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Born in us (Matthew 1.18-25) 
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Fourth Sunday of Advent 

How do we live in this pain filled world? How do we respond to the killings in our world and closer 
to home, to the rhetoric, to the politicking? with silent prayer, with actions, with words, with love 
and solidarity. 

It seems to me Matthew is wanting to say that Jesus is of God, that he is the fulfilment of 
prophecy, that he is antidote to darkness and sadness, offering some hope and light. 

In today’s portion of Matthew's story which doesn’t appear in any other gospel, we hear of Joseph 
who is betrothed to Mary. Somehow it seems that Mary is pregnant, and he is not the father! It 
seems like he’s a kind man and he doesn’t want Mary to be hurt. He decides to end the 
relationship quietly. Then his thinking and discerning is interrupted by a dream, a dream in which 
an angelic messenger urges him to take a different course, says this baby is God‘s child, impossible 
though it might seem, and that he is to call him “Jesus”. 

Why do angels always say, “don’t be afraid“?  
What a huge thing for this young man. At least he wasn’t struck dumb like John‘s dad Zachariah. He 
decides to accept Mary, Mary, who it is written, conceived by the Holy Spirit, whatever that means, 
and there was no sex until the child was born, apparently. Later in Matthew’s gospel we hear of 
genocide and the slaughter of innocents by Herod to try to avert Jesus growing up and usurping his 
power. We gather around and say “never again”, and we criticise, and we try and support one 
another.. 

Imaginatively, I reconstruct Joseph and Mary’s story thus far as I reflect: 

I am Joseph, Jesus’ stepdad, so Matthew and Luke say. I am a skilled craftsman. I work with wood 
and I was betrothed, as is the the custom, to a young woman, Mary. She was just a simple peasant 
girl, hardly even a teenager, but I looked forward to our union. And then, and then, I heard she was 
pregnant. I was shocked and surprised. It didn’t seem like her at all. It felt like my dreams shattered 
that day. I don’t know how it happened, but I didn’t want any trouble for her. I didn’t want her to 
be pulled out in public and even stoned. I just wanted to let her go quietly. I thought about it for 
days, wondering what was best and then I dreamt. My troubled mind brought forth an angel telling 
me this is of God. This pregnancy is something more. You know about all the impossible 
pregnancies in our Jewish history Sarah, Rachel, Rebecca. Anyway this angelic messenger seemed 
to say that this child would be special would make a difference to our people and indeed was the 
fulfilment of a prophecy, and I was to call him Jesus, “him”. It’s gonna be a boy! This all seemed to 



be of God. It certainly didn’t come from me! And so I changed my mind and decided to bring Mary 
in under my roof. Boy, that was the beginning of some journey! So much to learn, so much to 
witness! And we had to get out of there quickly after the child was born because Herod wanted to 
kill him. I felt like I held the baby Moses in my arms. We fled to Egypt and only came home when it 
seemed safe. This little adopted son of mine grew. He had so many questions and he helped me 
out but when we he was 12, we nearly lost him. We found him in the temple conversing with the 
leaders. That’s my son! Child of God and future leader. 

And Mary says: 
I was only young you know, barely a teenager when my body began to change, pregnant. The angel 
gave me a choice of course but who was I to argue. I didn’t really know what was going on or 
where it would lead but I went along with it. I had plenty of time to think as my body changed and 
the little one within me grew. I wasn’t really frightened. I suppose I was naive. They could’ve killed 
me for that. It was all a mystery to me. I told my cousin Elizabeth who was also strangely pregnant. 
There was comfort in that. Joseph accepted me with my burden, and we found a way together and 
the little one was born, such a sweetie. Feisty though! I was exhausted with the night feeds and 
early mornings but Joseph was awestruck. I have watched him grow and change, this little one. I 
have listened to his wisdom and changed the sheets and I watched him die, too soon. Our 
relationship continues of course, but it’s different now. He’s still here but not like he was. 

These stories are steeped in imagination and reference the biblical texts. Are they true? They are 
true for me. They speak a truth about these parents of Jesus, and about Jesus himself. 

What’s all this trying to say? Where do we find our way into this story? 
Maybe we resonate with this Joseph and his tough decisions, this Jewish man of old. Maybe we are 
in the midst of our own discerning and need angels to guide us? Or need compassion and love. 
This time of year can be tough for many of us and so we can sit in the story, sit lightly, knowing we 
are not alone, acknowledging our own truth, especially when we feel the weight of the world. 

Maybe we resonate with Mary and her pondering, her hormones and changing body, Mary 
pregnant with possibility, pregnant with God‘s child and Meister Eckhardt would invite us to 
explore this possibility of birthing God in our time and place. Markus Borg reflects ‘that the virgin 
birth is something that happens within us. That is, the story of the virgin birth is the story of Christ 
being born within us through the union of the Spirit of God with our flesh. Ultimately, the story of 
Jesus' birth is not just about the past, but about the internal birth in us in the present,’  in this 1

contemplative church, in this crazy world, pondering as we hear Mary did. 

There is much to sit with in this telling. I spent some time this week with an article by Marcus Borg 
who speaks of this story as metaphorical fiction, as a creation of the author to undergird his story 
of God‘s presence in the life of God‘s people and of Jesus as somehow becoming light of the world. 
Borg is concerned to highlight the differences and similarities between Matthew and Luke’s Gospel, 
and their differing emphases. He writes: 

For Matthew, Jesus is "the king of the Jews," and so his ancestry is traced through the kings 
of Judah. For Luke, Jesus is a Spirit -- anointed social prophet, and so his ancestry includes 
prophets. For Matthew, Jesus is "one like unto Moses," and the story of Herod's plot calls to 
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mind the story of Pharaoh ordering the death of all newborn Hebrew boys in the time of 
Moses. Luke emphasises the spread of the gospel into the gentile world (especially in the 
Book of Acts), and so the ancestry of Jesus is traced back not simply to Abraham the father of 
the Jewish people, but to Adam, the father of Jew and gentile alike .  2

Both Matthew and Luke use the Hebrew Bible extensively, but they use it differently. 
Matthew uses a "prediction - fulfilment" formula many times in his birth story: "This took 
place to fulfil that which was spoken by the prophet." Luke, on the other hand, echoes 
language from the Hebrew Bible without treating it as fulfilment of prophecy, especially in 
the great hymns which he attributes to Mary (the "Magnificat") and Zechariah 
(the"Benedictus").  In short, the stories look like the literary creation of each author. 3

So taking all this on board we are left with a story rich in meaning and layers grounded in the 
Hebrew scriptures and theology, a story to take with us into this week, to reflect on, as we open 
our hearts to the source behind it all, as we prepare our uniquely Australian or South African or 
English Christmas with all the trimmings and family and joy and silence, and grief.  

We can be touched by Matthew’s story at this time, that God’s presence is within, through God’s 
spirit and so in this 21st century Christmas, we sit with the beautiful evocative images of Jesus’ 
birth and we turn to the truth as proclaimed in all the gospels of this Jesus as light, as comforter, as 
Lord, as presence in this crazy paradoxical world. We feel the darkness, we feel the angst, and at 
the same time we turn towards the light, towards the love, towards compassion and justice. We 
honour our own fragility and brokenness and we draw our strength from coming home to the one 
in whom we put our trust. To a real historical figure who lived a long time ago and whose presence 
still has the power to heal and illuminate, who invites us to the simplicity of childlike wonder and 
faith. 
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