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 Despite my best efforts, I always get wicked stressed this time of year. I get wicked stressed 

because I’m really bad at buying presents. So the whole big gift exchange that’s going to take place in a 

week presses right on my weak spot. As with most of my failings, the person who bears the brunt of my 

deficiencies is Melinda. This is made all the worse because Melinda is excellent at giving presents. I 

remember on our first anniversary of dating (which, come on, is that even a real thing?) she made me a 

little book of pictures and sayings that commemorated our first year together and I…well, I stopped by 

CVS on my way home and picked up a magazine and some marshmallow eggs. Which I delivered still in 

the bag, without even bothering to wrap it. I know, I know. Shame, shame, shame. 

 Now I’ve gotten a lot better since then (which isn’t saying much). But every Christmastime my 

present buying angst arises again and it ends up that Melinda takes care of buying presents for most of 

my family and my only responsibility is to get presents for her, and maybe my best friend. Even that 

proves beyond me sometimes.  

As I try and analyze why I am such a terrible present giver, I always come back to the problem of 

choice. There are just too many darn choices of what to get. Fancy or homemade? Expensive or 

thoughtful? Practical or extravagant? I freeze up before I even begin. So rather than suffer the anxiety of 

sorting through all the things in the world I could possibly buy, I just choose not to think about it.  

 Choices are important. They’re important at Christmastime, but they go beyond just what 

presents to buy. Our choices define us. They make us who we are and determine the flow of our life. 

Choices are hard. Often there is no clear answer. And many times we hesitate to make a choice at all 

because choosing something means not choosing other things, and what if we make the wrong choice? 

 Joseph had a big choice. Mary, his young fiancée was pregnant. And being the observant Jews 

they both were, it was clear that this was not Joseph’s baby, as they had refrained from marital relations 

before their wedding. Now Mary and Joseph probably didn’t know each other very well at this point. 

Marriages in first century Palestine were arranged as business transactions between families, so there 

was no guarantee of love or even affection between them. For her to be pregnant (ostensibly by 

another man) was a major mark of shame against Joseph and his family. It was within his legal right to 

expose this supposed infidelity and Mary could have been stoned to death. Such was the penalty. But 

being a righteous man, he decides to do what he thinks is the right thing: dismiss her quietly, letting her 

slip away, avoiding the public shame for both of them, but not exactly supporting her in raising up her 

baby boy.  

 Then Joseph has a dream. And in his dream he is told that Mary has not been unfaithful, in fact 

it is precisely because she is so faithful that God has blessed her with His child. This is rather alarming 

news. And I can imagine Joseph being pretty skeptical of the whole thing. And yet, when he wakes up, 

he changes his mind. What he thought was the, kind, generous course of action was proved not to be 



quite enough. God was asking more from him. And so he stands by Mary, raises this child, and the rest, 

well, isn’t just history, it changes history forever.  

 What a precarious moment, though. So much hangs in the balance. God has come to dwell on 

earth in the person of this little baby-to-be. And whether that baby will even be born is left in Joseph’s 

hands. In this moment, Joseph has a choice of whether to allow Jesus into this world or not; whether to 

allow Jesus into his life, or not. And in the same way, we have a choice this Christmas whether to allow 

Jesus into this world, or not. Whether to embrace and welcome him into our lives, or to dismiss him 

quietly.  

 Another thing about choices is that they have consequences. They necessitate responsibility. So 

when we choose to welcome Jesus, even cute, cuddly, baby Jesus, into our lives that will have 

consequences for how our lives must be. It’s very similar to when you have an actual baby—when you 

accept a child into your lives, those seven or so pounds are augmented by the immense responsibility 

that will be required of you every day going forward. You are accepting the fact that your life can never 

be the same as it was before. The whole rest of your life will be shaped by this bundle of love. That’s 

what happened to Joseph, and it’s the same that happens when you say yes to Jesus. You will be 

required at all times to “refuse the evil and choose the good,” as Isaiah put it this morning. It won’t 

always be clear how to do that. You won’t always want to do that. It won’t always be easy or 

comfortable to do that. But that’s what it means to choose to let Jesus into your life. 

  This is an immense responsibility. And it puts a lot of power into our hands. It’s an alarming act 

of faith on God’s part. Faith in us. And it tells us a lot about how vulnerable God is willing to be if He 

would allow himself to be subject to our potential misuse and abuse. This is the story of the 

Crucifixion—Jesus willing to suffer the fate we place upon him, torturous though it may be. And this is 

the story of Christmas—Jesus born, barely, in a helpless state, in need of human beings to choose 

kindness and care instead of fear. At Christmas, they do. On Good Friday they don’t. 

 This is why Christmas is so important. God has put His life into our hands. We are given the 

choice of what to do with it. Do we embrace it or do we flee from it? And if we embrace it, do we do so 

half-way, like Joseph’s initial compromise of not shaming Mary, but not standing by her either—or do 

we embrace Immanuel—God with us—fully, allowing Him in to take over and restructure our lives the 

way babies always do? 

 This Christmas you have a big choice in front of you. The same choice you have every Christmas: 

do you welcome Jesus into this world, into your heart, or not? And if you do, are you willing to do what 

it takes so that the goodness and love which has been made known to us in this child and the life that he 

led, are propagated and promoted at every turn? This is the choice before us. And being paralyzed with 

indecision is not an option. The same way if I go to Melinda and say, “well I thought of a million things I 

could have gotten you for Christmas, but I couldn’t decide, so I didn’t get you anything,” is not an 

option. The arrival of Jesus necessitates a choice. And it is a choice that will define you and the life you 

lead. God is with us. God is in our hands to do with him what we will. All the potential is there. The 

choice is yours. 

 


