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Let us begin with a prayer of discernment, as today’s reading will be incorporated within the
message.

Dear Lord, You alone know what we truly need. You know our hearts better than we do.
Open our hearts and minds to your message. Calm our hurrying spirits and allow us to
savor your word, your message, and most especially your Son. In Jesus’s name we
pray. Amen

Christmas is over. It's time to move on, right? How many of us have already taken down the
decorations? The trees? It’s only been 3 days, but all the Christmas trappings are already
gone from the stores. The New Year's Eve and even Valentine’s Day decorations are already
up. Actually, | got an email last Saturday, a full 5 days before Christmas, that was already
selling Valentine’s Day gifts - for my dogs.

We have just spent 4 peaceful weeks of Advent, anticipating the coming of Jesus. The birth
of our Lord and Savior. The arrival of the King of Kings, the Lord of Lords, the Prince of
Peace. And we are so quick to move on, to jump into the next thing. Even our gospel writers
don’t spend a lot of time on the birth of Christ. Mark starts with John the Baptist and jumps
right into Jesus’s baptism and testing - as an adult. John talks about how the Word became
flesh, but then he also jumps right into the story of John the Baptist. Most of the Christmas
stories we know and read about are from Matthew and Luke. They give a little bit more time
to the story, but by chapter 3 in each of their gospels, we have moved on to John the
Baptist.

Butit’s not just the story of Jesus and Christmas Day that we rush through. It’s all of it. We
can get behind the anticipation, the waiting, the buildup. But once it’s here, we move on.
We expect people to move on. | have a good friend who spent 15 months planning her
daughter’s wedding with her, and then on the night of the wedding, she said to her family,
“What’s next?” When she told me that story, | wondered to myself how much of the
wedding she had actually enjoyed since she was so eager to move on to the next thing.

Admittedly, | am also not always great at savoring an event, at really sitting in it and just
enjoying it in the moment. We tend to keep looking for the next thing. We tend to want
people, ourselves included, to move on. Good or bad. Throughout the many years of
GriefShare work, | have seen how people are expected to move on after the death of a loved



one. They are given a finite amount of time to grieve, then they are encouraged or even
pushed to move on, to just be ok.

But each season of life, each event of life, each day of our life, is given to us for a reason, for
an opportunity, for a chance to be lived in full. Last Sunday, Pastor Gin talked to us about
Joseph. While given no words to say, no lines in the Biblical script, he plays an important
role in the story leading up to Jesus’ birth, and again, he plays a key role in our reading
today. We pick up right after the Magi have come to visit baby Jesus.

Today’s New Testament reading is from Matthew 2, verses 13-23

When they had gone, an angel of the Lord appeared to Joseph in a dream. “Get up,” he said,
“take the child and his mother and escape to Egypt. Stay there until | tell you, for Herod is
going to search for the child to kill him.”

So he got up, took the child and his mother during the night and left for Egypt, where he
stayed until the death of Herod. And so was fulfilled what the Lord had said through the
prophet: “Out of Egypt | called my son.”

When Herod realized that he had been outwitted by the Magi, he was furious, and he gave
orders to kill all the boys in Bethlehem and its vicinity who were two years old and under, in
accordance with the time he had learned from the Magi. Then what was said through the
prophet Jeremiah was fulfilled:

“A voice is heard in Ramah,
weeping and great mourning,

Rachel weeping for her children
and refusing to be comforted,
because they are no more.”

After Herod died, an angel of the Lord appeared in a dream to Joseph in Egypt and said,
“Get up, take the child and his mother and go to the land of Israel, for those who were trying
to take the child’s life are dead.”

So he got up, took the child and his mother, and went to the land of Israel. But when he
heard that Archelaus was reigning in Judea in place of his father Herod, he was afraid to go
there. Having been warned in a dream, he withdrew to the district of Galilee, and he went
and lived in a town called Nazareth. So was fulfilled what was said through the prophets,
that he would be called a Nazarene.

This is the word of the Lord.

Thanks be to God



Once again, we see how Joseph plays a pivotal role in Jesus’s life and in keeping
both Jesus and Mary alive. Joseph made choices. And in making those choices, 3 timesin
today’s reading alone, he helped to fulfill what the prophets had said about Jesus.

In preparing for this sermon, | was reminded of one of my favorite passages from Romans
chapter 8, verse 15. This is from the message translation

This resurrection life you received from God is not a timid, grave-tending life. It’s
adventurously expectant,

greeting God with a childlike “What’s next, Papa?”

This, for me, is where the savoring of the moment and the anticipation of what
comes next meet. Itis in Joseph’s obedience. | can hear him calling out to God, sometimes
it’s with an anxious sigh, cautiously asking, “What’s next, Papa?” or maybe it’s with an air of
excitement and pride as he continues to fulfill the messages of the prophets, “What’s next,
Papa?” Through it all, Joseph remains steadfast and faithful.

On day one, Joseph doesn’t get a laid-out map of what was to come. He doesn’t get
information on all of the events and activities that would happen. He didn’t even get a daily
or weekly update on the plan. He doesn’t even get to live to see the plan completed. And
yet, he obeys. He follows what is asked of him in the moment. | doubt that going to Egypt
was on his to-do list. After all, the Jewish people, Joseph’s people, Jesus’s people, had
been slaves in Egypt. God had rescued them and taken them OUT of Egypt. Yet, Joseph
obeys. He takes Mary and Jesus and flees in the night. They were refugees, fleeing their
land in fear and desperation to stay alive, running from a king who wanted to kill them.

