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 I know that many of you see movies aimed at children, either with your children 

or grandchildren, and I occasionally  see such movies with my now 13 year old mentee 

from the Mentor Duluth program.  Some of these movies are really quite entertaining and 

imaginative and meaningful lessons as well.  My personal favorite was one I saw around 

4 years ago,  the 2015 version of Cinderella.  Truth be told, I didn’t have high 

expectations of this movie, but I walked away with a memorable line stuck in my head.  

In this telling of the fairy tale,  Cinderella was guided by some advice that her mother 

gave her, prior to her mother’s death.  She was told that she must “always have courage 

and be kind.”  That became a catch phrase from the movie, you sometimes see it in 

memes or on posters-- “have courage and be kind”.  For a fairytale, this seemed to me to 

be surprisingly Biblical advice.  “Be of good courage,” Jesus instructs us in John 16.   

And in Ephesians 4:32, Paul writes, “Be ye kind, one unto another.”  It’s simple and yet 

profound life advice.  And if there is one person in the Scriptures, apart from Jesus, who 

truly demonstrates both courage and kindness, I feel that it is Joseph, the earthly father of 

Jesus.  And this morning, I’d like us to think on Joseph and how he so beautifully models 

courage and kindness for us, the followers of his Son. 

 We don’t spend much time on Joseph, truth be told; he doesn’t get any good lines 

in the Scriptures that we might put into song, for example. Unlike Mary—whose song, 

“The Magnificat” is sung around the world daily as part of the monastic hours, and by 

groups like ourselves using the Holden Service during Advent. Not only does Joseph not 

get any catchy lines, he gets no lines at all.  He has been traditionally dubbed “the man of 



deep silence” within the Catholic tradition, because he literally never speaks in Scripture.  

I’m not suggesting he didn’t speak at all, just that he said nothing that was considered 

crucial enough to be recorded in the Holy Scriptures. The little we know about Joseph, 

we learn primarily from the Gospel of Matthew, the Gospel which we are moving 

through in this particular liturgical year.  To briefly review: there are four gospels in the 

New Testament; Matthew, Mark, Luke and John.  Of those 4, three have a Christmas 

story of one sort or another, and one does not.  Which one does not?  Correct: Mark, the 

earliest and shortest Gospel written, has no account of the birth of Christ.  Mark 

introduces us to Jesus as a young man being baptized by John the Baptist in the Jordan 

River.  The other three Gospels each have a distinctive account of Christ’s coming into 

the world that bears the flavor of that particular gospel.  John has a cosmic kind of 

Christmas story, in keeping with the overall tone of the Gospel of John.  He presents us 

with the magnificent Word hymn in his first chapter, speaking of the Word that was 

present at creation and was then made flesh, full of grace and glory.  Luke’s account of 

Christ’s birth is the one with which we are most familiar; Luke gives us a census that 

brings a young couple to Bethlehem, a stable setting for the birth, angels and shepherds in 

near-by fields.  Luke also gives us insights into what Mary is thinking throughout all of 

this, comments like, “But Mary treasured all these things in her heart.”  This has caused 

scholars to suspect, not unreasonably, that Mary was quite possibly one of the sources for 

Luke’s gospel writings.  We will hear this birth account on Christmas Day, several days 

out from today.   



 But, this morning we have the birth of Christ as Matthew lays it before us, and he 

does so differently than either John or Luke.  We don’t hear about stables, angels, or 

shepherds in Matthew.  Nor do we get a sense of what’s going on inside of Mary’s head. 

In fact, Mary doesn’t play much of a role in this Gospel at all. Instead, in the Gospel of 

Matthew we seem to get Joseph’s perspective. Which might be why the birth event itself 

is just mentioned in passing, as having happened.    Yet, even within this Gospel,  none of 

Joseph’s words are recorded.  So, when we reflect upon Joseph, we reflect not upon his 

words, but upon his actions.  And when we reflect upon his actions, we realize that it 

matters hugely both what he did do, and what he did not do; the actions he took and the 

actions he refrained from taking.   

 We know very little of Joseph, other than that he was a carpenter.  In the usual 

manner of such arranged marriages in Judaism of the 1st C in Palestine, he was probably 

older than Mary and perhaps a friend or distant connection of her family in some way.  

Let’s put ourselves back into a 1st C. mindset as we consider this engagement between 

Joseph and Mary.  In our day and age, engagements are usually an expression of romantic 

love and the intent to marry, but they sometimes come undone and are sometimes treated 

rather casually. Not so in Mary and Joseph’s day, when marriage had nothing at all to do 

with romance, except as a potential, accidental happy by-product.  Mary and Joseph are 

engaged at the will of their families, in an era of arranged marriages. We use the word 

“engaged”; we might also use the words betrothed, pledged, or espoused.  Regardless, 

this was a legal contract, binding in every respect. It meant essentially that these two 

were married, but the relationship had not been consummated and they did not share a 



home as of yet. Remember that this was an honor and shame based society with very 

conservative values, unlike our own.  Joseph, upon learning of Mary’s pregnancy, can 

only assume that she has been unfaithful to him, and that’s huge.  Not only is there quite 

likely emotional devastation, but the legal, binding contract has been broken. Not at all 

the kind of situation to be viewed casually or informally.  Joseph has two legal and 

correct options available.  One is a public legal option, the other is a private legal option.  

