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 Prayer  
 
 Preamble: Not the sermon I thought I would write, but the sermon I needed 
to write, etc. etc.  
 
 When we bring the Magnificat, from Luke’s Gospel, and the annunciation to 
Joseph, from Matthew’s together, we are balancing the desires of these two very 
different Gospel writers. Luke wants to tell us about a God who watches out for the 
vulnerable, so this Gospel tells the story through Mary, a young woman without 
status who carries the son of God within her. Matthew wants to show us that Jesus 
is the fulfilment of Jewish prophetic hopes, so Matthew tells us about Joseph, a 
man utterly committed to his Jewish identity. What these stories have in common 
though, is a choice: Will you be the parent of God? Will you participate in 
something so outrageous, so important, that it can only be expressed in songs and 
dreams? Because this isn’t just the birth of a baby—this is the birth of a new world. 
 

We should pay attention to the fact that, in both Luke and Matthew’s 
versions of the annunciation, the birth story of this new world starts with an angel 
saying, “do not be afraid.” “Do not be afraid, Mary, for you have found favour 
with God.” “Joseph, son of David, do not be afraid to take Mary as your wife, for 
in her is conceived a child from the Holy Spirit.” It seems like we hear that a lot in 
the Bible. “Abraham, do not be afraid to leave your homeland. Moses, do not be 
afraid to confront Pharaoh. Do not be afraid, for I know that you are looking for 
Jesus who was crucified. He is not here, for he has been raised.” Do not be afraid; 
something new is about to happen, but God will stay with you. Do not be afraid. 
 
 Now, that’s a little bit tricky to accept, because Mary and Joseph both have 
things to be afraid of, here. Mary, especially—what does it mean, to give birth to 
God? If heaven can’t contain God, how can her body possibly do it? Mary’s 
response to fear is a song. My soul proclaims the greatness of the Lord. And she 
can still be afraid, even as she sings; I don’t think the Magnificat has to be a 



triumphant anthem of certainty—I think it can also be a leap into the breach. “God, 
you’ve told me not to be afraid; I can’t quite do that right now, but I love you and I 
know you love me, so I’m going to jump, and you’re going to have to catch me.” 
Mary is afraid, but it doesn’t stop her from dreaming of something new. In this 
story, do not be afraid sounds a lot like I love you, I am with you—this is going to 
be hard but you will not be alone.  
 
 And Joseph… Joseph is grappling with the spectres of adultery and betrayal, 
and he is preoccupied with concern for Mary, should he divorce her. And, 
community dynamics aside, Joseph has lots to be afraid of. Parenthood? 
Terrifying. What if I'm not a good parent? What if, when he realises I’m not his 
“real” father, he rejects me? How do I raise a child in this unjust world? Of course 
he’s afraid.   

 
This week of Advent is about love. And where do these fears come from, if 

not love? Love for his young, fiery bride-to-be. Jewish betrothal was a lengthy 
process, so Mary and Joseph have had, probably, almost a year to get to know each 
other. I bet, in the past few months, Joseph has heard songs from Mary that sound a 
lot like the Magnificat. And I bet he watched her face light up with passion and 
hope and thought she was perfect. And maybe, just maybe, he was already in love 
with her enough for the thought of losing her to break his heart. Maybe a quiet 
divorce would help him assuage his own pain as much as protect Mary’s 
reputation—maybe he genuinely thought it was a loving decision. 

 
Of course, that’s still not particularly fair for Mary. But we have the benefit 

of thousands of years of hindsight, and Joseph is only human. Besides, all of us fall 
back into old patterns when we are afraid of new things: whether that’s a pattern of 
isolating ourselves and becoming cynical, or, in a more systemic way, clinging to 
our privileges—those of whiteness, or gender, or or the apron strings empire. So, 
yes. We see Joseph fall into an inherited and unfair pattern. And we are 
disappointed in him because he is a mirror for us. But then… 

 
Do not be afraid, says the angel. Do not be afraid, because you are needed. It 

makes sense to be afraid, but don’t let it stop you from dreaming of something 
new. Don’t let it stop you from embracing love, either. Here, too, do not be afraid 



sounds a lot like I love you, I am with you—this is going to be hard but you will 
not be alone.  

 
And, really, that’s what we get when we bring these stories together. Both 

chosen. Both afraid. But two people who teach each other how to love, and how to 
be brave, and how to perpetually feel God’s presence with them. Two people for 
whom “do not be afraid” and “I love you” mean the same thing. Two carefully-
chosen parents for the Christ child. 

 
So… What scares us? What fears can we set down at God's feet, even just 

for today? This isn’t always an easy time of year. I don’t think any of us have 
uncomplicated relationships with Advent and Christmas. Maybe it’s the general 
rush and crush of the season, maybe it’s lingering—or fresh—trauma, maybe it’s 
just the fact that the world is cold and bleak right now, in so many ways. These 
stories understand that—they show us a vulnerable girl who yearns for the world to 
change, and a frightened man trying to balance his conflicting responsibilities. 
These are the people who bring God incarnate into the world, and it was scary, and 
hard, and messy — but they did it, together, with love. In Mary’s story, and 
Joseph’s, and the way their stories come together, and the way that their stories 
connect with ours, do not be afraid sounds a lot like I love you, I am with you—
this is going to be hard but you will not be alone. That’s the story of how Jesus, 
Emmanuel, is born, over, and over, and over again. 

 
To be clear: love doesn’t make our fear go away completely. But if we open 

ourselves up to it, we might find people to help us carry our fears and lighten our 
loads. And so, on this fourth Sunday of Advent, this day for celebrating Mary, and 
love, and Joseph too, I think that’s what we should try. Just… setting down our 
fear at God’s tiny, in-utero feet—and letting ourselves be loved. Loved the way 
Joseph loves Mary, the way Mary loves Joseph, the way that they both loved the 
tiny God growing inside her. When we love and let ourselves be loved like that, we 
can find the courage to give birth to new worlds.  

 
Do not be afraid. 
 
I love you.  Amen. 


