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The Heart of the Puzzle 

Luke 2:1-5 

Rev. Valerie Fairchild 

 

Let us pray 

Lord, we welcome you here. Help us to open 

ourselves fully to your word for us today. Amen. 

 

 How are you doing on your plan for a holy 

Christmas? Everything happening just as you hoped? 

No distractions, right?  

 In these last weeks we’ve been looking at what 

we can learn from Mary. Upon receiving word that 

she would be the mother of God’s son, she took time 

to process and think through and get her mind 

wrapped around this amazing circumstance. We 

talked about taking time to discuss what we wanted to 

have happen around our celebration of God coming to 

earth. We asked ourselves how God would like us to 

celebrate his gift. It doesn’t take long to realize that 

things can go awry, yet we can keep returning to what 

we’ve determined is most important. 

 John and I planned, and we eliminated some 

things from the schedule – and a good thing too! It 

turned out we had some add-ons. This past week we 

had not one, but two, events come up with our in-

town grandchildren – and we fit those in. It was a 

sweet time. Next, we had our plan for Friday evening, 

but it turned out John was asked to serve at a Rotary 

event. So, we served together. 

 It was all good. I’m glad we had the time with 

the kids and got to serve for Rotary. But those were 

not the things I planned to do last week. And, I’m 

quite certain Mary and Joseph felt that way when they 

learned they’d have to travel to Bethlehem for the 

census in the final days of Mary’s pregnancy. 

How many of you have worked on jigsaw 

puzzles? How many of you have traditions of working 

on jigsaw puzzles over Christmas? I heard of one 

family who kept a tablet on the table where their 

jigsaw puzzle was set out. Every person who entered 

the home and added just one piece to the puzzle was 

invited to sign the tablet. They enjoyed looking 

through the names of friends and relatives who 

contributed to the completed puzzle. 

In some ways the call on Mary to carry the 

Christ child, and Elizabeth who would soon deliver 

John, known as the baptizer who came to prepare the 

way for Jesus, form the divine border for God’s 

masterpiece puzzle. However, there are many more 

pieces to fill in. 

Sometimes I feel like all the preparation leading 

up is like working on a jigsaw puzzle. Hopefully by 

now the border is in place, but, boy there are a lot of 

pieces left! So where do we begin? 

 Mary had taken time away with Elizabeth to 

process all that was happening, and those three 

months were definitely a gift from God. She now 

knew with certainty that God was working through 

her life. She now understood what the angel had so 
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briefly conveyed. And she’d been with Elizabeth who 

most likely knew the ancient Scriptures and the 

prophesy concerning the Messiah. Mary knew she 

was the chosen one, and the baby within her, even 

though she was a virgin, was the long-awaited 

Messiah, the Anointed One of God. 

 But now it is time to leave her sweet refuge and 

head back home. There were many many unknowns, 

many pieces that still had to come together. She still 

had to find a safe place away from people and their 

talk. Gossip is not a new thing. She knew that both 

her life and the life of the baby were in danger. She 

could be stoned. Then there were the Romans who 

would not take kindly to rumors that the Messiah was 

soon to be born.  

 Mary was pledged to Joseph, but not yet 

married. How would that be resolved? Joseph was a 

kind and righteous man, but he too would face shame 

when people assumed he’d been indiscreet. 

 And Mary hadn’t yet learned about the 

unexpected journey to Bethlehem for the census.  

 And we think our complications are big! So, 

John’s and my Christmas cards aren’t done, but we fit 

in our grandchildren’s events. I think our priority was 

right. The reality is, complications do arise and 

sometimes multiply wildly. Some of our people have 

experienced this already. Maury had unexpected 

bypass surgery. I’m sure he didn’t expect to spend 

time in the hospital and rehab. Nor did Rozanne 

expect to spend her days traveling back and forth to 

the rehab center. Their planning for Christmas was 

tipped upside down. However, they are rejoicing that 

Maury is alive and well and they have years ahead. 

What’s more important? 

 Eileen Johnson thought she had a bad cough 

and the doctor sent her to the hospital for a 

pacemaker. When I visited, she said that sure wasn’t 

her plan for this busy month. But, hey, her cough led 

to a diagnosis that might have gone unnoticed. She is 

well and now has years ahead. What’s more 

important? 

 The bottom line is, Christmas isn’t about the 

preparations. Last week we likened the preparations to 

a parade. It’s the greatest show on Earth, Jesus 

coming as our Savior, that is the main point. The 

parade is only the lead up. As our complications arise, 

we need to keep our focus on what’s most important – 

the celebration of the greatest gift of God’s love given 

for all humanity. We don’t want to miss that! Mary 

needed to keep her focus on the birth of God’s son 

and trust God with the many details. 

