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A few months ago when I went to visit my Mom in Ohio, she asked me if I had ever 
preached about Joseph. I tilted my head in thought and asked her which Joseph. Joseph with the 
many-colored coat? Joseph of Arimathea who buried Jesus after his crucifixion? Or Joseph the 
husband of Mary? She replied that she had been thinking of Joseph and Mary. In that tiny 
moment in sitting in her rocking chair, the seed of an idea for this sermon was planted. Imagine 
my joy a few weeks later when I discovered that I was preaching this fourth Sunday of Advent 
and the lectionary passage suggested was the one that Audrey, read for us today from the 
community which gave us Matthew’s gospel, about none other than Joseph. Joseph the husband 
of Mary. Joseph the father of Jesus. It was a good question from my mom, because even with 
this story in the community of Matthew’s gospel, we don’t talk about Joseph very much. 

In fact, these verses are primary source for what we know about Joseph in our tradition. 
There are a few more verses in chapter two where he is warned in a dream to flee to Egypt away 
from Herod, but after that second dream, Joseph all but disappears from the texts. Catching only 
a wisp of Joseph is also true in the other gospels, where in fact, Joseph plays an even more 
minimal role.  

In the gospel of Luke, Joseph is mentioned three times, all in relation to Mary.  

Luke 1:26-27 In the sixth month the angel Gabriel was sent by God to a town in Galilee called 
Nazareth, to a virgin engaged to a man whose name was Joseph, of the house of David. 

Luke 2:4 Joseph also went from the town of Nazareth in Galilee to Judea, to the city of David 
called Bethlehem, because he was descended from the house and family of David. He went to be 
registered with Mary, to whom he was engaged and who was expecting a child. 

And finally in he is named by shepherds seeking Jesus: 

Luke 2:16 So they went with haste and found Mary and Joseph, and the child laying in a manger. 

Mark’s gospel account is the only one not to mention Joseph at all, perhaps because there is no 
birth narrative. John’s gospel, the other gospel without a birth narrative, mentions Joseph only 
once, in a paternal role rather than a marital one. It happens also at the very beginning of the 
gospel in relation to Jesus calling his disciples and their response to him.  

John 1:45 Philip found Nathanael and said to him, “We have him about whom Moses in the law 
and also the prophets wrote, Jesus son of Joseph from Nazareth.” 

Those who interpret the Bible and preachers have certainly said more about things that 
they have less to go on than all these verses about Joseph, but it is fair to say that he is a bit of an 
enigma by Biblical standards. What do we really know about Joseph? We know he was engaged 
to Mary. We know he found out she was pregnant. We know he responded to this news by 
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making a plan that would allow her to be released from the marriage but have the most 
protection possible. We know that because of this decision, Joseph is perceived as righteous. We 
know he is able to receive visions from angels in dreams. We know that not only does he have 
such dreams, he has a willingness to act on those dreams. We know that Joseph is open enough 
to change his mind.  

We know he follows through and respects authorities – divine and worldly. He responds 
to the government summons for the census, he responds to the angel’s instructions. We know he 
was overshadowed by his son. We know that he was in many ways overshadowed by his wife, 
who unlike Joseph appears over and over again in the gospel stories at different times in Jesus’ 
life. Joseph appears here at this birth and then all but disappears from the narrative. We don’t 
have a clue as to his encouragement of Jesus’ teachings, as we do with Mary at the wedding at 
Cana where she encourages Jesus to turn water into wine. We don’t have any idea how he 
responds to Jesus death on the cross, as we do with Mary who is among those near enough for 
Jesus to address her with his dear friend John.  Joseph is so ordinary he fades into the crowds.  

It is Joseph’s very ordinariness that is fascinating. He is called, but not really seen as 
being called. Mary is spoken to by an angel when she is awake, like many before her in the 
prophetic tradition, she responds to the news from the angel, which she receives while she is 
awake, with the affirmation of call  -“ here I am, the servant of the Lord; let it be with me 
according to your word.” Her words echo prophets of old, folks like Isaiah in the holy of holies 
who when God asks, “whom shall I send?” answers, “Here I am Lord, send me.” But Joseph is 
asleep for his call, dreaming when the angel speaks to him. 

Angels come to people in all kinds of ways in scriptures. Angels appear in flames, and 
sometime lead the way, they sit under trees, they do, at least once touch people, they are sent 
with messages and they are sent to destroy cities on rare occasions. It was angels who saved 
three young men from the fiery furnace in Persia, and it is an angel who closes that mouths of the 
lions for Daniel so he is not eaten in their den. Angels, however, don’t come very often in 
dreams. The other notable time when they do – aside from this time and again in the next chapter 
of Matthew’s gospel to Joseph– is with Jacob in Genesis 31, when Jacob is called by an angel in 
a dream.  

