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What If St. Joseph Had Said No?

Sermon for the First Sunday after Christmas (Dec. 30), 2007
Recently my son Andrew told me that St. Joseph, the foster father of Jesus, does not get the attention he deserves for his role in the birth of our Savior.  It seems that we hear quite a bit about St. Mary and her role but not very much about St. Joseph.

Except that in this morning’s Gospel, from St. Matthew, we do hear about Joseph.  In fact, St. Matthew gives us the Christmas story from the point of view of Joseph.  Just as St. Luke gives us the Christmas story from the point of view of Mary.
Joseph was all set to get married to the young Mary, and in fact they were betrothed.  Betrothal in the Jewish tradition during these days was binding on both the bride and groom and lasted for one year.  During the betrothal period, the couple were known as man and wife, and the only way out of the betrothal was by divorce.

And here Joseph is when all of a sudden he discovers that his fiancee is pregnant.  Joseph knew that he wasn’t the father of this child, and under Jewish law adultery was a very serious crime—in fact, it was a capital crime punishable death.  But Joseph being what the Bible calls “a righteous man,” he decides that he will instead simply divorce Mary.  And he will do so secretly, without publicly disgracing her, which under Jewish law he had every right to do.
And then, while he is contemplating all this, an angel of the Lord appears to him in a dream and tells him to go forward instead with the marriage, because his wife has conceived by the Holy Spirit.  She has conceived a son who will save his people from their sins and so will be named “Jesus,” which means “God saves.”
Now, I don’t know about you, but I would have had a hard time believing in a dream like this.  But St. Joseph went through with it.  He trusted in the word of God that came to him in this dream over and above what his reason and common sense must have been telling him.
What would have happened if Joseph had followed reason and common sense rather than the word of God in the dream?  He would have divorced Mary, which means that she would have been all on her own with her child.

We learn later in Matthew’s Gospel that King Herod ordered all the male children two years old and under in Bethlehem and the surrounding vicinty to be killed when the Wise Men did not return to him.  But Joseph had been warned in another dream to take Mary and the young Jesus into Egypt.  And so, had Joseph divorced Mary, it seems almost certain that the baby Jesus would have been slaughtered with all of the other male children.
When we look carefully at the Incarnation of the Son of God, we see that a whole series of contingencies had to happen for it to occur.  Joseph could have said no, and thus have thwarted the birth of Christ.

The lesson for us is that we too must be willing to trust and believe in God’s word to us, no matter how improbable or absurd it seems.
At every step God’s intricate plan to save us could have been thwarted had not Mary and Joseph said yes to God.  Mary could have said no to the angel.  Joseph could have said no to the angel.  The Wise Men could have gone back to Herod and told him where Jesus was.
St. Paul writes in Galatians that “when the fullness of the time was come, God sent forth his Son, made of a woman, made under the law, to redeem them that were under the law, that we might receive the adoption of sons.”  God chose this particular moment in history and these particular people to be the parents of the Messiah.

But they could have said no to God.
And so it is with you and me as well.  God has a plan for your life, and He wants Jesus Christ to be born, or made real, in your life: in your heart, soul, and mind; in your relationships with other people in your life; in your job or school work; and in your communities.

Let us call upon the Holy Spirit, the Spirit of Christ, to enable us to say yes to God and His plans for us, no matter how strange or absurd they may seem.  Just as St. Joseph was willing to put aside his own thoughts and decisions and to say yes to God.
