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Joseph is no different from the other men of Advent and Christmas. Gabriel and Zechariah, the shepherds and the magi – it is all the same: once these gentlemen play their parts, they disappear from the pages of scripture forever. They are only bit players in the drama of the season. 

It is the women we remember, and rightfully so. Mary warrants our attention – and she has received it over the years. Everywhere Christianity has taken root, Mary is at the center of the people’s piety. In the Orthodox world they call her Theotokos, the Mother of God. Latin America calls her la Virgin de Guadalupe or by some other local manifestation. She is known by different names in every land. And she even has her very own sin: mariolatry¸ which kicks in when veneration of Mary goes over the top.

But Joseph? Joseph ends up on the ash heap of biblical history! The Church has long overlooked him precisely for the reason Mary has been so revered: if she is truly a virgin, then Joseph has little to do with the birth.  

As a result, Joseph has been largely forgotten by the Church. Poet Ann Weems writes:


Who put Joseph in the back of the stable?


Who dressed him in brown, put a staff in his hand,



And told him to stand in the back of the crèche,



Background for the magnificent light of the Madonna?

For those of us who do not hang our theological understanding of incarnation on the hook of Mary’s virginity, Joseph comes into greater relief. After all, he is good for several things in the run-up to Christmas. He is the first to hear about the import of what has happened to Mary. Gabriel appears to Joseph in a dream and explains it all. Joseph, being of the house and lineage of David, provides the genealogical material that links Jesus to the prophecies of old. And Joseph is the one to name the child Jesus. 

Perhaps most importantly, Joseph takes care of Mary. He finds the place for her to give birth. And when the Romans come looking for baby Jesus, Joseph leads the family to safety in Egypt. I think it is time to rehabilitate Joseph, to move him out of the background of the birth narrative. He deserves more credit than we give him.  

The response of Joseph to all that happens in the story of the birth of Jesus teaches us something about living faithfully, especially in this season. 

Let us be clear about the predicament in which Joseph finds himself. The story opens with Joseph learning of the pregnancy of the one to whom he is engaged – in that era, essentially, the one to whom he is already married. In such circumstances Hebrew law held that Mary had committed adultery, punishable by death according to the Torah. Although the rabbis had lessened the penalty for adultery by Joseph’s time, it was still severe. The offending woman in that patriarchal system was considered to have brought tremendous shame on her household and upon her husband. She had to pay for her sin.

Joseph has several options. He can have Mary exposed publicly and punished. He can demand that her family compensate him for his humiliation. He can insist that she be cast out for her sin. But he chooses, instead, something utterly new and unexpected – a hint of the good news to come.

Remember when the religious authorities confront Jesus with another woman caught in adultery? They want her stoned to death and they challenge Jesus to refute the law of their tradition. Jesus draws a line in the sand and asks anyone without sin to cast the first stone. No one moves. He challenges them again, and they drift away, leaving Jesus alone with the woman. I wonder if, in that moment, he thought about his mother. “I do not condemn you,” he says, and the woman goes free.

Joseph does essentially the same thing with Mary. He decides to let her quietly out of their marriage contract.  He does not condemn her, but, rather, respects her. It is an audacious act in that context. This is not merely a matter between a man and his bride-to-be; it is a bold assertion of the love of God for those who are on the underside of human community. Joseph knows the law; he chooses to look beyond it for another way. It is a signal that God intends to stand with those whom the world would ignore or condemn. 
Even before the birth of Jesus, Joseph teaches the truth of the gospel: God values the dignity of each person, putting justice first, over any other doctrine – religious or secular or cultural – that would claim otherwise.  Christmas ought to remind us of that. The basic proposition of our faith is that in the eyes of God every human being deserves to live fully, with justice and with dignity. “The joy of God,” wrote early church Bishop Ireaneus, “is a human being fully alive.” 

That is the reality Joseph embraces. It is the reality we celebrate in the Church today and into which we will baptize little Layla later today. Joseph knows what God intends for human relationships, and with a nudge from Gabriel he chooses to wed Mary, adopting that baby boy as his own. In adopting the child, Joseph shows his willingness to step into the role of father. 

W. H. Auden once said, “I know nothing, except what everyone knows – if there when Grace dances, I should dance.” 

Grace is there in that long-ago Advent darkness, and Joseph dances with Mary. He throws his lot in with her. He refuses to cut her off.  He takes on the shame thrust upon her and shares it.

We do not need to wait until the birth: Christmas begins when Joseph decides for Mary.

This past week Palestinian Christians came together in Bethlehem to consider the plight of their people in this season when we await the light of the nativity. Among those gathered was the Rev. Mitri Raheb, pastor of Westminster’s new partner congregation in Bethlehem.  The group released a statement describing their despair, but also calling people of faith and good will to a new way of life together. 

“Our vocation,” they declare, “is to bear witness to the goodness of God and the dignity of human beings…The time has come,” the Palestinian Christians say from the birthplace of Jesus, 

“to begin… to see the face of God in the other and declare that we are capable of loving each other and building our future together in peace and security.” 

I wonder if that is how Joseph explained his decision to Mary: I see the face of God in you, and I believe we are capable of loving each other and building our future together. To whom could you and I say that? In whose direction do we need to utter those words?

In the response of Joseph we discover the meaning of incarnation. It happens between two people. It happens in communities. It can happen even among nations. When loves comes down at Christmas, it compels us to love others, starting with those the world might reckon to be the least loveable.

Here is poet Ann Weems again:



This Christmas, let us give thanks to God



For this man of incredible faith



Into whose care God placed the Christ Child.


As a gesture of gratitude,



Let’s put Joseph in the front of the stable\


     Where he can guard and greet



And cast an occasional glance 




At this Child





Who brought us life.      

Thanks be to God. 

Amen.   
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