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The Trouble With Trusting
The Gospel story this morning is so familiar that if we don’t look carefully at it, we will miss just how tenuous a situation is before us. Just have another look: an unmarried, pregnant teenage girl; a near divorce; grounds for capital punishment by stoning to death for Mary if Joseph chose to go public; and a conversation with an angel in a dream that changes everything. This is a near disaster, isn’t it?

But if you listen closely, you can hear in the near background other stories at work. The Gospel writer Matthew knew his Bible well, and made it clear that this new revelation of God had everything to do with the old stories. So you might hear the story of another Joseph of long ago, a brother and a favorite son, hearing God’s plan in a dream and trusting it to be true. You might hear the story of another couple, an older couple who receive a promise from God that they would indeed have a child even in their old age, and they trusted it to be true. You may hear the story of another Jesus, or Joshua, continue the work of Moses by taking God’s people into the Promised Land. Point is, as tenuous as Joseph and Mary’s situation is, with all the risk, all the uncertainty, all the vulnerability, this is always how God has worked. In fact it is safe to say that to trust God and God’s plan means to take enormous risk. But here I find myself toning it down; to trust God means to risk everything, and that is just what Joseph and Mary choose to do. 

If you think about it, this whole story is about trust: Joseph chose to trust that Mary was not playing him for a fool. His good name and reputation were at risk, and if he lost these, he would lose everything he had worked for as a faithful and righteous man. But for Mary, the risk was even greater: it was her body, her future, her very life that lay in the balance. She chooses to trust Joseph’s good judgment, that he would not act out of malice or suspicion. 

And together, with all the questions they must have still had in their hearts, they choose to trust that God was working in their lives, that God was working through their lives, to bring salvation for the whole world.  

Christianity talks a lot about trusting in God, but it doesn’t often tell the truth about how strange and terrifying that choice can be. Most of us, including myself, hedge our bets by making sure there are “just-in-case” options available for ourselves--you know if things don’t work out or God doesn’t come through. We say we trust in God to provide for us, but we make sure we have some reserves stashed away: extra food in the cabinets, a well-invested 401K, another job lined up. Joseph and Mary had no reserves to fall back on, but they still could have chosen other options. Joseph still could have divorced Mary, and Mary still could have disappeared into the woodwork, gone to live with a family member somewhere. But they chose to trust God, and it changed their lives--and the life of the world lest we forget--forever. They chose to risk everything on the belief that God was coming into the world through them. They did not know how it was all going to happen, but they trusted that it was happening and that they were chosen to be part of it. 

There are so many reasons not to trust, whether it is another person or God who we are considering. Broken bones or a broken heart teach us to be careful, and for good reason. Then there are the bad reasons: the insidious fear of the unfamiliar and the unknown, that pressure us to take the safer path even if God is absent from it. So the unfamiliar stranger becomes the enemy instead of the presence of Christ in our midst, and the future becomes only an means to return to the past instead of an opportunity to embrace the future God desires for us. 

But I think the greatest impediment to trust for us in our generation is the belief that God’s working through the lives of people in the Bible was a one-time thing. Once God has worked through them, like Mary and Joseph, we use terms like Holy Family to distinguish them from our family; or St. Joseph to distinguish from our names today. But the whole concept of incarnation, or God coming in the flesh, in-carna, is that God does it over and over again through people like you and me in every generation of human history. We may not be pregnant with the Christ child, but we can be pregnant with the gifts of the Holy Spirit: faith, hope, and love to name just a few.

The trouble is we prefer a deus ex machine god, the kind that swoops in from nowhere, does the trick and then leaves us alone until the next crisis. But God in Jesus chooses to reveal himself gently, slowly, in a small and humble way, growing over the natural course of human events like anything else we know. It’s so small, so ordinary, you might miss it. It’s like a few tiny mustard seeds or a little yeast for bread, or a fetus growing in his mother’s womb. 

Yes, to trust that God wants to work through your life is risky business these days too. You may have been told, or told yourself that you are too small, too broken, too tired, too weak, too cynical. But it is not you who needs to go to God; it is God who comes to you right where you are, as you are, and says “I have just the job for you.” And let’s face it, the truth is that over the course of human history there have only ever been people like you and me, partly good and partly bad, part scared and part hopeful. If we choose to trust, the world may only see another poor pregnant teenager, but you will see Mother Mary and the Christ Child; the world may only see bread and wine but you will see God’s offering to make your blood run with his blood, to make your body an extension of his own. The world may tell of more bad news, but you will see more opportunities to make the transforming love of Jesus Christ known. The world may only see a helpless child, but you see the hope of the world. 
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