Bishop Flora reflects on Matthew 1.18-25 for the Fourth Sunday of Advent, 21st December.
In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. Now, the birth of Jesus, it tells us at the beginning of Matthew's Gospel, ‘the birth of Jesus the Messiah took place in this way.’ Immediately before this passage, where we have read today of how Mary and Joseph were betrothed, and she was found to be with child of the Holy Spirit, and of Joseph's righteous actions and gracious dealings in this circumstance after his encounter with the angel. 
Just before this passage, there's a long genealogy; the many generations that stretch back in the heritage of God's people through the ages, a way of showing God's faithfulness down the years. And now that comes to a culmination in the supreme act of faithfulness, as God comes to us in person, as a baby. God doesn't send a messenger, though there are plenty of angels, or another prophet, although there are plenty of those. No, God comes himself, to be among us in the most vulnerable, fragile form of human life: a tiny new baby, and one born in the very depths of winter. 
It's cold in the Holy Land at this time of year, really cold if you're living in a barn, even if you have got some comforting, warm animals around you as the popular scenes depict. But the danger of all that lovely, cozy, rural scene idealised, clean, fluffy animals, the barn a bit tumble-down, picturesque, but not in any danger of collapse, everything clean, just as it should be - the danger of that is that it takes out of the risk of the adventure of the incarnation, God's true purposes for us, because he came himself in a fragile, vulnerable state into a far from ideal circumstance. He came to show us what love looks like by exposing himself to the dangers of the world, by being a refugee, by being in an occupied land, by being born in difficult circumstances. 
The danger of our lovely pictures of Christmas, which we see on the cards, not just the stable and the animals, the angels, the shepherds, the kings, but all the others, the wide-eyed children, the Christmas trees, the presence of stockings on the chimney breast, the danger of all that beauty and jollity, all that happiness, the danger of it is that it can seem as if the particular happiness of Christmas is only available to those who are already happy, to essentially happy people in happy circumstances. But the truth about Christmas is that God comes everywhere and every day, in every circumstance, however broken our lives or our hearts, however conflicted our world, however hungry or cold, however imprisoned or persecuted, God comes with us, to us, in us, and works his purposes of love among us, so that he calls us to be the people of his transforming love, with a message of the eternal Christmas we celebrate every day, which is that God is with us. Emmanuel.
God comes, reminding us in this last week of Advent, that this is the ninth month of pregnancy. So, think of Mary in these days, heavy with her beloved, precious load, ready to give birth to our saviour, coming among us to show us what love looks like to venture everything in the most unlikely and difficult of circumstances, and to assure us of God's love and forgiveness, not just on Christmas Day, but every day. Happy Christmas. Amen.