According to most biblical sources, they stayed in Egypt for 3 to 4 years. This is
another place where the savoring of the season and the anticipation of “what’s next” meet.
They lived in Egypt for several years, waiting expectantly for the next part of the plan. They
made a life where they were. They probably heard about, and mourned, the senseless
murder of “all the boys in Bethlehem and its vicinity who were two years old and under.”
Knowing that those murders had been intended for their son.

Today, December 28, is recognized in the Presbyterian Church, as well as many
other denominations, as the Feast of the Holy Innocents. These infants killed by Herod are
often called the first Christian Martyrs, dying for Christ before they even knew who he was.

After the death of Herod, Joseph is given his next steps. He is told to return. | can
almost hear the hesitation in Joseph’s voice as he asks, “What’s next, Papa? You want us to
go where? Are you sure?” They had probably started to make a new life for themselves in
Egypt. Returning to the land, even with Herod dead, probably didn’t feel like a great idea.



But they began. This wasn’t a quick trip from Egypt back to Judea. They didn’t hop on a
plane, or even take the train or the freeway. While we don’t know exactly how long the
journey was, a conservative estimate indicates 1-2 weeks. | imagine it was along that
journey that Joseph received his next steps. For it was in a dream that he was again warned,
and that dream led them to settle down in a town called Nazareth in the district of Galilee.

Mary and Joseph knew who Jesus was. Even before His birth, they were told by the angels.
Then, at his birth, they had seen the angels come. They greeted the shepherds. They
welcomed the Magi. AND they fled from the rulers. They lived as refugees in Egypt. They
returned to their land and made their home in a new town, following the guidance of the
angels. They know the promise of Jesus, but even they do not know how it will end. They do
not know the steps that need to be taken. They only know how to live in the “what's next.”

How often in life are you given the complete set of instructions as to what to do next?
Maybe when we are building furniture from IKEA, putting together a LEGO set, or following
the directions on our GPS. But even then, sometimes there is a missing piece, an extra
LEGO, or a “re-routing” for better directions on our journey. And that is for the simplest of
tasks.

If you think back on your life, how many of us anticipated every step of our lives? How many
of us knew exactly what we wanted to be and grew up to do that job? How many people
went to college and then used that initial degree in their careers? How many stayed in that
one career throughout their lives? How many stayed in their hometown? Or moved, once,
twice, multiple times?

How many of us had the number of children we predicted or anticipated in the way we
expected to? How many of us had no surprise health concerns for ourselves or members of
our family? Which parts of your current life were part of your original plan? Which parts
were because of an unexpected disappointment? And which were because of an
unexpected blessing?

I, for one, always wanted to be a teacher. | originally thought | wanted to teach
kindergarten. That didn’t last past one practicum in a kindergarten classroom. | never
anticipated that during college | would fall in love with American Sign Language and spend
a large part of my career teaching deaf children. Just one year ago, | wouldn’t have
imagined that | would enjoy being an elementary school administrator as much as | do. And
while the idea has been playing around in my head for a few years, not even this time last
year had | pictured myself going back to school for a degree in Ministry.

While many of those professional twists and turns came out of some unexpected blessings
in my life, some also came out of unexpected loss and disappointment. | moved to Arizona



when | graduated from college, and didn’t anticipate returning to the East Coast. Once |
began working at the American School for the Deaf, | honestly never thought | would leave
and move to Rhode Island. | have moved more often than | anticipated or wanted. But each
of those moves got me closer to being here.

I never thought that my dad wouldn’t live to see me get my PhD. | never thought that both
my parents would have died when | was just 47 years old, not having the opportunity to see
my kids' graduations, marriages, and their kids. | never thought that | would be divorced
twice. | never imagined the many blessings that God had in store for me after the many
disappointments | faced. | never imagined my life would look like what it does today. | never
knew | could be so blessed.

I lived in that anxious and stressed-out place of fearfully asking, “What’s next, Papa?” with
trembling in my voice and shaking in my hands. Just as often as | have also excitedly asked,
“What’s next, Papa?” with a skip in my step and joy in my heart. One thing | have learned
through all of my “what’s next” questioning is that | don’t know, ... but God does. And God
doesn’t need me rushing through this season, whether it be hard or easy, a struggle or a
blessing. But rather God wants me to savor the place | am in right now. Because | don’t
know the road map. | don’t know the plan. | don’t know what is around the corner. | just
know that there is more out there in life to savor and share with others and open my heart
to, even if | don’t understand it all.

Isn’t that true for all of us? Isn’t that where we all live? In the “What’s next, Papa?”
But let’s try to make sure it is not the hurried, let’s get this done, nature of “Come on, what’s
next?” But rather, let’s try to make it more like what Joseph showed us, the contemplative,
steadfast nature of trusting and believing and living in the right now. Patiently, and with a
sense of calm trust, asking God, “What do you have in store for me next, Papa?”

Christian author Joyce Meyers writes, “Each day that God gives us is holy and a
precious gift from him. We should enjoy it fully. Joy is powerful. Nothing releases
supernatural joy in our lives more than being a blessing to other people.”

Jesus Christ came to earth, born as a baby, allowing us to savor his birth. We are
living our lives in the world after His death, with the opportunity to bless others and to fill
their buckets with the love that Jesus gave us. We are also anxiously anticipating the
promise of His return to earth. And each day we have allows us the childlike opportunity to
ask our heavenly father, “What’s next, Papa?”

As your substitute teacher, | mean preacher, | won’t officially assign you any homework, but
| do encourage you to savor the season. Find ways to sit in the joy of the moment, the



sorrow of the moment, or whatever else you might be experiencing, and to remain in
hopeful anticipation of what God has in store for you next.



