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Matthew 1:18-25

 

“Joseph the Misunderstood Father”

 

While doing some research for today’s sermon, I read a funny little story about a 4 year old girl who was drawing a picture of the nativity.  She was intense and stayed with it a long time.  When she completed the picture she proudly showed it to her mother and carefully explained each figure and character: the shepherds and sheep, the three wise men and their loaded camels, the stable with cows and even a cat and a dog and, of course, in the center of it, Mary and the baby.  Her mother noticed something was missing.  “Where’s Joseph?” she asked, assuming the girl would remember and sketch him in.  Instead, according to the mother, the girl gave her a look of exasperation and defiantly asked, “Who needs Joseph, anyway?”

 

Poor Joseph.  If he isn’t forgotten he’s relegated to the back of the nativity with nothing to do.  Like so many veterans of the now obsolete father’s hospital waiting room, Joseph takes a backseat role in the Christmas story.  His story reminded me of an episode of Mad Men, the award winning TV show set in the 1960s.  In one episode, Peter’s wife goes into labor while he’s at work.  When he arrives at the hospital his instinct is to run into the labor and delivery room to be with his wife.  But his father-in-law stops him and reminds him that his place is in the waiting room.  Of course, Peter says.  So he waits in the room with the rest of the fathers-to-be.  If I remember correctly, I think he even goes back to work, the labor is so long.  I can’t even imagine!)  My Dad, who is of that generation, has never quite understood why fathers are now a part of the labor and has wondered out loud, on more than one occasion, what in the world they do during them.  

 

But I imagine Joseph was pretty busy during Mary’s labor considering she didn’t have anyone else to help her.  My guess is he wasn’t sitting in the back of the manger telling her, “It’s OK, Mary, just keep pushing.”  On the other hand, perhaps he was and that’s why we never heard about him again.  Maybe Mary decided to give him the old boot.

 

Nah.  Just kidding.

 

The way Matthew tells the story, Joseph is the pivotal figure. Mary ordinarily gets all the attention—the carols, the great art, the devotion and adoration. But for Matthew it all begins with Joseph—and his dilemma. His fiancée announces that she is pregnant, and Joseph knows he’s not the father.  He fears she’s been unfaithful-after all, what else could be the reason for her pregnancy? 

 

Mary was betrothed to Joseph, which meant that their fathers had arranged the marriage; and back then a “marriage” began with the engagement.  So Joseph finds himself in a very difficult and embarrassing position.  The preacher Will Willimon quips that if Mary is “blessed among women”; Joseph is definitely “embarrassed among men.”  

 

Modern readers of this story (that would be all of us) probably think this puts Joseph between a rock and hard place.  I mean, this is some dilemma in which to find one self.

But the rules were very simple and clear cut for Joseph’s situation; Mary was to be stoned to death. That was the punishment for adultery.

 

Plus, Matthew tells us that Joseph was a righteous man, which meant he was compelled to follow the laws of God.  Remember, Joseph is from the lineage of David, so not only is he a fine upstanding Jew, he’s a Jew from a very well known and distinguished family.  

 

But before Jesus is born, Joseph has second thoughts about the conventional religious definition of righteousness. He resolves not to turn Mary over to the authorities but to send her away.   Now, we might interpret this as hard-hearted but trust me, this was a bold move to make, because when he dismissed Mary, he dismissed his religion’s law – and that was unheard of for a distinguished Jew like Joseph.

 

Then comes the dream in which Joseph learns that the child to be born is from God.  Again, Will Willimon says that while there is a lot of annunciation art, the angel and serene Mary, there is no art focused on Joseph’s dream.  Imagine a painting of “Joseph bolting upright in bed, in a cold sweat after being told his fiancée is pregnant, and not by him, and he should marry her anyway.  They won’t tell you this Christmas story in Sunday School.”

 

Then Joseph makes a second bold decision: he’ll go through with the marriage. He will be Mary’s husband and the child’s father. When the baby arrives, it is Joseph who names him Jesus. And then he takes his place in the back row, doing what new fathers have always done—watching and wondering what the heck just happened.

