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Sermon for Advent IV 2019 
Missing Joseph 

 
The young woman was contemplating the da Vinci masterpiece 
--a line drawing of Mary and her baby,  
Saint Anne (Mary’s mother), and a very young John the Baptist. 
She turned and said to the man who had come up and stood 
beside her—It’s a lovely drawing, isn’t it? 
I’ve never seen it before today. 
 
Nor I, he said. 
 
It’s awful of me when I think that I’ve lived in London for the 
last 18 years. It makes me wonder what else I’ve been missing, 
the young woman said. 
 
Joseph, [the man said], you’re missing Joseph. 
But you’ll always be missing him. 
Haven’t you noticed? 
Isn’t it always Madonna and child  
or Mother and child or even some adoring Magi? 
But you rarely see Joseph. 
Have you ever wondered why? 
 
The young woman paused a moment and said— 
Perhaps . . . well, of course, 
he wasn’t really the father, was he? 
I mean, we’re taught to believe he wasn’t the father. 
But we don’t know for certain. 
How could we? 
We weren’t there. 
She didn’t exactly keep a journal of her life. 
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We’re just told that the Holy Spirit came down  
with an angel or something and . . . naturally. 
I don’t know how it was supposed to be managed but it was a 
miracle, wasn’t it? 
There she was a virgin one minute and pregnant the next 
and then 9 months later there was this little baby  
and she was holding him, 
probably not quite believing he was real 
and counting his fingers and toes . . . 
he was hers, really hers, the baby she longed for . . . 
I mean if you believe I miracles. 
If –you do. 
 
This fascinating conversation takes place 
in the opening pages of the mystery novel—Missing Joseph— 
by one of my favorite writers, Elizabeth George. 
 
Perhaps it speaks more of my fascination with all things 
theological but this fictional conversation not only has made me 
begin looking for Joseph in paintings  
and in our Christmas carols (where Joseph is even scarcer!), 
but it also has made me want to take a closer look  
at the somewhat mysterious figure of Joseph in the nativity 
narratives. 
 
Actually, I found myself—as I always do— 
looking for Joseph in the many art works 
we viewed on our recent trip to France and Italy. 
The most profound representations of Joseph 
I found were in the Pantheon in Rome. 
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There were three reliefs presenting Joseph, 
and the one that fascinated me most 
presented the angel’s message to Joseph in a dream. 
In the center there was a depiction of Joseph with Mary 
and the infant Jesus in the manger. 
The third was a depiction of Joseph  
fleeing with Mary and baby Jesus to Egypt— 
which is our gospel text on the First Sunday of Christmas. 
 
Every third year, our lectionary readings turns its spotlight 
away from Mary and gives the perspective of her would-be 
husband, a quiet unassuming descendant of the House of David. 
Our entry point into the Nativity story on this fourth Sunday of 
Advent this year is not Mary or Elizabeth or John the Baptist. 
 
It is Joseph, a quiet carpenter  
who upends his good life for a dream. 
 
If we—as so many others seem to have done— 
are tempted to sideline Joseph  
as a minor character in the Christmas narrative, 
the Gospel of Matthew reminds us that, in fact, 
Joseph’s role in Jesus’ arrival is pivotal. 
It is his willingness to lean into the impossible, 
to brave the scandalous, 
to abandon his notions of holiness  
in favor of God’s messy plan of salvation, 
that plays a part in allowing the miracle of Christmas to unfold. 
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As Matthew makes clear, 
the Messiah must come from the house and lineage of David, 
and, so, it rests on Joseph  
to give his name and his legitimacy to Mary’s child. 
If Joseph refuses, the fulfillment of prophecy comes to a halt. 
 
Matthew describes Joseph as a “righteous man,”  
which is to say, a man devoted to God,  
and concerned with clean, ethical living. 
Though Matthew doesn’t elaborate, 
I think we can safely assume that Mary’s betrothed  
is not a guy who likes to “make waves,” 
or call attention to himself, 
or even venture too close to controversy. 
Like many of us . . . he wants an orderly life. 
He’s honest and hardworking. 
He follows the rules. 
He practices justice and fairness, 
and all he wants in exchange is a “normal,”  
uncomplicated life. 
Is that too much to ask? 
 
Poor Joseph. 
As Matthew tells the story,  
the God-fearing carpenter wakes up one morning 
to find that his world has been turned upside down. 
His fiancée is with child,  
he knows for sure he is not the father, 
and suddenly he has no good options to choose from. 
If he calls attention to Mary’s out-of-wedlock pregnancy, 
she very well could be stoned to death— 
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as the Levitical law proscribes. 
If he divorces her quietly, 
she will very likely be reduced to begging, 
or prostitution, to support herself and the child. 
 
If, on the other hand, he marries her, 
her son will be Joseph’s heir,  
though not his own biological child. 
Moreover, Joseph will be tainted forever  
by the scandal of Mary’s illicit pregnancy, 
and by her ridiculous (blasphemous?) claim that  
God is somehow the baby’s father. 
 
