Poor Joseph!
David J. Stratton

12/22/2013
12/18/2016

Isaiah 7: 10-16
Psalm 80:1-7
Romans 1: 1-7
Matthew 1: 18-25
Introduction: 
Deception, secrets, sordid mess, cheating, blasphemy, embarrassment, temptations, ungodly, humiliation, infidelity and chaos. These are words that would make a great story full of mystery and intrigue. Other than secrets and deceptively wrapped Christmas packages, most of us do not think about Christmas in this manner.

But, the story of Joseph in the gospel of Matthew contains all those words and ideas describing the story.
The world of Israel at the time of Joseph was a story of disaster. Rome ruled Israel with a puppet king called Herod, who demanded a census.  There is only one reason for a census-  money. Money through taxes.

So, we find Joseph, a young carpenter, betrothed to Mary, who is from a very poor family. His taxes would be but a few coins, yet he and they have to travel this long distance to register for the tax census.
Nothing really makes sense in this entire story, when we find angels visiting these two people, who are virtually unknown nobodies among the socially important of all Israel.

It seems Joseph gets the short straw at every turn. He is poor. He is a devote Jew, who knows the law and practices it to the letter. It appears, that Mary has cheated on him before their marriage. Mary seems to be blaming God for her pregnancy and that is blasphemy in the Jewish faith. Though it seems he is jilted, he could have Mary stoned, and no Jew would object from what seems to be the evidence.
So, what is poor Joe to do? He could break it off in a quiet and discreet manner, and does not want to embarrass Mary and her family, who would now be disgraced over this whole sordid mess.

Yet, the story gets weirder, as an angel tells Joe in a dream, that he should take Mary as his wife. God really is in the middle of this chaos. 
Joseph must have loved Mary deeply, as he struggles with all these options of dismissal. On top of all this he gambles on a dream, that everything will work out OK.

So, now we find Mary in the latter stages of her pregnancy going with Joseph to Bethlehem, because there were no exceptions for people to stay home. They were required by law to all go to the family of their linage.
True to any good story, we find the problems of this young couple just get worse. There is no place to stay once they get there. The Inn Keeper must have figured out she was going into labor as he could have just ignored them with a “No room” answer, and be done with them.

Our pictures are so sweet and phony on all our Christmas cards and crèches.  The stable was probably a cave as there were plenty in that area of Israel. The manger was not what we assume or see in pictures. It more than likely was a dug out trough from the rock in the cave. The smell was not department store Channel #5, but of manure from cows, sheep and maybe goats. Remember there would be no pigs as they were unclean by Jewish law. 
Our sweet manger scene forgets the noise. Cows that need to be milked, or caves that are hungry, and what animals need to be pushed around, to make room for the new boarders?
But there is one on noticed point in all this mess.  Have you ever been in a cattle barn in the winter?  It is warm, which surely beats the option of being outside.

Now in the midst of this chaos, let us take a brief look at Joseph’s feelings. Joseph must have had anger and lots of it that Israel was a puppet of Rome. Then more anger at a crazy king, called Herod, who demands a census, and this stupid meaningless journey for himself and the whole country of Israel. Add to this the pregnancy, which he does not know or understand what really is going on. Add to all this is the fear of the angel and there must have been at least one time when he said, “Oh God, what in the world have I gotten myself into?”
Then we have the feelings of fatigue Joseph would have had walking from Nazareth to Bethlehem, the worry and fear he would have about Mary and how she is enduring this stupid trip. Don’t forget the fear of robbers, which loved to take advantage of those who were forced to travel.
Then the feelings of helplessness and powerlessness of no place to stay once they get Bethlehem.  

Now, there is no reference to any of the family tree still living in Bethlehem. But, even if there was who else would be there as an outsider and some lodging, too.

What kind of a bad joke is this God, that we have visits from angels and wind up in this uncomfortable, smelly(for some people) and an ungodly place to have a baby?

Conclusion:

Somehow, it seems to me, that anything that we are doing, or have happen as we make our Christmas plans just pales in comparison to Joseph. He is not well known, and quickly forgotten in history and in our memories of Jesus as an adult. It is not pleasant to remember all this, but Joseph really went through much blood, sweat and tears in all this journey to Bethlehem. 
Let us step back, slow down, and keep in perspective, that all our stuff is junk compared to the love and compassion, we find in Joseph loving Mary and this new baby they are expecting!
But, now the time has arrived. All that matters is they are together, the baby has arrived and is OK. The best may yet to be! Thanks be to God! But, in the end there is no story without Joseph!
PAGE  
1

