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This advent we are talking about the supporting cast of Christmas.  Last week we 
looked at the prophet Isaiah who fit the bill nicely. Next week it will be the 
shepherds. This week we take a peak at the angels, specifically, Gabriel who 
plays such an important supportive role for both Mary and Joseph. 

But as I was looking closely at the text for this morning it became clear to me that 
Joseph isn’t exactly a starring character in this story.  In fact, it looks like his may 
be the most important supporting role in the whole pageant of Christmas.   

I mean, the story of Mary and Joseph is certainly not a Romeo and Juliet kind of 
romance.  It’s not even Harry Met Sally.  There is an apparent age difference 
(due to the fact that Joseph disappears from the narrative so quickly, and the fact 
that it looks like an arranged marriage). 

The story is told by John Buchanan, the retired pastor of Fourth Presbyterian 
Church in Chicago, about four- year-old named Megan, who drew a picture of the 
nativity. When she completed the work, she explained each of the characters to 
her mother: shepherds and sheep, three wise men and their camels; the exotic 
gifts, the stable with cows and a cat and a dog, a manger and, of course, Mary 
and the baby. “Where’s Joseph?” asked Megan’s mother. “Who needs Joseph?” 
replied Megan.  

Who needs Joseph? The fact is, Matthew is the only gospel writer to tell Joseph’s 
side of the story and he does it in only two chapters. And in that story Joseph 
speaks not one word. If you check the entries under the letter “J” in the New 
Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible we have in our church library, “you will find 
Joseph listed in this way: ‘Joseph, the husband of the mother of Jesus.’” What do 
we do with Joseph?   

So much music for Christmas is written about Mary.  What child is this, who, laid 
to rest, On Mary's lap is sleeping?  

Silent night, holy night, all is calm, all is bright Round yon virgin, mother and 
child...  

Bring a torch, Jeannette, Isabella! Bring a torch to the cradle and run! It is Jesus, 
good folk of the village, Christ is born and Mary’s calling. Ah! Ah! Beautiful is the 
mother! Ah! Ah! Beautiful is her son!  

One is hard pressed to find a song about Joseph.  



I do know of one in an album of winter music released a few years ago by that 
great church musician Gordon Matthew Thomas Sumner, better known as 
“Sting.” It is called The Cherry Tree Carol.  

The words of this Medieval carol date back many centuries and describe a scene 
where Joseph and Mary are walking in a garden when Mary, great with child, 
asks Joseph to pick some cherries for her. In anger he flies at her and says 
passive-aggressively, “Let the father of the Baby gather cherries for you.” And as 
the carol goes, Jesus issues a command from Mary’s womb that the tree bow to 
the ground for her so she can gather her own cherries. Pretty wild for a 
Christmas carol. Who needs Joseph?  

The Holy Spirit has rendered Joseph unnecessary in a way that is a bit hard to 
understand. He does tie Jesus by adoption to the lineage of David, but other than 
that, he is a bystander.  

I have a pastor friend who, years ago, was told by his children’s minister a 
moment before the annual church Christmas pageant that the little boy chosen to 
play Joseph was sick.  My friend just said, “Have the shepherds stand right up 
next to the manger scene – no one will notice he’s missing.” 

All we really have is what Matthew tells us. Joseph is a righteous man. But hey, 
this is a huge compliment. It means that he tries to be a person who lives 
according to the law of God, who lives with integrity. I’m sad to have to say it but 
this is a big deal today.  It’s becoming all too rare.   

Joseph is good and just and he is legally engaged to be married. He does 
everything by the book. Everything seems fine, but then the rug is pulled out from 
under him. His fianc : well, she’s pregnant. His name is disgraced. His dreams, if 
he had any, are shattered.  

This is surely not how he imagined his life would turn out. So he faces some 
decisions about this impending marriage, about Mary; about this baby.  

Because he is a righteous man, a man of honor, he knows there are but two 
options before him.  Number one: cast out Mary in disgrace knowing that she and 
her child would live as outcasts, begging or stealing, or prostituting to survive. Or 
two, ask that she be stoned to death for her apparent infidelity. Both options are 
legal channels for a righteous person to pursue.  

“On the one hand the law. On the other hand Mary and the child . . . “ What a 
nightmare. Joseph paces the floor. He tosses in his sleep.  

“Joseph has a problem.” says Tom Long. “Is he going to be righteous? Or is he 
going to be righteous?”  



He finally comes to his decision to divorce her quietly. No violence.  No public 
shaming – just a legal motion.   

With the decision made, finally he can sleep. And as he sleeps, he dreams. He 
dreams a wild dream. An angel brings God’s plan for Israel to Joseph where it is 
planted in his deep subconscious. "Joseph, do not be afraid to take Mary as your 
wife...” speaks the angel as Joseph’s hand twitches. “The child conceived in her 
is from the Holy Spirit.”  

“She will bear a son, and you are to name him Jesus, for he will save his people 
from their lower instincts,” comes the voice. And when he wakes, this good, 
righteous, “color-inside the lines” guy does the most remarkable thing. He does 
as the angel of the Lord suggests. The rule-abider, Joseph says, “To heck with 
the rules as we know them. God is doing something new. Who am I to stand in 
the way?” 