 

The amazement Joseph must have felt is one way to go with today’s sermon.  So is the sheer amount of trust he placed in God.  After all, how many of us follow our dreams?  The immense amount of responsibility Joseph shouldered by adopting Jesus as his own is also a good sermon topic.  Lord knows there are plenty of absentee fathers in our country and good kids who need one as a role model.  I believe Barack Obama wrote about his own experience growing up fatherless in a poignant Father’s Day piece, and implored fathers to assume their rightful place as role models for their children.   

 

But today I want to hold Joseph up as a role model of righteousness, just as Matthew claims him to be.  But he’s not the role model of righteousness you might expect.  Joseph isn’t righteous because he does what the Bible tells him to do; Joseph is righteous be cause he doesn’t do what the Bible tells him to do; he doesn’t follow the Law and have Mary stoned.  Instead, He does the right thing-despite what his religion tells him is the right thing-and stays with her.  Joseph, often overlooked, is the first person to break out of the confines of conventional religious morality.  He is the first to discover that the coming of the Christ child redefines righteousness and morality and ethics.

 

Joseph finds himself between a rock and a hard place.  Should he follow the letter of the law?  Or should he follow the heart of the law?  He chooses to follow the heart of the law and is proclaimed a righteous man because of his choice.  

 

The rock and the hard place Joseph finds himself is where many people and churches and denominations find themselves.  Joseph’s dilemma is alive and well today.  Do we follow the Bible word for word, or do we act in a way that respects both the Bible and the Christian orientation to love our neighbors as ourselves, even if it seems to violate what the Bible says?

 

Let me offer a relatively innocent, even whimsical, example. I once read a story about three Christians, representatives of the World Council of Churches, who had been sent by that Council to Greece in the bleak days just after the Second World War. They were visiting little churches in remote mountain villages to see what the World Council might do to see them through their difficulties. All three were conservative Protestants for whom both rural Greece and Greek Orthodox Christianity were like another planet. 

 

One day, they bounced up a horrendous mountain road to reach one especially isolated and impoverished church. When they finally arrived, they were met by the village priest in his great white beard and long black robes. He welcomed them graciously, doing his best to straddle the barrier of language. He ushered them into the vestry of the little church. It was a Spartan place; both he and his church obviously possessed next to nothing.

 

The priest offered them a glass of local wine, strong red stuff. All three of these visitors, however, were strict teetotalers of the old school. Two of them refused on grounds that real Christians simply did not drink alcohol. But one, Dr. John Mackie from the Church of Scotland, accepted the offer. Then, after the wine, out came the cigars…, big, stinky Greek cigars offered by their host. Again the two refused. Real Christians don’t smoke big stinky cigars, but Dr. Mackie, who no more smoked than he drank, accepted. 

 

The three visitors climbed back into the jeep, including Dr. Mackie, who had accepted both wine and cigar and was feeling none too well; they jostled back down the mountain. They hadn't bounced for long when Dr. Mackie realized that his two comrades were giving him the cold shoulder. One of them finally turned on Mackie with a vengeance and said, “…Do you mean to tell us that you are a leader of the Church of Scotland and an officer of the World Council of Churches and you smoke and drink!? There followed a long and awkward silence, which Mackie finally broke by blurting out, "No, dammit, I don’t, but somebody had to be a Christian." 

 

I think what Matthew is trying to tell us in this story about Joseph, is that the Messiah we await is not one who will apply laws rigidly and legalistically, but one who will follow the heart of the law, and hopes and expects us to do the same.

 

The God we wait for at Christmas is a God who welcomes big, and who wants us to welcome others in a big way.  The God we wait for at Christmas erases the lines we draw with our brittle little pencils of particularity, lines between “us” and “them,” lines which God does not seem to be able to see.

 

The miracle of Christmas is that God’s acceptance is wide and deep.

The wonder I look for this Christmas is that we who call ourselves by the name "Christian” would always remember that God loves in a way bigger than we can imagine.

The marvel I look for is a Christian faith strong enough to admit that neither you nor I nor any church holds a franchise on God. No particular tradition, no single theology, no denomination, can stuff the Divine into their little box.

I dare to hope for the wonder of a Christianity that is expansive and generous and big-hearted. I dare to hope for this, in fact I actually expect it, simply because, as we see in the Christmas story, miracles really do seem to happen.

Amen.

 

 

 

 

 

