23rd December 2007

Joseph’s Dilemma, Dream and Dedication
Matthew 1:18-25

 

A couple of years ago, the John Lewis Partnership nativity scenes had no Joseph in them.  To quote their spokesperson, 'We have to provide for all our customers the nativity scene they need.'  What that meant was that some of the truth had to be edited out of the story in order to accommodate those families who didn't fit the stereotype represented by the holy family.

 

If anyone should be excluded from a nativity scene for being exclusive, Jesus is a far better candidate than Joseph by dint of the fact that his birth was far more out of the ordinary than Joseph's life was.  But the good news is that even John Lewis admit Jesus is still an important part of Christmas.

 

But what about poor old Joseph?  We may feel his exclusion to be an affront, but it doesn't just happen in John Lewis shop windows.  Of the gospel writers, it's only Matthew who gives him any real part in the Christmas story, and after this season's over, he doesn't get another mention - he has become the forgotten father.

 

8% of all birth certificates in Great Britain don't reveal the father's identity.  In a study done to determine the amount of interaction between fathers and their small children in America, the fathers were asked to estimate the amount of time they spent with them.  The answer given by the dads was, on average, about fifteen to twenty minutes a day.  The next stage of the research was to attach microphones to the father so that this fifteen to twenty minutes could be recorded.  The results showed that the true amount of time spent by these middle-class, caring fathers with their small children was an average of thirty-seven seconds per day.  Their direct daily interaction was limited to 2.7 encounters, lasting ten to fifteen seconds each.

 

The truth is, John Lewis weren't far off the mark in their portrayal of the absent father, but that's just what Joseph wasn't, Joseph was there, and his faithfulness under pressure should be an example to us all - and that's what I want to look at this morning.  And I'm going to do it under three groan-worthy headings; Joseph's dilemma, Joseph's dream, and Joseph's dedication - though I was wondering about Joseph's compassion, commitment, consecration and control.  But we'll do the D's - three points instead of four.

 

So first of all his dilemma.

 

In the nativity story, it's often suggested that Mary had the special role to play, and that she demonstrated great faith in accepting her part, which of course, she did, but some of us know that giving birth is pretty easy - it's being a father that really takes it out of you.  In the order of events surrounding the birth of Jesus, Mary was told what was going to take place before anything actually happened to her - she at least had some warning and explanation.  Poor old Joseph had it the hard way 

round - the first he knew of things, his fiancée was pregnant and it wasn't his fault.  So he was placed in a bit of a dilemma - we don't know how long he had to stew, but he had a decision to make with regard to his future with Mary, he had to face the issues himself without much time to ponder.

 

Mary's situation was also given to her to cope with it as best she could.  Joseph, on the other hand, faced something that many find much harder - that is, a choice.

 

Under the law, Joseph could have had Mary taken out and stoned to death.  On the other hand, she was the woman he loved.  The evidence was that she'd been unfaithful, but that doesn't always make you unlovable.  He also faced a challenge to his own reputation.  If he denied responsibility, then Mary's disgrace increased, but if he accepted responsibility, then he didn't do his much to his own good name.

 

All of us here face situations where we need help, guidance, or encouragement because of choices we face.  The decision may be moral one, an emotional one, or something a little more practical (perhaps related to jobs, school or money).  But whatever it is, there are still plenty of opportunities in life for us to get into a muddle.  Joseph had the faith to believe that God is a God who speaks to his people, who makes himself known.  He must also have believed that God has plans.  If he hadn't believed any of these things, he wouldn't have been open to hearing God in his dream - which is the second of my D's for Joseph.

 

In the end, Joseph had in mind to divorce Mary quietly, but after he had considered this, an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream.  When Joseph woke up, he did what the angel of the Lord had commanded him and took Mary home as his wife.

 

Joseph 'had in mind' to divorce Mary, but then did an amazing thing - he changed his mind, and changed it in order to accommodate what God was saying to him.

 

What was the last dream you can remember?  Did you think it might have come from God?  And did you change your mind about anything as a result?  The fact that you think I'm daft or being a bit optimistic to ask such questions might be a sign of how far all of us have drifted from the example given to by Joseph.

 

St Matthew also tells us of another way in which God speaks to us - he recorded, "All this took place to fulfil what the Lord had said through the prophet."  Joseph was almost certainly helped in his dilemma because he knew his bible.

 

In a couple of days we celebrate God coming into the world - his ultimate communication with us, God himself being in community with us here on earth, a very present Father.  There are some who will still try to solve their problems on their own, and there are some who will ask God's help.  Joseph's dream gave him the answer to his dilemma, he was able to do the right thing because he was open to God.

 

But that was just the beginning.  New Year's resolutions are easy on January 1st, not so easy by the 2nd, and long forgotten by February.  Belief is one thing, sticking by its implications is another - and that's Joseph's third D, his dedication.  Joseph believed that God had spoken, and he stood by the implications of that, he married Mary.

 

Imagine you're back in your youth and just engaged to the girl of your dreams - or even your future wife.  You discover she's pregnant and along comes an angel in the middle of the night to tell you not to panic.  I have to say, it's a pretty unlikely tale.  It might appear very real at the time, but after you've told the tale down at the pub a few times, the gales of laughter that the story elicits from your friends might sow a few seeds of doubt.

 

A few years ago, a rather generous American Christian read a book of sermons and enjoyed it so much that he then invited each of the preachers for a holiday at his home in Jamaica.  Not many of them turned up as most tore up the invitation, assuming that the offer was a joke - it was such an unlikely offer.

 

Joseph remained faithful even in circumstances he didn't really understand - and that's a serious challenge for us today.

 

It's so easy to be put off coming to church, keeping up with your Bible study group, reading, praying and so on - keeping faith.  The church is full of sinners, enough to put you off, really, and the world is full of doubt and cynicism - but through his dedication Joseph played a crucial role in our salvation.

 

Mary gets a high profile at this time of year, and rightly so, but part of the good news we celebrate now is that Joseph and Mary, two ordinary people living in the country, became part of the plan for the salvation of the world.  And there's a bit of Mary or Joseph in each and every one of you.  We all have the potential to be part of God's plan for everyone's salvation.

 

Let's turn to God in all our questions and dilemmas, listen to him in our dreams and through scripture, and dedicate ourselves to his service - that the world may be renewed in Christ Jesus.
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