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Love Increase Our Courage 

On this fourth Sunday in Advent, I pose these questions for each of us to 
consider as this season of expectation draws to a close in the days leading 
toward, through and beyond Christmas – First question: When has an 
experience of being loved or loving another increased your courage? And, 
what becomes possible when your courage increases? 

I invite you to join me in a spirit of prayer, closing your eyes if that helps you 
to be more fully present in this moment. Holy, loving Spirit – we pray that you 
would continuously mold us into becoming people who share your love freely. 
We give thanks for the freedom to gather this morning – by live stream and on 
this land loved by First Nations and others across time. As we practice a way 
of community inspired by Jesus, grant us wisdom enough to recognize, share 
and grow in our individual and shared experiences of love. Amen.  

Friends, what does it look like when love increases our courage. Today, let’s 
explore our relationship with the courage-increasing love of God. In his song 
entitled “Fully Alive,” a pastoral colleague and singer songwriter, Bryan 
Sirchio, shares a chorus inspired by words from second century Greek Bishop 
Irenaeus. Bryan sings: 

“I want to open my heart a little wider 
Let Spirit in a little deeper 
Love with a Love that’s on fire 
And be fully alive” 

This morning, I hope that we will each be reminded through the story of Jesus’ 
father, Joseph, that the Love of God fuels and enlivens each and every one of 
us. Sometimes God’s love feels like it is blazing within, sometime glowing 
softly like coals, and other times as though the winds and freezing rain of life 
will extinguish the flame completely. But God’s love is eternal. Nothing can 
extinguish what burns deeply within each of us as the source of our life. 
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In her devotional, "It’s Always the Right Time to Change Your Mind," Jennifer 
Garrison invites us to consider the potential impact we might have each time 
that we do change our mind. Of Joseph, Garrison writes this: “Joseph listened 
to the Tiny Voice and followed it. Instead of sending Mary away, instead of 
following rules and order and good sense, he married her. He allowed himself 
to change his mind, and in so doing, he changed the world forever.” 

Of the Holy Spirit’s work, Garrison writes this: “The Tiny Voice that I can only 
attribute to the Holy Spirit whispered this ludicrous suggestion. Luckily, I have 
learned to pay attention to that Tiny Voice…” The first time or two that I read 
through her devotion, I found that line humorous.  

Upon further rereading, I discovered comfort in the truth she shares about the 
mysterious, completely unreasonable work of the Holy Spirit. Jennifer 
Garrison echoes the Apostle Paul, who once wrote to the early church in 
Philippi these words of encouragement about the peaceful unimaginable 
power of God: “And the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, will 
guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.” 

How does this God in whom Jesus trusted – the blazing love that fuels us, the 
“Tiny Voice” that guides us, the peace that surpasses all understanding – show 
up in the gospel story for today? 

Two weeks ago, we witnessed Mary’s visit from the Angel Gabriel, who 
conveyed to her that she would have an unplanned pregnancy and bear a 
child who would be great and named Jesus, which means “God saves.” The 
Tiny Voice of the Holy Spirit spoke through Gabriel, encouraging Mary to not 
be afraid. 

And, last week, we witnessed Mary’s visit to her cousin Elizabeth. They found 
solidarity in each other’s company. Mary sang of the God of justice.  
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These women would raise their children up to resist the oppressive forces of 
their time – a resistance to which the Tiny Voice of the Holy Spirit continues to 
call us in our time. I wonder: on this Solstice, on this fourth Sunday in Advent 
of 2025 – in which of many oppressive situations within our shared public 
life do you long for the Holy Spirit’s Tiny Voice to give you more consistent 
encouraging nudges toward action in solidarity with other people of 
goodwill? 

Today, we consider the story of Joseph. We know very little of his story. In 
fact, he does not ever speak (as remembered in scripture). He was a 
carpenter. He was engaged to Mary, which means that Mary’s parents would 
have paid a dowry to Joseph to provide a home for Mary. As author Jennifer 
Garrison noted, Joseph was likely following all of the rules and good order his 
society had taught him.  

And yet, a monkey wrench was certainly thrown into the mix. Upon learning 
of Mary’s pregnancy, the most obvious option for Joseph would have been to 
accuse her of adultery. The socially sanctioned result would have been to have 
her stoned to death. Instead, we heard, “[Mary’s] husband Joseph, being a 
righteous man and unwilling to expose her to public disgrace, planned to 
divorce her quietly.” 

I imagine that we all know from our life experiences that it is hardest to show 
kindness (that is, love in action) when life circumstances have deeply 
wounded us. And it is particularly gritty work to love a person whose action or 
inactions have wounded us.  

I wonder: have you recently (or not so recently) been wounded by an 
unloving action or inaction by someone with whom you share space and 
time? What might be a first step toward bravely naming aloud your pain so 
that they might have an opportunity to hear your truth and consider their 
role in your pain? 
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And another question is the converse: Who has been wounded by an 
unloving action or inaction by you? What might be a next step toward 
creating space where they might bravely name aloud their pain to you and 
offer you space to express your sorrow? 

Do you believe, this Christmas, that love increases courage? 

When six of us gathered this past week for our fantastic weekly text study 
called Connecting With The Word, I asked us to respond to this prompt:  

Describe a time when you changed your mind and the impact your decision 
had on you and others. 

I wonder: what decision are you discerning in your life right now? And will 
you listen for the Holy Spirit’s Tiny Voice of encouragement? 

I would invite you to close your eyes and offer these words of blessing from 
author Nikki Banas as we do this hard work of courageous love – Banas writes, 
"My courageous friend, I hope you always remember that you are made of 
incredible strength and grit. Whenever life puts you under immense pressure, 
your strength within can withstand it. Your strength can surpass anything 
that's out there. Every obstacle, every challenge, every setback ... And 
whenever you feel like giving up, whenever you feel like throwing in the towel, 
because you just cannot keep going for another second, my courageous friend, 
let your brave and strong heart carry you through. Your courageous heart will 
be what pushes you forward when everything is pulling you backward. With 
every tough moment and hard climb, I hope you find it easier, and easier to 
trust yourself, your inner strength and your potential even when the world 
does not. I hope that you believe in your strength not only in the moments it's 
easy to feel it, but in all of the moments that it feels impossible to.” 

Friends, may we be avenues and encourage one another in this courage-
increasing love – because that Love is counting on us. Amen. 
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