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December 22, 2013 English Matthew 1:18-25 

 18 Now the birth of Jesus the Messiah[a] took place in this way. When his mother Mary 

had been engaged to Joseph, but before they lived together, she was found to be with 
child from the Holy Spirit. 19 Her husband Joseph, being a righteous man and unwilling 

to expose her to public disgrace, planned to dismiss her quietly. 20 But just when he had 
resolved to do this, an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream and said, “Joseph, 

son of David, do not be afraid to take Mary as your wife, for the child conceived in her is 
from the Holy Spirit. 21 She will bear a son, and you are to name him Jesus, for he will 

save his people from their sins.” 22 All this took place to fulfill what had been spoken by 
the Lord through the prophet:23 “Look, the virgin shall conceive and bear a 

son,*    and they shall name him Emmanuel,”which means, “God is with us.” 24 When 
Joseph awoke from sleep, he did as the angel of the Lord commanded him; he took her 

as his wife, 25 but had no marital relations with her until she had borne a son;[b] and 
he named him Jesus. 

 
In Santa Fe, New Mexico, there is a small chapel on the Old Santa Fe Trail built in 1873 called the 
Loretto Chapel. There is a legend about the Loretto Chapel, and it begins like this.  

The sisters needed a chapel, so they gathered their resources. For years, They saved and saved, they 
made plans and made plans, finally the construction began. After the dust settled and they were doing 
the final walk through with the foreman and the architect, and they realized that the architect had 
forgotten to include in the plans a way for the nuns to reach the choir loft.  

As you can imagine, this was very disappointing - The sisters weighed their options, but all were 
equally undesirable.  

• They could build a conventional staircase, but that would take up too much room.  

• They could rebuild the balcony, but that would be far too expensive.  

• They could climb a dangerous ladder up and down, but that would be an accident waiting to 
happen.  

So the nuns did what you and I should do when faced with a difficult situation -- they prayed. 

It’s a common thing in life, isn’t it, we make our plans, we build our lives, and then something happens 
and we get stuck and we can’t manage to see a solution. 

We pray, we stress, we struggle, we deny there is a problem, we try and cover it up – to others and 
sometimes even to ourselves…and we often make a bigger mess of things as we thrash around in our 
frustration. 

That’s where we meet Joseph this morning. Its as if the poet Rumi is speaking directly to him -  

“Sit, be still, and listen,3because you're drunk3and we're at3the edge of the roof.”  
Joseph wondered…How did he get on the roof? This was not a normal situation for our Joseph – a 
righteous man, rule follower…a guy who carefully planned ahead. He was from a good family – not a 
wealthy family, but good name – descendent of King David.  He had proposed to a good woman, set 
the date, planned the wedding…and now this horrible news. The situation was hopeless. Mary shows 
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up pregnant. Remember, Nazareth is a small town, everyone is talking about it…its like Joseph is up on 
the edge of roof - what options does he have? 

 
1. He could Go ahead with the marriage – NO WAY  - NOT AN OPTION (he’d be a fool – he’d be 

the laughing stock of the whole village) 
2. He could Publicly Divorce her (this would also mean having her stoned) – this is what the law 

recommended, but he couldn’t bring himself to have her killed … even with all that had 
happened, he still loved her 

3. He could Divorce her (and dismiss her quietly) – the law permitted this for special 
circumstances…people would still laugh behind his back, but at least he would cause her no 
harm… 

 
We can imagine just about every emotion has stormed through Joseph’s heart – anger, betrayal, grief, 
sadness, the future he had hoped for and planned for and invested in was taken from him in an instant.  
 
Have you been in that place before? – a no win situation – things had been going along according to 
plan and BOOM there’s mountain in the middle of the road,  
Just like those nuns – a brand new chapel and no safe way to the balcony 
 

• Maybe the medical bills are stacked up and the debt has gotten out of control and yet the 
doctors says that  another round of chemo is needed 

• Or maybe it was without warning, your boss calls you into her office and then suddenly you are 
packing up your desk, being escorted out of the building – you mind is spinning with questions 
– and the rent is due… 

 
In these moments, up on the roof, Our Heart breaks – we seek to honor God, but we don’t see the way 
forward…. 
 
Its important to remember, we don’t enter into these moments alone – God is present with us…I 
imagine that the angels stood along side Joseph as he paced the floor, his heart heavy and stormy... 
After several sleepless nights, he’s decided what he will do…he’ll  take the third option. He will dismiss 
Mary quietly. And then try and rebuild his life and his heart. 
At last with the clear decision, Joseph drifts off to sleep tossing and turning….Its now that the Angel 
intervenes… 
 
“Sit, be still, and listen,3dear Joseph, because you're drunk3and we're at3the edge of the roof.” 
 
Joseph had felt at peace finally coming to a decision, thinking all would be well, but the Angel knew 
better. The angel was there to wake Joseph up to the fact that Joseph was on the edge of making a big 
mistake… 
 
The Angel knew that this was another critical moment in the unfolding of God’s plan.  
The first key moment had been at the well with Mary. It had been just an ordinary day, getting water 
for her parents, young, engaged Mary had been met by the angel and received the terrifying news that 
she was going to be pregnant – that her plans for a happy future with Joseph had vanished before her 
eyes and then, drawing on the depth of her character and love of God Mary had yielded to the Spirit 
and received the news of her pregnancy. “let it be as you have said”. 
 
