MERRY CHRISTMAS, People of God!!
I want to mention three important things before we start-in on this week’s sermon update: 
First, thanks and “kudos” to Janet Arbuckle and the FWC youth for their entertaining and inspiring readers’ theater this past Sunday! Great job, everybody! 
Second, don't forget that we will not be having our usual FWC Sunday Service on Christmas Day this year. 
Instead, Third, we will be having a special FWC Caroling Celebration (4:30-6:00pm, Christmas Eve, at the Dawsons’ house (17431 Almelo Ln., Huntington Beach, CA 92649). Dress-up the family warmly in your favorite caroling or Christmas theme and bring your best Christmas voices as we go out into our community and share the joy of Jesus’ coming! 
Now, for our update:

In consideration of all of the time that we will be spending after Christmas Day thumbing through user manuals or fiddling with new toys and gadgets, Sunday's message started by observing that all tools carry with them a "learning curve." Initially, every tool feels awkward and requires practice to begin to "get the hang of it." If things go well, intentional practice eventually grants us a degree of familiarity in which intentional actions can become habit. It is at this stage that we truly, "get" a tool.
For example, those of us who wear “multifocal” spectacles each have had to master the awkward practice of deciding which field of vision to look through in our glasses. If we look through the top range, we can see distance, but nearer things fade from view. If we look through the bottom range, near things are clear, but faraway objects remain out of focus. Although this is awkward to do at first, with just a short period of practice, habit takes over, and we unconsciously adjust the range of our vision in order to make clear the object(s) of our concern.
For those who do not wear glasses, this practice is a little bit like using the “zoom” feature on digital pictures or maps. Years ago, maps and pictures had only one “frame” of scale. There was only one degree of focus; “what you saw” was “what you got.” That's not the case today. Nowadays, almost without thinking, we look for the little magnifying-glass icons and click the zoom "in" or “out” in order to adjust our vision. This tool allows us to choose the scales according to which we will see things. To the familiar, this process feels like unconscious adjustment, but it is built upon habits that were formed through practice that probably felt awkward at first.
This Sunday, we looked at the Gospel of Matthew’s account of the birth of Jesus (Matthew 1) and at Joseph’s choice set his vision at a particular range. Verse 18 tells us, "When [Jesus’] mother Mary had been engaged to Joseph, but before they lived together, she was found to be with child from the Holy Spirit.” This might be familiar news to us 2000 years later, but it was certainly a surprising development for Joseph and Mary's relationship, a development filled to the brim with liabilities. 

From a man's point of view, suddenly finding out that one’s betrothed wife has turned up pregnant under mysterious circumstances would create a deeply frustrating and painful situation. Mary's pregnancy placed Joseph in a terribly awkward emotional, social and relational position. In response, Joseph had every motive to set his focus on his own losses and to react instinctively. No one would have faulted Joseph if he went through the village insistently trying to find the baby's natural father or if he had demanded some kind of answer from the girl that made sense to him. It only would have been natural for him to reject Mary's claims of innocence, to suspect of her of covering-up, or to lash out at her or her parents as a responsible and inconsiderate. This pregnancy had compromised Joseph's standing in the community, his future and his honor.
But that is not the response that we find Matthew recording. Instead, verse 19 informs us, "Her husband Joseph, being a righteous man and unwilling to expose her to public disgrace, planned to dismiss her quietly.”

Matthew notes two reasons for Joseph's unexpected reaction. The first is that Joseph is a “righteous man.” As we saw earlier in our series, righteousness involves conformity to a standard; it is an adjustment of oneself to God's ways and expectations. Part of what empowers Joseph to make his startling decision is that Joseph has set his field of vision outward, beyond himself, toward the standards of God. He has focused upon God enough that consideration of God's expectations has become an integral part of his character.
But Joseph has not only considered God. He has also expanded his frame of vision beyond himself to include Mary. Joseph is not self-absorbed. He is not caught up in his own losses or his own pain. He has "zoomed-out" enough to recognize that Mary is caught up in this moment, too. In fact, Joseph has set his focus on Mary and on God's standards enough that his "close up" vision of himself has become blurred. His thoughts are for Mary's disgrace, Mary's pain, Mary's sense of loss, Mary's future, Mary's honor, Mary's frustration, Mary's emotional distress. As Joseph looks at Mary, he is looking through the “distance” field of his glasses and he chooses to let himself get out of focus in the process. Joseph is unwilling to see Mary's dignity trodden underfoot in the village rumor mill, and he marshals his will and resources to make sure that she will get through this with the least possible amount of loss. Joseph's twin foci on God's righteousness and Mary's well-being drive Joseph to graciousness. 

