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Matthew 1:18-25

I have always been drawn to Mary in the Christmas story.  How can you not?  We hear so much about her.  She is young, faithful, and compassionate.  The gospel of Luke tells us the story of the angel Gabriel bringing the profound, beautiful, terrifying news that she would have a baby who would be the Son of God.  She responds with humility, with astonished questions, with gracious acceptance.  She greets her relative Elizabeth with songs of joy to hear that indeed, she has been chosen by God to be the mother to the Savior.  Mary features prominently in art and music, pictured as beautiful and reverent.  A nativity would basically be complete with a simple portrayal of mother and child.  Every little girl wants to play Mary in the Christmas pageant.  How can you not be drawn to Mary?
Joseph is a sometimes different story.  We don’t hear much about him in the Christmas story.  He is indistinguishable from the shepherds in a Christmas play or manger scene.  He doesn’t sing any songs or leave us with any quotable musings.  We know his name, and a few basics about him.  We know he’s engaged to Mary and that he’s a descendent of King David.  But beyond this, we don’t know much about him.  That does not mean, however, that there isn’t much to learn from him.
We know one other detail about Joseph, after all.  We know that he is a good and faithful man.  Matthew tells us, in fact, that Joseph is a righteous man.  This probably means that he follows God’s laws and lives as the law commands him.  His life and actions are distinguished by righteousness.  Therefore, when he discovers that the woman who is to be his wife is pregnant, and not by him, his response is dictated not by anger or confusion, but by the shape of God’s law in his life.  Because of Joseph’s righteousness, he is, “unwilling to expose her to public disgrace” and therefore “planned to dismiss her quietly”.  How can sending away an unmarried pregnant woman possibly be a sign of righteousness?  It makes sense that he might want to save her from public disgrace, but what could possibly be worse than a marriage cancelled under mysterious circumstances and a young girl, pregnant and alone, sent away from those who love and care for her?
.  Joseph was a righteous man, so he knew the law, and Joseph could demand much worse.  In chapter 13 of the book of Deuteronomy, there are very clear laws about the expectation  of what a wife should be.  In fact, verses 20 and 21 say: “If, however… evidence of the young woman's virginity was not found, then they shall bring the young woman out to the entrance of her father's house and the men of her town shall stone her to death, because she committed a disgraceful act... So you shall purge the evil from your midst.”  A Joseph was on firm legal footing to assume that he had the right to have Mary dragged out of her home and killed by a mob set on purging the evil from their midst.
But Joseph was a righteous man, and unwilling to expose her to public disgrace.  He knew the law, and knew what he was allowed – or even encouraged – to do.  But because of his righteousness, he made a different choice.  His choice to send her away, not kill her, was made of more than just knowledge of the law and his rights.  His actions were based in a righteousness made of a love for God and love for others, a love that drove him to compassion for Mary, his beloved wife.  His love for God moved him to choose not what he could legally deserve, but instead to choose mercy.  Joseph lived a new righteousness, one that was not simply made of rules and punishments, but love.  Because of his righteousness, Mary is not punished unjustly.  An angel comes to Joseph and assures him that his beloved Mary can still be his wife.  Joseph is prepared to hear these remarkable words, because his focus is truly on God’s will for his life and not the letter of the law.   Jesus is born, and Joseph is a father.
I cannot help but think about this new righteousness of Joseph’s when I think about the child he will raise.  Jesus, Son of God, born of Mary, parented by a man of quiet love and righteousness named Joseph.  And we hear so very little about Jesus’ childhood – just a few mentions of Jesus as an infant and one of him as a boy, and then suddenly we’re into his adult ministry.  So we never hear about the relationship between Joseph and Jesus.  But I can’t help but wonder: did Jesus learn the shape of righteousness as he lived, worked, played, worshiped, and learned alongside his father Joseph?  Joseph, a righteous man, had much to share with this boy, and it shows in Jesus’ ministry.
Jesus, as an adult, lived a righteousness centered in the love of God and love of others.  Sometimes this meant following the letter of the law; often times, it meant doing the exact opposite.  He had suppers with sinners and fought with Pharisees.  He challenged people to think past strict black-and-white lines that divided insiders from outsiders, and instead dared us to love all of God’s creation, every single person, every last one.  This child Jesus would grow into a man who, in his commitment to a new righteousness, gave his own life so that our life, our salvation, our hope would not depend on our own ability to mark ourselves right with God.  Instead, Jesus reshaped righteousness into the shape of a cross, an empty tomb, and a promise that all who come to him will be saved.
What a beautiful and tender thing to see Jesus’ work as not just the result of his heavenly father, but his earthly father as well.  Joseph, a righteous man, taught and loved his son so that he could grow into the Savior God had made him to be.  And if this is true for Joseph, how might this be true for me?  How might I be called into a new righteousness, one marked by the birth and life of this dear Jesus?  How might the people around me – family, friends, co-workers, acquaintances, neighbors – how might I be supporting and loving them?  How might my life inspire and support theirs in such a way that God’s call for them and their lives can take shape?  
Like Joseph, we continue to struggle to find the right way, wanting to do what is right, both for God and for those we love.  Know that your love and care, no matter how simple and small it might seem, matters.  Know that you, like Joseph, are called to a new righteousness, one that hears the call of God and the new thing it is doing in your life.  Know that today, the gift of Christ in all its wonder, confusion, beauty, and simplicity, is yours.  For the righteousness and faith of Joseph, which nurtured the baby Jesus so he could live to save us all, thanks be to God.