 The gospel of Mathew fills in some of those 

details with these words, “This is how the birth of 

Jesus the Messiah came about: His mother Mary 

was pledged to be married to Joseph, but before 

they came together, she was found to be pregnant 

through the Holy Spirit. Because Joseph her 

husband was faithful to the law, and yet did not 

want to expose her to public disgrace, he had in 

mind to divorce her quietly. 
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But after he had considered 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 home as your wife, because what is 

conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit. She will 

give birth to a son, and you are to give him the 

name Jesus, because he will save his people from 

their sins.” 

All this took place to fulfill what the Lord 

had said through the prophet: “The virgin will 

conceive and give birth to a son, and they will call 

him Immanuel” (which means “God with us”). 

When Joseph woke up, he did what the angel 

of the Lord had commanded him and took Mary 

home as his wife. But he did not consummate their 

marriage until she gave birth to a son. And he gave 

him the name Jesus. (Matthew 1:18-25) 

The pieces of the puzzle that settled the 

questions concerning Joseph’s response came together 

beautifully through God’s holy hand. Remember to 

bring God into your challenges and trust his divine 

work. What we think is an issue, God can resolve.  

There were still many more unknowns for 

Mary, but God was proving to be faithful. Still, I 

imagine that learning that she would have to walk at 

full term, or ride a donkey, which may have been even 

more uncomfortable, for a minimum of three days all 

the way to Bethlehem must have been daunting. I’m 

sure she hadn’t planned to take a trip. 

The census was ordered by Caesar Augustus. 

Part of the purpose of the census was for military 

service and taxation. Jews were exempt from military 

service, but they were required to pay taxes. The 

census meant that Joseph had to return to Bethlehem, 

the town of David, because Joseph was from the line 

of David. Mary was also from the house of David. 

Women 12 years and older were required to pay a poll 

tax and therefore also had to register. 

Isn’t it interesting how God worked through a 

secular census to bring this couple to Bethlehem 

where the prophets said the son of God would be 

born? Nothing is impossible with God! He could have 

made it easier by choosing a woman who already 

lived in Bethlehem, but God chose Mary of Nazareth. 

And together, she and Joseph made the journey. 

Ok, so maybe not having Christmas cards done 

by now is not such a big deal. Suddenly, my concerns 

about preparations seem pretty insignificant. Do the 

details matter that much? I have a friend who 

frequently sends out what she calls Epiphany cards, 

the Christian season following Christmas which 

celebrates the revelation of God. That is always an 

option.  

So, I have the border of my puzzle finished. We 

have the decorations up. A portion of our gift giving is 

complete, so there is a bump out on one edge of the 

puzzle. We celebrated our church staffs. That’s 

another cluster of pieces locked together. Where do 

we go from here? 
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Stay with your plan. You may have to revise a 

bit. Maybe eliminate again and reprioritize. However, 

keep what’s most important in focus. When 

complications come up, follow through on what is 

God-honoring. 

Maybe it’s time to jump ahead and make 

certain the core of the puzzle is together. Maybe it’s 

time to study the pieces and pull together the ones that 

look like they portray the scene of Mary and Joseph 

with bowed heads gazing at the baby Jesus. That is the 

heart of the puzzle. Maybe its time to focus on 

bringing that section together. It’s time to work on 

what’s God-honoring before contributing further to 

the parade. 

The background pieces of a puzzle are much 

harder, aren’t they? Sure, there are color variances, 

lighter and darker pieces, but the background is still 

more difficult. 

If the core theme is complete, might it be ok if 

not all the background was finished? Will Christmas 

not come if the cards aren’t sent? Will Christmas miss 

us if certain baking isn’t completed, certain home 

repairs before the guests arrive aren’t done, or the 

carpets aren’t cleaned? I’ve wondered at times why 

people clean their carpets and do their floors before 

having a house full of guests. 

It’s not too late to work your plan, to assemble 

the heart of the puzzle. It’s not too late to choose to 

leave some things unfinished and to set more realistic 

expectations. It’s not too late to focus on the holy, to 

find that place of sanctuary for quiet prayer and 

meditation on what you’d like you and your family to 

grasp about Christmas. It’s not too late to ask others 

for help. It’s not too late to pardon someone you 

locked out of your life. You can still write that letter 

to Jesus or do a special act of service. You can still 

read that special Christmas book to the children or 

give an anonymous gift that will reveal God’s love to 

someone. You still have time to make room in your 

heart for God! 

So, some things won’t get finished if you do. 

But what is more important? The core love of God or 

the background pieces? 

Joseph and Mary will make their trip and by 

next Sunday we’ll know they’ve arrived in 

Bethlehem. And there, in less than ideal 

circumstances, they will prepare to delight in 

celebrating the miraculous birth of the Son of God. 

We want to relive that with them. We don’t want to 

miss the wonder of God’s love for us. 

 

Let us pray 

Lord, its all about you, these Christmas plans. Yet, we 

so easily get distracted and forget to hold to the holy. 

Lord, help us focus and hold to the core of this 

wonderful season. Help us to be God-honoring and 

God-focused. Thank you. Amen. 

 

 

 