Graciousness is a quality that is rarely talked about in our society, but it is one that is central to Christian character. The root of the idea is set in the concept of grace, or, giving. Graciousness is a disposition of generosity, an attitude of liberality when it comes to relationships and offenses. Proverbs 19:11 describes this as the “glory” that the sensible person has to "overlook an offense.”
Graciousness is not mere courtesy; nor is it a lack of courage or will to stand up to offenses. It runs deeper than that. Graciousness is a godly trait. It is a strength of resolve and generosity of person that chooses to set one’s sights beyond immediate and personal hurts or gains. Graciousness is not cowardly or insipid. Rather, it “overlooks.” As it does so, it mirrors God's own intentional disposition. This is the attitude that Psalm 116:5 speaks of when it connects the graciousness of the LORD with the righteousness of the LORD, as they are expressed in mercy: "Gracious is the LORD, and righteous; our God is merciful.” Other Psalms (86:15; 111:4; 145:8-9) link God's graciousness to his compassion in his choices to overlook faults. As Psalm 103: 8-10 declares:
The LORD is merciful and gracious, slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love. 

He will not always accuse, nor will he keep his anger forever.

He does not deal with us according to our sins, nor repay us according to our iniquities.
Unfortuantely, in our times, graciousness is not a trait that is commonly associated with Christians or Christianity. Instead, we Christians have earned a rather fearsome reputation as fault-finders. Sorrowfully, this may be a well-deserved reputation. In the church we often tend to pride ourselves on "getting to the bottom of things," “exposing,” "accountability," and “calling people out.” Unlike Joseph, our Christian community can be quick to mock, to highlight a flaw, to make the most of a misspoken word or behavioral mistake, and then, "to expose to public disgrace.”
When we do so, we played the role of the "unforgiving servant” that Jesus talks about in Matthew 18. That servant lost sight of the vast forgiveness that had been given to him when he let his sights stay focused closely on the pittance his fellow servant owed him. His vision was impaired in the same way that Jesus criticized when he questioned, "Why do you see the speck in your neighbor's eye, but do not notice the log in your own eye?” (Matthew 5:3).

We have been called to graciousness and away from such short-sighted pettiness. Graciousness has become one of our standards of Christian excellence. As Paul writes in Ephesians,

Let no evil talk come out of your mouths, but only what is useful for building up, as there is need, so that your words may give grace to those who hear.

And do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God, with which you were marked with a seal for the day of redemption.

Put away from you all bitterness and wrath and anger and wrangling and slander together with all malice, and be kind to one another, tenderhearted, forgiving one another, as God in Christ has forgiven you.

Therefore be imitators of God as love children and live in love, as Christ loved us and gave himself up for us a fragrant offering and sacrifice to God.  (Ephesians 4:29-5:2, NRSV)
 Colossians 4:6 calls this practice letting one's speech “always be gracious, seasoned with salt.”
In Matthew's account, Joseph gives us an example of maintaining a gracious disposition. He demonstrates a righteous and willful choice to "zoom" his focus “out” in order to include the dignity of Mary within his view. 
As we negotiate this Christmas season, let us not lose sight of the larger picture. God has given us a “zoom” tool that is capable of adjusting to eternal perspective. Let us not allow our attentions to be captured by petty offenses, personal losses or relational slights, real or imagined. Let us “set our minds on things above” in a deliberate fashion. Let us practice choosing a frame of vision that overlooks immediate hurts or losses. Let us have the discipline to make sure that our words do not breed attention to faults or diminish the dignity of others. 

This takes practice, and it may seem awkward at first; but if we persevere, graciousness will become habitual and we will walk in righteousness as living testimonies to the graciousness of God.
Matthew continues his account of Joseph, 

But just when he had resolved to do this, 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. She will bear a son, and you are to name him Jesus, for he will save his people from their sins."

All this took place to fulfill what had been spoken by the Lord through the prophet: “Look, the virgin shall conceive and bear a son, and they showed named him Emmanuel,” which means, "God is with us." (Matthew 1:20-23)
I cannot help but think of the irony it would have presented if Joseph had been ungracious about God's gracious extension to humankind! How sad it would have been if Joseph had been petty, if he had insisted on paying heed to his own grievances just as God moved to save Joseph’s soul and to overlook the sins of everyone! What a tragic sight it would have been if Joseph had repudiated or rejected Mary in the very moment God paid the cost to humble himself into flesh just so that he could be close to Joseph and the rest of us! 
To his credit, Joseph did not do this. He kept a gracious and considerate disposition. Even further, he allowed the word of the angel to open his vision to the widest of angles. Joseph believed the message that this child would bring forgiveness of sins and in the power of that knowledge he went what Jesus would later call “the extra mile.” Joseph not only avoided subjecting Mary to public disgrace, he covered her with his own honor and name in marriage. In doing so, he became St. Joseph, the step-father of God-in-the flesh. One can only wonder if Joseph can “zoom out” now to see the scope of his gracious decision, realizing that God was being extra gracious to him in that instant!

In this Christmas season, as we celebrate God coming near to us, let us follow in Joseph's footsteps of graciousness. Let us keep our focus on the grace of God and let us extend that grace to others by including them within our own fields of vision. Let us be gracious peacemakers who can be called, “the Children of God.”
Grace be with you all!

See you at Christmas Eve Caroling!!

-Pastor Adam

