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Matthew 1:18-25

“Good ol’ Joe”

Later today at our 10AM service we will have our annual children’s Christmas pageant. As a youngster I was in a few Christmas pageants. Many of these pageants, shockingly to anyone born after 1970, were actually put on and held at my public elementary school.

My Christmas pageant thespian career started off as a lowly shepherd tending my flock by night. I guess I had done such a great job in that role that the following year my teacher approached me and asked if I wanted to be Joseph. “Joseph!” I exclaimed incredulously. “Yes, Joseph,” she said. “You will be a member of the Holy Family----central to the play. You will be on stage the entire time and everyone will focus on you, Mary and the Baby Jesus.”

“I don’t want to be Joseph!” I said rather forcefully surprising even myself. “Well, why not?” asked my astonished teacher. “Because he just stands there (next to a girl mind you) and doesn’t do anything. I’d rather be a wise man if you don’t mind.”
While serving a church in Atlanta, I frequently used to visit parishioners at St. Joseph’s Hospital. Out in front of the hospital by the main entrance in a little garden area was a statue of St. Joseph. Good ol’ St. Joe, the patron saint of cabinetmakers, Canada, carpenters, China, confectioners, dying people, engineers, families, fathers, house hunters, Korea, laborers, Mexico, Vietnam, people in doubt, Peru, pioneers, protector of the Church, social justice, and travelers. I don’t know if I would feel comfortable being a hospital whose name came from the patron saint for dying people. 

Well, the statue of St. Joseph looked just like every kid in every Christmas pageant and every painting that I have ever seen of St. Joseph-----standing upright holding a staff in his right hand. My assumption is that he needed a staff because he had to stand for so long doing nothing while everyone came to see Mary and the Baby Jesus.

But there is something else about this statue that is revealing. Even though it was situated out by the front entrance of the hospital, it was kind of hidden in this little garden by some hedges. It actually took me several visits before I even noticed him standing there. Ah! Such is the fate of poor ol’ Joe. Joseph, the silent one---the odd one out.

You all know the old saying that twos company and threes a crowd. Well, this applies to the Holy Family as well. There is Mary and Jesus……..and then, oh yeah, there is Joseph, who according the Roman Church was Jesus’ adoptive father.

Matthew is the gospel writer who gives Joseph the greatest attention in the story of Christ’s birth. And yet even Matthew tells us precious little about who Joseph was, what he did, and not a single word about what Joseph said. This has to be one of the most curious things about Joseph. He utters not a single word in Matthew’s account of the birth of Jesus. Joseph performs his role silently, standing there in near obscurity.

The Virgin has appeared to humans umpteen times throughout the ages-----Lourdes, Fatima and Mexico City. But to my knowledge Joseph has never appeared to anyone! It makes sense, doesn’t it? I mean what does he have to say? And yet, Joseph is a prototype for discipleship. And here is how.
At 22 years of age, just out of college, with no career opportunities, after all what was I going to do with an Art History degree, I was feeling pressure to get a job from friends and relatives. As I have mentioned many times, I grew up in a blue collar environment. I was only the second person of all of my cousins, aunts, uncles and grandparents to have graduated college. Not having any job prospects upon graduation confirmed what many in my family thought to be true-----college was a waste of time and money. It was just an expensive venture for a person to goof around until you had to grow up and get a real job. And I wasn’t doing my part in changing the prevailing opinion.

So, I took a job (just to have an income) that I hated. Neither my American Indian anthropology class nor my 3rd century Greco-Roman Classical Art class had prepared me for the world of the laborer (a pipefitter to be exact) at the local shipyard. To say that I wasn’t very good at it is a gross understatement.

I worked in the bowels of a half completed Navy ship. I worked with all men-----no women worked on the ships------bad karma, I was told, for the future men at sea on this ship to have at woman’s presence on board even in the construction phase.
The men who worked there were mostly in their 40’s and 50’s. These were men who were old enough to be my father. Most were of Italian or Irish descent with names like Antonelli, MacKenzie and O’Brien which were then shortened to nicknames like Ant, Obie and Mac. 