Matthew doesn’t go into much detail  
about Joseph’s anguish 
(though the artist of the relief I saw in Rome 
makes his anguish very apparent and palpable). 
In a 2nd century extracanonical text, 
the Protoevangelium of James, 
like the art in the Pantheon, we get a fuller, harsher picture 
of the carpenter’s pain. 
When Joseph sees Mary’s pregnancy, 
he throws himself on the ground, 
strikes his ow face, and cries bitterly. 
He wonders long and hard how to respond, 
and asks Mary why she has betrayed  
both him and God so cruelly. 
 
Though this text isn’t in our scriptural canon,  
it’s not difficult to imagine a similar scene 
playing out between Joseph and Mary in real life. 
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The fact is, Joseph didn’t believe Mary’s story 
until the angel told him to in his dream. 
Why would he? Why would anyone? 
 
We make a grave mistake, I think, 
when we gloss over Joseph’s consent. 
We distort his humanity when we assume 
that his acceptance of God’s plan came easily, 
when we hold ourselves at arm’s length 
from his humiliation and doubt. 
In fact, what Joseph’s pain shows me 
is that God’s favor is not  
the shiny, pain-free thing we imagine or believe it to be. 
It’s not the God of the New Testament 
who promises wealth, health, comfort, and ease to his chosen 
ones—that’s just self-serving theology of glory  
getting it all wrong. 
 
In choosing Joseph to be Jesus’ earthly father, 
God led a “righteous” man with an impeccable reputation 
straight into doubt, shame, scandal, and controversy. 
God’s call required Joseph to reorder everything 
he thought he knew about fairness, justice, goodness and purity. 
It required him to become the talk of the town 
--and not in a good way. 
It required him to embrace a mess he had not created. 
To love a woman whose story he didn’t understand, 
to protect a baby he didn’t father, 
to accept an heir who was not “his son.” 
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In other words, 
God’s messy plan of salvation required Joseph 
--a quiet, cautious, status quo kind of guy— 
to choose precisely what he feared and dreaded most. 
 
The fraught, the complicated, the suspicious, 
and the inexplicable. 
So much for a well-ordered life! 
 
And yet . . . Joseph’s story gives me hope. 
I can’t relate to a person who leaps headlong into obedience. 
I can relate, however, to a person who struggles, 
to a person whose “yes” is cautions, ambivalent, and scared. 
I’m grateful that Joseph’s choice was a hard one. 
I’m glad he struggled, 
because . . . I struggle too. 
 
For the early Christians—and for us today— 
the example and teachings of Jesus illuminated 
what I would call a “salutary” kind of righteousness. 
Now “salutary” is one of my favorite words— 
it means “producing a beneficial effect” 
and “promoting health”— 
when something or an action is “salutary” 
it promotes well-being and healing. 
A salutary kind of righteousness, isn’t a slavish, 
inhumane attention to the letter of the law . . . 
salutary righteousness is to live  
with one’s words and actions in sync; 
to focus both on the values proclaimed  
and exemplified by Jesus in his ministry— 
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in Joseph’s case, though he struggles, 
his righteousness—his obedience—leads to mercy. 
 
But . . . as Joseph and Mary and Jesus, himself, experience, 
the life, the journey of faith is . . . messy, 
complicated, full of imperfection, even dishonor,  
brokenness, and scandal. 
Perhaps, though, this is the perfect backdrop, 
for God’s beautiful works of restoration, healing,  
hope, and second chances. 
Matthew’s spare story-telling isn’t concerned with providing us 
with a pretty nativity scene for our Christmas decorations: 
Matthew has more pressing issues— 
like establishing who this Jesus is and just what is going on here 
with this remarkable turn of events. 
 
No wonder that the angel’s first words to Joseph were, 
“Do not be afraid.” 
 
If we want to enter into God’s messy story, 
then perhaps these are the first words we need to hear, too. 
Do not be afraid. 
Do not be afraid when God’s work in your life  
looks alarmingly different than you thought it would. 
Do not be afraid when God upends your cherished assumptions 
about righteousness. 
Do not be afraid when God asks you to stand alongside the 
scandalous, the defiled, the suspected, and the shamed. 
Do not be afraid when God asks you to love something or 
someone more than your own spotless reputation. 
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Do not be afraid of the precarious, the fragile, 
the vulnerable, the impossible. 
Do not be afraid of the mess. 
The mess is the place where God is born. 
 
So though we never hear Joseph speak in the gospels, 
his trust and faith speak loudly. 
Like Mary in the gospel of Luke, 
Joseph’s actions say “yes” to the promises of God 
and “yes” to doing his part in bringing God’s dreams and 
great expectations into being. 
We may sing of Mary but let us not make the mistake of missing 
Joseph and the model of discipleship he offers. 
God had need of both Mary and Joseph  
to be instruments of his grace— 
and God has need of us, too! 
 
Are we willing, like Joseph, 
to let our life be turned upside-down 
for the sake of God’s dream? 
 
 


