
A WINDOW FOR JOSEPH
Matthew 1:18-25

Two sisters of elementary school age were looking at a book of religious pictures and came across a painting of Mary and baby Jesus.  "See there," said the older girl, "that's Jesus and that's his mother." 


"Where," the younger girl asked, "is his father?"


Her sister thought for a moment and then explained, "Oh, he's taking the picture."


When we view the word pictures about the birth and life of Jesus, Joseph must be taking the pictures. And even when Joseph is in the picture, he is so silent! Read Luke’s stories about Jesus’ birth and you will hear Zechariah talk, Elizabeth talk, Mary talk, angels talk, shepherds talk, and Simeon talk. In Matthew’s stories about Jesus’ birth, we hear angels talk, wise men talk and Herod talk.  In these two Gospel accounts (which are the only gospels to talk about the birth of Jesus), one significant person does not say a word—Joseph, Mary’s husband. 

He is silent Joseph. Even when twelve-year-old Jesus stays behind in Jerusalem and the family is searching desperately for their lost son, Luke tells us that it is Mary, his mother, who says to the boy Jesus, “Child, why have you treated us like this? Look, your father and I have been searching for you anxiously.” We hear no stern lecture from Joseph. Boy, I would have had some words to say on that day! 

And that incident in Jerusalem is the last mention in the gospels of Joseph being alive. For a couple of chapters in two gospel accounts Joseph is half the dynamic duo of Mary and Joseph; yet, he does not say a word. He is silent Joseph, but, according to Matthew, Joseph is a significant example of a faithful follower of what Jesus will soon declare as a new way of discipleship. 

Let’s hear Matthew tell the story. Now the birth of Jesus the Messiah took place in this way. When his mother Mary had been engaged to Joseph, but before they lived together, she was found to be with child from the Holy Spirit (1:18). Joseph and Mary were betrothed to one another and this was probably arranged by their parents when they were children.  The word “engaged” is not an adequate translation of this term.  For Joseph’s time, betrothal consisted of two steps: a formal exchange of consent before witnesses and later taking the bride to the groom’s family home. Even before Joseph takes Mary home with him, they are very much “married.”  Only divorce could cancel the betrothal vows in that day.  

Her husband Joseph, being a righteous man and unwilling to expose her to public disgrace, planned to dismiss her quietly (1:19). The first and only thing said about Joseph’s character is that he is “righteous/just” (dikaios), and this is a key word for Matthew. Dikaios means to live by the God’s law. He is just Joseph, righteous Joseph, law-abiding Joseph, conservative Joseph. He does not dismiss the law, flaunt the law, or ignore the law. He follows the law.
He’s a carpenter, for goodness sake! What is the mantra of every carpenter you know? “Measure twice, cut once!” I measure and board and say, “Oh, it’s about 48 ¼ or 48 ½ inches.” A carpenter, however, measures 48 5/16th inches. Carpenters are legalists, and we are glad they are! I wouldn’t want to live in a house built by a carpenter who measures like I do!  
Joseph follows the law. They are legally engaged and effectively married, but she is obviously guilty of adultery. He is well within his rights to divorce her—publicly or privately—but to divorce her, for sure. Joseph intends to divorce her quietly, although a secret divorce is not possible. Even a quiet divorce requires at least two witnesses. It will not be a large public trial, but Joseph still intends to obey the law, even though he cares deeply for Mary. He is, after all, righteous, just, and conservative. 
At least until an angel shows up in his dream one night. Joseph, you see, is not only a conservative. He is, like his namesake who became a CEO in Egypt, a dreamer. The angel says, “Joseph, son of David, do not be afraid [notice that very familiar command of the whole Bible—do not be afraid!]  to take Mary as your wife, for the child conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit.  She will bear a son, and you are to name him Jesus [Yeshua], for he will save his people from their sins” (1:20-21). 

Joseph has shown care for Mary in his free decision not to publicly embarrass his wife, but now, because of a dream and a vision, he goes beyond concern and care. When Joseph awoke from sleep, he did as the angel of the Lord commanded him; he took her as his wife, but had no marital relations with her until she had borne a son;  and he named him Jesus (1:24-25). To “take her as his wife” means, “he took her home.” He fulfilled the second part of the betrothal process. They had already publicly proclaimed their marriage, and now he consummates the marriage not by taking her sexually but by taking her home. 