Many of them hadn’t finished high school. Almost all of them had served in World War II at places like Anzio, Guadalcanal and the Ardennes. Some of them had served in Korea. But they never talked much about the War. There wasn’t much to say. One was called to one’s duty. And duty superseded personal interests. A calling is higher than individualism.
Day in and day out they would arrive at 6:30AM at the “Yard” (as the shipyard was frequently referred to in the vernacular), park in the same spot, bring their lunch comprised of a bologna sandwich, coffee in a thermos and a piece of last night’s dessert, work hard all day and leave at 3:30PM. And then, the next day, get up and do it all over again except for the two weeks vacation they would get per year. Their wages were decent, but not great.

And the thing which amazed me to no end was how they never seemed to complain much about their lot in life. There was talk about getting more overtime, but nothing about job promotions or work place discrimination or what the Dow was doing. Pretty much these were guys who were good with their hands, good with tools, and good at math (measure twice, cut once). All lines were straight and true.
And there was I. I was half their age; I had long hair, a beard. I complained about the ship being too hot or too cold, the half an hour we had to gulp down our lunch and how the USA was an imperialistic aggressor in the world; and if alcohol is legal why can’t pot be legal; and why can’t your daughter and I live together instead of getting married?

Despite my annoyance, they worked with me. They never complained about my superiority complex even though I definitely viewed myself to be their intellectual superior. I used to tell them that life offered so much more than working at a shipyard. I made it clear that I didn’t want that for me because I thought it was boring, tedious and unimaginative. Their life was like Joseph’s in the Christmas pageant-------just there------never uttering a word-----but stalwart, carrying the lion’s share of the load silently without complaint----playing second fiddle. I have told you of before Leonard Bernstein’s comment. When asked what was the hardest instrument in the orchestra to play, Bernstein replied, “Second fiddle.”
I regret today having overlooked these Josephs. It is easy to overlook Joseph and the lesson we can learn from him. God intrudes into Joseph’s world and messes things up. His fiancée, Mary, was pregnant and not by him. Then came the announcement from the emperor in Rome that everyone had to return to their hometown to register for tax purposes. He had to leave his carpenter shop and head out without a job and with only hope.
Joseph dutifully loads his pregnant wife now “great with child” on his donkey down the rocky road to Bethlehem, the city of his ancestors. Joseph’s world had come apart and there seemed no possibility of getting things back together anytime soon.

Joseph, the silent one----the non-complainer----the measure twice, cut once guy-----thrown into chaos----does what he is told to do by an angel….an angel of God in a dream. Not knowing for sure where things were headed, Joseph, the carpenter, took his place in God’s story wading through the confusion and mess, being led by God to an uncertain future. Without speeches, songs or proclamations, Joseph takes his place in the Big Story.

This is why it is important to have Joseph in a Christmas pageant. This is what I and just about everyone else misses when it comes to casting him. “Just pick anyone for the part,” we say, “because all you have to do is stand there!”

Joseph’s gift is the courage, strength and convictions to be faithful not knowing exactly where the journey will end. This is what Joseph did. He not only stuck by Mary and the baby, but later he will lead them into safety in Egypt to avoid Herod’s massacre of Jewish babies. Again, he will lead his wife on a donkey this time along with his infant son and head into a strange land with unfamiliar customs and no job prospect. And there in Egypt, quietly, with no fanfare and not one word of report in the Gospels, Joseph will make a home for Mary and Jesus until it is time to return to Israel after Herod’s death. And again, he will move to Nazareth because God wants him to.
There are no parables, stories, sayings, sermons, or poems by or about Joseph. People, like Bp Spong, even doubt that Joseph ever existed but was included merely to fill a role for Jesus to be linked to David and Bethlehem. Maybe so, maybe so. But then we lose an important aspect of discipleship------that is what it means to go forth in faith in courage and conviction without complaint to do God’s will. 
Lord knows we are a complaining society today. Everybody is a victim. Everybody is whining about not getting something. I am glad now that many of my role models were the Joseph type because I learned many times that it is better to keep silent and thought a fool, than to speak and remove all doubt.
I also learned to trust God when I had no idea what was ahead of me except one foot in front of the other. What I have learned from Joseph is the sacrament of the present moment and be glad in it.

I encourage you to stick around today for the pageant. Stick around if only to envision where you fit in the play? What role do you play? Where do you fit in God’s drama? 

It is time to decide because the play is about to begin-----here on the parish hall stage------and here in the big stage of life.
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