms.  Humans have both 
types of problems in our lives, and we bring our striving, hopeful, sinful 
selves to both types. This is not good versus evil.  

‘Tame’ problems have clear aims and solutions.  In mathematics, 1 + 1 
equals what?  We can test.  [two fingers example].  No one is hurt in tests.  
Answers are true or false.   ‘Who ate the cookies?’ is a ‘tame’ problem.  
‘Murder on the Orient Express’ is a ‘tame’ problem with complexities.  

‘Wicked’ problems have murky aims and solutions. They are really 
messy.  Safe Church is a ‘wicked’ problem: 

• intimate family of some of our congregation have suffered childhood 
sexual abuse, although not at St. Mary’s Metchosin.   

• in the 150 year history of St. Mary’s Metchosin, I don’t know of any 
child who has suffered sexual abuse.  Equally, I am not sure no child 
has suffered sexual abuse here.  So often it is unspoken.  

• Does the gain in safety outweigh the cost of a Safe Church program?   

• If I don’t know that any child has ever been abused here, is change 
necessary?  Would perfection in the past, if it exists, assure perfection 
in the future? No.  

• How can you weigh the harm of an abused child against the gain of 
the current vitality of a Christian community? or easier music 
ministry? or easier youth ministry?  

• if we use the scientific model to seek improvement, the control is to 
maintain historic practice for some parishes. This is not ethical 
because even one abused child may be affected for life. It’s also illegal. 
Yet no path guarantees 0% abused children. 

Actions to end?/reduce? sexual abuse hurt the ease and spontaneity of 
ministry, perhaps moreso in smaller congregations like ours. Everyone of 
us has limits on how much we can take on, and those limits change with 



circumstance and time.  This is more straw on the camel’s back.  At some 
point the bones will snap.  What are the costs of a dead camel?  If 
parishes close, it is extraordinarily difficult to recreate them.  

Driving forward in the fog - What do we do?  Nothing?  Something? if 
something, what something?  The Anglican church and our Bishop has 
chosen to do ‘something’ beyond the legal minimum.   

I can find at least one phrase in the Bible to describe or support just 
about any action.  That is clergy malpractice.  I cringe each time I think of 
Psalm 137:9   Happy shall they be who take your little ones and dash 
them against the rock!  

The art of living is doing many things well simultaneously. A quality of 
God is always to have mercy.  Also true, God has many qualities.  So must 
we.  

What is the synthesis of Bible, tradition and reason that brings the care, 
compassion and wisdom of Jesus to this ‘wicked’ problem?    

No single one of us, me foremost, can implement the Bishop’s direction 
and help it evolve in the way that models mercy for all.   With God’s help, 
working together we will come closer. 

The qualities of our exploration and implementation will affect us more 
deeply than the answers of any one day, for culture lives long and 
programs continually change.   

May the culture of St. Mary’s Metchosin include: 

• Kindness is paramount.  Listening to understand, not to argue.   

• Joy !  

• Humbly and persistently challenging ourselves to ‘always have mercy’.  

• Respecting individual decisions whether to accept new requirements 
for existing ministry, or to conclude the ministry. 



Every one of us wants and works towards a Safe Church.  It is a legal 
requirement for the children and other vulnerable people among us.  If 
St. Mary’s Metchosin is to fulfill our call, then we all must be confident 
that every one of us can be vulnerable here with our sisters and brothers.   

The devil is in the details, and God is in the destination.  

Like many of us, I feel the weight of the long pandemic, and in my case 
advancing years.  I can always do something, sometimes many things, 
and yet I see a long list of what I can no longer do.   

• Some of us will step back from long standing ministries.  Let’s thank 
them for their service, and respect their decisions.   

• Some of us will step forward to existing or new ministries.  Let’s thank 
them for their service, and respect their decisions.  

We can accept gracefully or awkwardly that our parish has, does and will 
change. Grace is better.  Gratitude and respect are better.  

Then, now and in the future we give thanks and respect to all who gather 
and worship here.  We seek to live out the Gospel with all our heart, and 
mind and soul.  Change seems constant, but the call of the Gospels does 
not change.  May we always respond. 


