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God in the Nick of Time... Can Change Everything
INTRODUCTION - “Nick of Time” by Bonnie Raitt

I joined the Bonnie Raitt fan club relatively late in the game.  This past summer, Julia and I joined two friends and saw her play at Red Rocks.  We splurged for really good seats, not too far from the stage. I don’t think Ms. Raitt is much over 5 feet tall, but there is a power in this woman that just blew me away.  One of my favorite Bonnie Raitt songs is called “Nick of Time.”  She packs a lot into that song!  It’s about aging, making decisions, dreams, relationships, pain and suffering, second chances, and finding love - love in the nick of time.

I thought of that song when some of us were discussing this passage from Matthew a few days ago.  It seems to me that Matthew found God - God in the nick of time.

SITUATION - Mary was pregnant

Joseph was engaged to Mary, you see.  And Joseph found out that Mary was pregnant.  Perhaps Mary tried to explain all this to him - about the visit from the angel, Gabriel, and the Holy Spirit and God’s plan for salvation.  Or perhaps, since they were engaged but not living together, Mary hadn’t told him yet.  Remember:  According to Luke, right after Mary was visited by the angel, Mary went off to see her cousin, Elizabeth, and stayed with her for the last three months of Elizabeth’s pregnancy.  Maybe Mary figured that if an angel could talk to her, and angel could talk to Joseph, too.

All Joseph knew was that Mary was pregnant and that he had never had sexual relations with her.  Under the law, when this kind of thing happened, Joseph was allowed to “dismiss” her - a divorce before marriage, if you will.

Joseph thought through all of this, and, being a good and righteous man, came up with plan that he thought would be best thing for Mary and her family, the best thing for him and his family... probably the best thing for the entire community.  He would dismiss her quietly.

He was resolved to do this.  He had made up his mind.  (But if God wanted to intervene, this would be a really good time to do it!)

COMPLICATION - How you and I make decisions

Part of this story gets to how you and I make decisions.  

I think most of us - most of the time - try to make the best decisions that we can.  We might weigh the pros and cons, the benefits and the costs.  We may even ask, “What is legal?  What is ethical?”  And, “What is the most loving thing to do here?”

Joseph did all that, it seems.

What is also true is that we sometimes are making decisions without having all the necessary information, or perhaps - without really asking God for help with the decision.  I imagine that Joseph probably didn’t think that he had much in the way of options.  He knew he didn’t want to shame Mary in a way that could bring on huge implications, and - according to the Jewish law - even her death.  No.  That wouldn’t do.  No, the only option was to dismiss her quietly.  Or was it?

Was that really his only option?

GOOD NEWS - God and grace

Here is where the story becomes one of grace - God showing up in the nick of time.  Joseph goes to sleep, knowing what he will do with this whole Mary-being-pregnant situation. 

 “But just when he had resolved to do this, an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream...” and told him that the child conceived in Mary was from the Holy Spirit, and that Joseph shouldn’t be afraid to take Mary as his wife.  Mary would bear a son, and Joseph was to name him Jesus, for he will “... save his people from their sins.” (Matthew 1:20-21)

God broke through - just in the nick of time.  And because Joseph trusted the message that he heard in the dream, there suddenly was another option.  He could marry Mary, after all!

Yes, they would still have to be deal with the gossip and all the judgmental people in the community.  That would be no small thing.  But there was another option.  And, if they were really being chose to be a part of an amazing divine plan, then how could Joseph say ‘no” to that?  

By the time Joseph had this dream, you see, both he and Mary had been given the same message - via an angel - at two different times and two different places.  How does that happen?  Sounds like a God-thing to me.  And it did to Joseph, too.

So here is the message for us today:  God can and does show up - sometimes, from our perspective, just in the nick of time.  And when God shows up, if we are open to the message... everything can change!  Our decisions can change, the future of the world can change, the depth to which we know God can change, the “ride” or journey that we will take for the rest of our lives can change!

God is mystery.  God is love.  God is grace.  God is also unpredictable.  And so we can’t explain all that God is up to, logically or mathematically.  God can only be understood through a heart of faith.

I would offer this (but don’t think of it mathematically):


A decision we have resolved to make (through our logical, limited mind)  

·         God showing up / God giving new input

___________________________________________________________


A whole new decision / A new action / A life set on a new course

Yes, God can break through, and suddenly I see that I do have other options.  We try to describe the mysterious work of God.  One word for it is grace.  Another word for it is love.  We also describe it as the presence of the Holy Spirit.

However we describe it, it happens!  God can and does show up, right in the nick of time.

NEW BEHAVIOR

The lives of both Mary and Joseph would never be the same, because they both said ‘yes” to the Divine plan.  They both allowed God to intervene in their lives.  We have a phrase for that, too - don’t we?  We call it Divine intervention.

Does it mean that Joseph and Mary had a “peaches and cream” life, for the rest of their lives, because they said ‘yes” to God?  Well, we all know the answer to that!  Joseph evidently died before Jesus became known throughout the land.  Mary followed Jesus all the way to the cross, and to his resurrection.  What changed for both of them, though, was that they now knew the presence of God with them in a totally different way.

What divine intervention can you point to... that has changed the trajectory of your life?  How have you known the truth that God is with us?  And - more to the point of today’s Gospel - when have you resolved to do something, and God showed up... right in the nick of time... so that you saw you could make a different decision?  And how did that new decision change your life?

CONCLUSION

God can and does show up in the nick of time.  God in the nick of time.  That is what we look for during Advent.  That is what we celebrate over Christmas.  

Hallelujah!  We found God... God in the nick of time.