He could publicly declare how he has been injured and the betrothal contract broken by 

Mary, in which case she would most likely be stoned.  A death sentence. Or he could 

privately divorce or dismiss the betrothal, rendering the binding contract null and void, in 

order to preserve young Mary’s life and attempt to minimize her public shame.  These 

were his two proper options, and we are told that, “being a righteous man and unwilling 

to expose her to public disgrace”, Joseph chooses the latter, private option of quietly 

divorcing his bethrothed wife.  We see here that Joseph is kind; even when feeling 

grievously wronged and quite possibly heart-broken, he determines to take the least 

punitive action that is proper.  And we, who have also been wronged and had our hearts 

broken, know how difficult it is to not want vindication and vengeance under such 

circumstances.  To act kindly, instead, requires a spirit of considerable faith and 

generosity.  And that is what Joseph displays. 

 But wait….because everything is about to change.  We often think of how Mary’s 

young life was turned upside down by the visitation of the Angel Gabriel and the divine 

conception of Christ, and it most certainly was!  But Joseph’s life was also turned upside 

down by these events, and he also was visited by an angel, and every well ordered plan 



he had for his life and family went out the window, as a result.  Because having made his 

decision to quietly divorce his betrothed, an angel of the Lord appears to him in a dream, 

of all things. The angel assures him that he should go on to marry his fiancé as originally 

planned, because she is pregnant, not as a result of infidelity, but because the Holy Spirit 

of God has caused her to conceive a child, a son.  And not just any son, but a son who 

will save his people from their sins, and who should be named, accordingly, Jesus, which 

means-- savior.   That was some dream. 

 I have some wild dreams sometimes, do you, too?  Occasionally, I have dreams 

that have a sacred quality to them; and maybe you do, too. In fact, I would bet that many 

here have also had such dreams, but we don’t speak of them, because we don’t want 

people to think we’re crazy.  Yet, I’d be surprised if any of us have ever had a dream as 

crazy or as vivid and sacred as this one which Joseph has had.  And you know how 

dreams fade once you awake, and how you forget the details, and how you recognize how 

odd the dream really was. I mean, dreams, by their very nature are fleeting and 

nonsensical. We know that, and so did Joseph.  Can we easily imagine that Joseph, a 

serious, adult man, a carpenter who measures twice so he only needs to cut once, will 

change his carefully thought out decision to divorce Mary on the basis of a dream?  In 

which an angel tells him that, contrary to all common sense, his betrothed has not been 

unfaithful to him, but is in fact bearing a Holy Child from God?  I mean, really?  What 

kind of man would take such a dream to heart and act on it, thus forgoing his correct, 

legal recourse? Because either of his options in regard to Mary—to divorce her or to have 

her stoned—were proper, legal courses of action.  To act as if nothing is wrong and 



continue on with the betrothal is not the proper, legal thing to do, and it opens Joseph up 

to ridicule and shame.  Joseph, like us sometimes, must make an agonizing choice:  to do 

what is proper and legal; or to do what is right.  And they are not always the same thing, 

and they are not the same thing in this instance, and Joseph decides to do what is right, 

rather than what is proper and legal.  And that takes courage. That requires moral 

stamina.  That tells us that Joseph is a brave man.  A man willing to do what is right, even 

if it appears to put him in the wrong; to be compassionate, kind, and faithful, rather than 

morally correct. Oh, Joseph….what were you thinking?  What kind of man were you?  

You were exactly the man after God’s own heart to raise God’s own child:  a man of 

courage and kindness. 

 And that courage and kindness had to continue for some years.   We hear very 

little of Joseph after this, but it seems he died when Jesus was a young man, perhaps. But, 

just as Mary’s world took an abrupt turn with this mysterious Incarnation, so did the 

world of Joseph.  Prior to this crazy dream, he knew what his life should and would look 

like: he would take Mary as his young bride.  They would have a family of perfectly 

ordinary children, like everyone else, and he would work as a carpenter to support them. 

Now, instead, he has to accept on faith the words of an angel in a dream; he has to put 

himself in the wrong in order to do what is right; and he has to love a child that is, in 

essence, not his own, not his biological son. And we know that Joseph, for all intents and 

purposes, “adopts” Jesus as his son when we read that Joseph named him Jesus, as the 

angel had instructed in the dream.  Because a part of the adoption proceedings in ancient 

Israel was the naming of the adopted child by their adoptive father. Joseph freely and 



fully accepts this child as his own and most certainly loved him as much as his other 

children. 

 And in this way, Joseph is also our model.  Joseph has to let go of his idea of what 

his perfect family was going to look like; and he had to instead love, as best he could, the 

family he had.  And that is most certainly the story of most everyone present here today.  

Which of us has precisely the family we thought we would?  Don’t we instead have 

families that are wonderful and loving and broken and messed up and that bring us great 

joy and drive us to despair all at the same time?  This generally becomes especially 

evident at Christmastime, when our holiday family gatherings don’t quite seem to 

measure up to portraits of Christmas families in the traditions of Currier and Ives or 

Norman Rockwell.  Instead of unconfined jollity and harmony, we may well have 

disappointments, unmet expectations, and some rough edges.  Because that’s what’s real.  

We all have to let go of our notion of what our perfect family will be like and instead 

simply love, as best and as wisely as we are able, the family we have. Like Joseph did. 

Which may mean setting hard boundaries or overlooking small idiosyncrasies or finding 

ways to forgive or what have you….there is no one size fits all answer for families.  But 

that is modeled for us even in this Holy Family, and Joseph is a patron saint for all of us 

who find a way to muddle forward, as lovingly as possible, amidst the messy, 

imperfections of family and life.  He does so, as we hope to do so, with courage and 

kindness.  And his courage and kindness are a part of the whole mysterious event of 

Incarnation, where Christ will be born of Mary, and raised by both Mary and Joseph, in 

order to be Emmanuel:  which means God is with us.  In Christ, God is with us, in all the 



mess and muddle of our lives, bringing surprising moments of grace, and enabling us to 

be courageous and kind.  Amen. 

    