All due to the whispers of an angel within a dream.  This is not an example of 
someone following hard evidence to change his course.  I mean, the suggestions 
of an angel in a dream would be pretty easy to dismiss, right? 
 
Here is what Frederick Bueckner has to say about angels: 
 
Sleight-of-hand magic is based on the demonstrable fact that as a rule, people 
see only what they expect to see.  Angels are powerful spirits whom God sends 
into the world to wish us well.  Since we don’t expect to see them, we don’t.  An 
angel spreads its glittering wings over us, and we say things like, “It was one of 
those days that made you feel good just to be alive,” or “I had a hunch everything 
was going to turn out all right,” or “I don’t know where I ever found the courage.” 
 
Where did Joseph find his courage? 

Martin Copenhaver remarks: “Somehow, in the stillness of the night, in the 
darkest hours, in that death-like state called sleep, Joseph is able to let go of his 
own dreams in order to dream God’s dreams for the world. No wonder Matthew 
seems to have a particular fondness for Joseph. Here is a righteous man who 
surveys a mess he has absolutely nothing to do with creating, and decides to 
believe that God is present in it. With every reason to disown it all, to walk away 
from it in search of a newer, more controlled life with an easier, more 
conventional wife, Joseph does not do that. He claims the scandal, he owns the 
mess - he legitimizes it – and the mess becomes the place where the Messiah is 
born.”  

These are messy times we’re living in right now; the unfolding, never-ending 
mess in Washington; white supremacists continuing to make noise and pump 
their fists, all the seaminess that has led to the #Me Too” movement;  



the glorification of violence within our culture; the daily difficulties we face just 
getting along with those around us. The pain and grief we know that those close 
to us experience – right now, has we prepare to celebrate the birth of the Christ 
child – it all feels incongruous.  

Life is not turning out how we dreamed it might. Our celebrations echo in 
chambers of chaos. Shouldn’t we get things sorted out and in order before Jesus 
comes?  

It seems to me that these are the times when it takes the faith of Joseph to 
believe what the angels endeavor to tell us in our dreams, that God is still with 
us, that God is struggling to be born, not just in spite of the mess, but in some 
way through it, in ways that are hard for us to imagine.  

There are others in the supporting cast of the Christmas story who more easily 
attract our attention: the startled shepherds, the choirs of angels, the exotic wise 
men and their peculiar gifts. But standing aside to let the whole thing happen is 
Joseph. He is a bystander, but I tremble to think of how the story may have 
unfolded if he had gotten in the way – had chosen to take his marbles and go 
home. Who could have blamed him? 

Joseph: Dreamer of Dreams, why haven’t we written more songs for you?  

There exists a rare picture of Joseph in a Book of Hours created in France in the 
Middle Ages. For once, Joseph is shown in the foreground, and he is holding the 
newborn Jesus on his lap, the son entrusted to his care. They lean their heads 
close toward one another as the donkey and the ox look on.  

In the background, spent from her labor, Mary is in bed, happily reading a book.  

She can relax.  She has married a good man.  Things are okay in his carpenter’s 
hands.   

Who needs Joseph? We all do. More than ever, we need men of integrity.   

Here is a marital warning by a woman named, Susan Striker who has been in 
more than one rodeo.   
 
“I am a twice-divorced woman,” she writes, “and after my second divorce I sat 
down and wrote a message to women, including these words of advice: 
 
Never marry a man who yells at you in front of his friends. 
 
Never marry a man who is more affectionate in public than in private. 
 
Never marry a man who notices all of your faults but never notices his own. 



 
Never marry a man whose first wife had to sue him for child support. 
 
Never marry a man who corrects you in public. 
 
Never marry a man who doesn’t treat his dog nicely. 
 
Never marry a man who is rude to waiters. 
 
Never marry a man who doesn’t love music. 
 
Never marry a man whose plants are all dead. 
 
Never marry a man your children don’t like. 
 
Never marry a man who doesn’t give you lovely and romantic gifts for your 
birthday and Valentine’s Day.” 
 
Marry a man like Joseph, if you can find one.   

If he had stuck with convention, if he had played by the rules, Joseph would have 
ended the whole endeavor before it began. And he would have been, righteous. 

But just as God chose Mary to bear the Word made flesh into the World, God 
chose Joseph to dream. His act of radical hospitality changed everything: he 
brought not death, but life; not condemnation, but grace; not broken bonds, but 
relationship; not exploitation of women, but a respectful embrace.  

Joseph is proof that to make way for Jesus, God needs dreamers. In this chaotic, 
messy and hurting world. God needs people to believe and pursue unlikely 
outcomes.  God’s unlikely vision goes this way – “a little child will lead them” – 
why?  Because, too often, old men in suits betray their own moral codes.  

God needs people to believe and to purse God’s dream for the world where hope 
is the default position and not despair; where peace is anticipated and not 
maligned; where joy breaks through cracks in sadness; where love is freely given 
to all.  

Amen 

 

I owe a debt to Rev. Maggie F. Beamguard for her take on Joseph.   