What is so unusual about Joseph’s dream is that there is no interaction between Joseph 
and the angel, Joseph simply is told not to be afraid, he is told about Mary’s pregnancy, that she 
will bear a son, that he is name him Jesus and he will save his people from their sins.” Like 
Jacob, like the prophets before him, like his wife, Joseph does what the angel tells him. He takes 
Mary as his wife, as planned. He names the son they have Jesus. Joseph is obedient, quiet. Is that 
his gifted spiritual example for us this Advent season? Perhaps in an Advent that has been 
tumultuous to say the least, at a time when Christmas will come upon us quickly now, Joseph is a 
guide for the decisions we make, the ways we embrace these ways of anticipation. 

I must admit, having spent the last few weeks with Joseph, I really like him. I wonder 
why we talk about him so little given his strengths. In many ways, I relate more to him than I do 
to Mary whom I have always found more eager than my own experience leads me to believe I 
would be in a similar situation. I like Joseph’s humbleness and humility. Joseph feels more 
accessible in terms of how he makes decisions. I don’t know about decisions from dreams, but I 
do know about the thoughtful moments of the day being as I drift off to sleep and when I first 
wake up. Those are the uninterrupted moments, the moments in the morning watching the light 
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change as the sun comes up. The thinking back on the day behind, the looking forward to the day 
ahead.  

Maybe you do this too, but that is time when I am not only reflective but often naming 
inside the decisions I need to make. When we live in such a fast-paced culture where we make a 
million little decisions every day, sometimes those moments when we slow down allow us to feel 
the importance of sorting out all the decisions we are making, the big and small. Those moments 
are spirit-gifted. Those moments give us grounding. 

I like that Joseph can change his mind based on a conversation with an angel in a dream. 
Think of Joseph falling asleep that night, his whole life in tumult. Mary, a woman he thought he 
knew, is inexplicably pregnant. His dreams, his hopes for the future are turned completely upside 
down. You know your kinds of moments like this one Joseph is in, these are the decisions that 
keep us up at night. He’s resolved. He’s planned a way out, a quiet dismissal that will cause the 
least harm to the woman he loves. I don’t imagine it was a very restful sleep for him that night, 
but maybe more so than the previous ones where he was less resolved, where he was figuring out 
how his heart and his mind needed to align.  

The sleep he finds this night is deep enough to dream. His dream is profound enough for 
him to change his mind. For the angel in his dream tells him what we know, but we don’t know 
if Joseph knew until then. That Mary was bearing a son conceived by the Holy Spirit, and that 
Joseph was to play a role in his life. He was to continue with the plans for he and Mary to wed. 
He was to name the child Jesus.  

The story tells us that Joseph woke up and did what the angel told him. Thank God this 
was not one of those dreams that is impossible to remember in the morning. Joseph not only 
remembers its details, he does what the angel suggests. He maintains his marriage with Mary. He 
names the baby born Jesus. He acts on trust and an angel in a dream. Perhaps Freud would have 
a field day with Joseph on his couch. But what a gift Joseph has given us to show a way to 
respond to chaos. 

Here we have Joseph in all his ordinariness doing something quite spectacular. He not 
only remembers this dream, he acts on it. He acts on it as if the angel had been right in front of 
him as he awoke that morning. If he tossed and turned that morning, drowsy with the activity of 
his mind overnight, we don’t know that he had any hesitation. Make no mistake, like Mary and 
the prophets before him, Joseph is responding to a call. Joseph is saying without saying, “Here I 
am Lord, send me.” It’s important to see Joseph in this way, not because we need to built up his 
ego or his historical profile but because we need to pay attention to where our stories connect 
with Joseph.  

In this time of year, this time in our families, this time in our neighborhood, this time in 
our country, this time around the world, there are plenty of ways we are called to respond out of 
our waiting. Like Joseph, the angel is tapping us on the shoulder with the things that keep us up 
at night, the things we think we have already decided, and asking us to take a new look. The 
angel is asking Joseph to see a part of something he had not seen before he made his decision. 
That angel in his dream is asking him to consider details of a situation that are unfathomable. 
Joseph is being called to something that is a natural fit for him, being with Mary and raising a 
family. Something he was already committed to. He is not called like Moses, to something for 
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which he doesn’t feel he has the skills. He is not called like Isaiah where his lip is burned with a 
hot coal to seal God’s words upon his heart.  

Joseph, like many of us, is called to put his plans aside - his first plan, his second plan -to 
help God’s love break open into the world. It is a quiet call. It is not flashy. It does not put 
Joseph or us on the center of the stage. It does not push us up the ladder. It does make us an 
influencer on social media. It does not always endear us to the ways of the world. But, oh, how 
we are needed. To bind up the broken-hearted, to walk in the footsteps of grace, to bring God’s 
love into a world that hurting so badly. Like Joseph, we might toss and turn, but in our dreams 
there are angels calling us quietly to do what needs to be done.  

 

 