Joseph is righteous, just, and conservative. He has every right—every right by law—to leave pregnant Mary alone in her guilt. Joseph is a just man, a righteous man, but he realizes that justice is to be tempered with mercy and seasoned with compassion. Because of a dream and an angel’s word, Joseph becomes a compassionate conservative.

Joseph stands at the beginning of Matthew’s Gospel and is the model of what Matthew hopes for each disciple and for each reader of the Gospel. In the angel’s command Joseph is already facing the tension of “you-have-heard-that-it-was-said- but-I-say-to-you” from Jesus in the Sermon on the Mount in chapter 5 (5:21-48).  Even before Jesus is born, just Joseph is already living beyond the letter of the law and into the spirit of the law. He is already living out the new and higher calling of the rule of God that Jesus will proclaim as an adult (5:20). This is what Matthew sees in the faithful follower of Jesus.
A woman told me last week that her elementary-age grandchild said to her, “Grandmother, I’m seeing a lot of talking like this [fingers opening and closing repeatedly]. I want to see more of this [fingers closed].” Matthew captures Jesus’ call to discipleship as not a lot of this [fingers opening and closing] but a lot of this [fingers closed].


It’s not what the carpenter Joseph says that makes him a faithful disciple; it’s what he does. Do you remember how Jesus ends his sermon on the mountain with an illustration of two houses built by carpenters (Matthew 7:24-27)? One is built on the rock and the other is built on the sand and the winds of adversity blow on both houses so much that one comes down. According to Jesus, what is the difference between the life which crumbles and the one which lasts? One “hears these words of mine and does not act on them” and the other “hears these words of mine and acts on them.” Joseph is the faithful carpenter who builds his life on the rock because he hears the message of the angel and acts on it even though it was not the life he had planned. 

I can identify with Joseph even though I’m not a great carpenter. Like Joseph, I have had plans for my life. At age twelve I heard God call me to pastoral ministry. I worked hard in high school so I could go to college. In my freshman year I took introductory courses in Philosophy, Psychology and Sociology and planned to major in two or three of them.  I quickly eliminated Sociology. Measure twice, cut once. 

My senior year I applied to seminary and finished the three-year master’s program in 2 ½ years. About midway through I met with the registrar to assure myself that I had all my ducks in a row for graduation on schedule. Measure twice, cut once. 

For doctorate work I planned all my courses for the three-and-a-half years, prepared some seminar papers on subjects for my dissertation, and wrote a dissertation in nine months. I paid for the typing and printing of that 300 page dissertation with money I had saved for two years from being a graduate assistant. Measure twice, cut once. 

I know Joseph. I know what it’s like to plan for the future. Barbara Brown Taylor notes that the heart of the story is about “a just man who wakes up one day to find his life wrecked: his wife pregnant, his trust betrayed, his name ruined, his future revoked. It is about a righteous man who surveys a mess he has had absolutely nothing to do with and decides to believe that God is present in it.” 1  

Do you know what that’s like? When you consider the plans you had years ago, do you ever ask, “How did I come to this point in my life?” And do you ask the other question, “How in the world do I get out of this mess?” Joseph did. Joseph could have measured for years and still not imagined the cut the angel was asking him to make. His life lay like pieces of broken glass at his feet. Even though he never says a word in our Bible, I think each of us can identify with Joseph. 

Visit any church or cathedral and I do not think you will find a stained glass window devoted only to Joseph. If he is pictured, he is always with Mary. I wish we had a stained glass window for Joseph because he is so much the disciple Jesus calls each of us to be-- faithful, receptive, compassionate, merciful, just, and good. He needs a beautiful stained glass window so that the sunlight of Divine Graciousness can shine through him and on us. 


But you know what stained glass is, don’t you? A stained glass window is assembled by an artist from broken and scattered pieces of glass. In the hands of a creative artist, broken shards of glass can be assembled into a window to magnify the glory of God. I think a stained glass window for Joseph is very appropriate because Joseph allowed God to put together a beautiful witness from the broken pieces of this carpenter’s life. And Divine Graciousness can do the same for you with the mess of your life this Christmas. We light a candle today in hope that the Divine Artist is still in the stained glass window business. 2
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