Mary had gone to Joseph and shared what had happened. The news which had been challenging for 
her to share, was impossible for him to accept. So here we find ourselves at the second critical 
moment.  
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Joseph in his wrestling has chosen a path that is compassionate, and within the Jewish law, but 
outside of the new thing that God is doing. So the angel has come, as Joseph sleeps, to wake him up 
with a startling dream… 
“Sit, be still, and listen,3because you're drunk3and we're at3the edge of the roof.” 
 
Joseph had no idea that the path he had chosen was so dangerous…. 
 
The angel needed to move Joseph – Joseph was blinded and crushed by grief and betrayal – the angel 
wanted Joseph to open his eyes to see the new thing God was doing and to step up and do his part. 
 
At Christmas we often hear of what a great demonstration of character that Mary made, accepting the 
Holy Spirit and carrying the Christ Child. But truly, Joseph faced an equally daunting ask – essentially 
to become a father and adopt a child that he knew wasn’t his. To give his lineage, his family name – the 
name of King David - to this child not of his own blood. 
 
 
And everyone would know the scandal of it. Nazareth was a small town. You know how it goes in small 
community…  

– everyone knew that Mary was pregnant months before the wedding,  
– they speculated about who the father of the child could be,  
– everyone knew the child wasn’t Joseph’s  

 That is a lot of shame for a righteous man like Joseph to face….its a lot of betrayal for a man who had 
always followed the rules …and yet the angel urged him to get down from the roof, to go forward with 
the wedding, to take Mary as his wife and the child in her womb as his own son.  
 
God is looking to you to be the father of this child, Joseph….says the angel… 
“Any fool can make a baby, it takes a man to raise a child” 
 
Rev. Alyce M. McKenzie had a great insight when she wrote that, that night as Joseph slept and the 
angel spoke in the dream, another birth took place, the birth of a father.  
I imagine, writes Rev. McKenzie, as Joseph drifted to sleep, nightmares of gossip and betrayal played 
across his heart.  
One by one the Angel replaced each nightmare with a view of the manger and glimpses of a boy 
growing strong, the two of them playing soccer together, working side by side as carpenters 
 
This is the “righteousness” that God writes on our hearts...says the angel, its not the law of ink and 
paper, but the law of love.  

Believe Mary’s story, whispers the Angel -  Marry her. And become the father of God’s child. Step out 
in faith Joseph. 

It takes a man to raise a child…The boy will need a father, Joseph, and not just any father, but a man 
like you… able to love him, nurture him, share God’s love with him, give him you name, give him the 
name - ‘Immanuel -- God with us.’ The boy will need a father to teach him to take risks like the one you 
are about to take – for he will be tempted not to take them. “He will need a father like you to teach him 
to withstand the disapproval of others, as you will soon have to withstand it. “He will need a father like 
you to teach him what to do in situations like this one, when all hope seems lost and only pain remains; 
to model how to believe the unbelievable good news and to walk ahead in faith. “If you do not walk the 
hard road to Bethlehem, who will teach him how to climb the cruel hill to Calvary?” In this way, I 
imagine the father of our Lord was born that night. 
And Joseph awoke from his dream and made the courageous choice, just like Mary  had already done, 
“Not my will, but yours be done.”  Joseph gave his name and his heart to the unborn child. Remember, 
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Between Joseph and Mary, Joseph is the one that Matthew tells us is a descendant of David. Its 
through Joseph that Jesus is a “son of David” 

Jesus is not the only one who needs an example like Joseph. For we all struggle with tough situations 
and yearn for assurance from one who knows from experience that God’s unbelievable good news is 
true! Like Joseph, we wrestle with the dilemma, we struggle to find a way forward – we have made our 
plans, done our best, and wake up to a nightmare of things gone wrong. Some times we try and fight 
our way out and we lash out in anger, or we try and numb our heart with alcohol or food, or internet. 
Often our struggle is disorienting and we come the brink of making some poor decisions. Its there that 
the angel finds us and gently guides us back from the edge of the roof. God works differently each time, 
but somehow God enters in. and invites us to step out in faith to the new way God is making. 

Like the nuns of Loretto Chapel. Listen to how the rest of the legend goes. It seems that one night while 
the sisters were praying about their predicament, a white bearded stranger appeared at the door of the 
convent asking for work. A toolbox was strapped to his burro and he told the sisters he was a 
carpenter. When they told him their problem, he offered to build a spiral staircase up to the choir loft. 

His spiral staircase was an engineering feat for its time, containing thirty-three steps and two complete 
turns of 360 degrees with no center support. The carpenter used wooden pegs instead of nails, and his 
only tools were a saw, a T-square, and a hammer. As soon as the staircase was finished, the unknown 
craftsman disappeared without asking to be paid. Many today believe the carpenter was indeed 
Joseph. 

Imagine the first of the sisters, to step on to the miracle staircase, holding the rail, testing it with her 
weight, making the climb to the choir loft, rejoicing in the miracle, inviting her sisters to join her in the 
lofty balcony! God makes a way for us, and our part is to step into it.  

I invite you this advent, when you see manger scenes – notice that Joseph is there, at Mary’s side – 
and remember the path that Joseph traveled. How he made the best of plans for a very different sort of 
life, how he had made prudent decisions and  followed the rules, how in a single conversation they 
were shattered,  

As you look at the serene figure of Joseph hovering protectively over the baby Jesus, remember how he 
courageously responded to the angel’s message to love the child and take Mary as his wife – how he 
stepped forward onto the path that God invited him to…First to believe Mary, next the road to 
Bethlehem. 

In faith, like Joseph, we too let go of our shattered plans and we trust in the God of hope and love, to 
walk with us and make a new way for us. 

Thanks to Rev. Alyce M. McKenzie, in her sermon, Advent Reflections, for her insights and 
inspiration. 
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