TUESDAY HOMILY: Going to Joseph in the Year of Faith

By Fr. Roger J. Landry, March 19th, 2013

God the Father entrusted the upbringing of his Son to St. Joseph's care. We should entrust our own spiritual growth to this 'just man' as well.

FALL RIVER, MA (Catholic Online). When we think of the Holy Family, our attention goes first to the mysteries of Jesus' birth about which we hear in today's Gospel. Most of our attention goes as it should to the baby Jesus, the eternal Son of God, lying in the manger, adored by angels and animals, wise men and shepherds. Many of us also naturally turn out of devotion to his mother, holding him in swaddling clothes, nursing him, loving him, treasuring all of these miraculous events in her contemplative heart. 

But we can be tempted, like most Christians throughout most of the first 1400 years of the Church, to treat the man to whom the Blessed Virgin was espoused almost as a divine afterthought or some kind of ancient "player-to-be-named-later" in a package deal for his young wife. As Matthew's and Luke's genealogies show us, however, he was the penultimate piece in a divine cascade stretching all the way back to King David, to Abraham and even to Adam. It was through him that Jesus, under Jewish law and mentality, would be a descendent of David. 

St. Joseph's relative obscurity probably pleases him very much, since he more than anyone would want our focus on Jesus and Mary, just as his always was. But I believe that Jesus and Mary would want us to give more attention to him, as has been given over the course of the last six hundred years and especially the last century. 

Jesus and Mary deeply loved Joseph, as he deeply loved them, and they would want us to enter into their love for him so that Joseph might strengthen us in our vocations just as he supported them. So today on this great solemnity of the chaste spouse of the Blessed Virgin, the guardian and foster-father of the eternal Word, it would be good for us to spend some time meditating on the third person of the "earthly trinity" that constituted the Holy Family, because he, more than anyone, can teach us how best to relate to Jesus and Mary in Bethlehem, Nazareth and beyond. 

Why was St. Joseph chosen to be the foster father of the Son of God? One reason was clearly because he was a descendent of King David and therefore any foster child would, according to the law, be a son of David, too. But there would have been many eligible descendents of Israel's greatest king alive at the time. Doubtless some of them would have been scholars of the law and capable of training Jesus according to his humanity to be a rabbi rather than a carpenter. Some others would likely have had much more clout and been able to avoid being treated as nobodies by the innkeepers when Jesus was about to be born. Others would probably have been wealthy and much more capable than Joseph of providing for Mary and Jesus, so that at Jesus' presentation, for example, they would have been able to offer a lamb instead of two pigeons. 

But it's obvious that to God the qualities that Joseph lacked were insignificant compared to those he had. God the Father, in whom all fatherhood finds its roots, saw in him the qualities he wanted to raise his Son, to teach him how to be a man - and a man of God - according to his humanity. God the Father entrusted to him his most precious treasures and he and those treasures would want us to trust in him as well. 

What are those qualities? What can we learn from him to become more like him in relating to God the Father, in relating to the Lord Jesus, in relating to the Blessed Mother?  

First, Joseph was a good man. St. Matthew writes that he was a "just" or "righteous" man. He was "holy," a man in a right relationship with God. He may not have been flashy on the outside but he shone on the inside. As Pope Benedict once said in a rare play on words, St. Joseph "ad-justed" his life to the word of God. 

Second, he was "righteous" precisely because he was docile and obedient to God. We see his prompt obedience in his response to the angel of God's three interventions in his dreams not to be afraid to take Mary, his wife, into his home, to get up and flee to Egypt, and to return home once again. It would have been easy for Joseph to deconstruct these dreams according to the standard of his conscious desires. Each dream was asking him to do something totally life-changing: to alter completely his notion of what his marriage would entail; to leave his job and his relatives completely behind and journey through the desert to an unknown land; to return once life was settled. But in each of these circumstances, Joseph acted immediately. 

He was so prone to hearing God's word and putting it into practice that at the  merest indication of the Lord, he didn't debate or negotiate, but obeyed. St. Joseph never saw obeying God as incompatible with his own good, but rather as the foundation for his own good. God's omnipotence was not seen as a threat to his manliness because St. Joseph didn't equate manliness with being in control, but rather in being responsible and responsive to God and others. His obedience made him capable of sharing mysteriously in the fatherhood of God the Father. Joseph was humble enough to sacrifice whatever his own plans might have been to fulfill God's plans, embracing his vocation to help Jesus and Mary accomplish theirs. 

Third, St. Joseph was faithful. He was obedient because he believed. Like Abraham, he is a father in faith to us, responding to one of the greatest mysteries. His example invites us to imitate his loving trust, his total abandonment to divine Providence, his taking God \"at his word\", that is, without clearly seeing his design. In Cameroon four years ago today, Pope Benedict said, "Throughout all of history, Joseph is the man who gives God the greatest display of trust, even in the face of such astonishing news."

Fourth, St. Joseph was humble, humble enough to raise Jesus with reverence. The great early Christian theologian Origen wrote about him, "Joseph understood that Jesus was superior to him even as he submitted to him, and, knowing the superiority of his charge, he commanded him with respect and moderation. Everyone should reflect on this: frequently a lesser man is placed over people who are greater, and it happens at times that an inferior is more worthy than the one who appears to be set above him. If a person of greater dignity understands this, then he will not be puffed up with pride because of his higher rank; he will know that his inferior may well be superior to him, even as Jesus was subject to Joseph" 

Fifth, he was a model of chaste spousal and paternal love. He is a true father, but not according to the flesh, because like God the Father he is at the service of life and growth. He was a protector and a provider and a real paragon of chaste love. His life shows us that the full gift of self toward another does not necessarily have to involve genital relations. He loved Mary and that meant that he was willing to dedicate himself to what was best for her and for the divine Son she was carrying. He put all his love and his life at the service of their vocations, and in doing he fulfilled his own vocation. Chastity is a virtue that helps a person to have self-mastery - to control one's sexual impulses rather than be controlled by them - so that one can give oneself to others in the way that is best for them. Chastity is what allows man to be a protector of women rather than a predator. In his chaste love of Mary, he learned how to grow as a man, and in her chaste reciprocal love, he was blessed beyond measure.

Sixth, he was a hard worker centering his work on the Lord. Blessed John Paul II once called him the "very epitome of the Gospel of work," and a synthesis of faith, life and work. In his home, which also was his carpenter shop, Jesus learned to alternative prayer and work. "Saint Joseph taught Jesus human work, in which he was an expert. The Divine Child worked beside him, and by listening to him and observing him, he too learned to manage the carpenter\'s tools with the diligence and the dedication that the example of his foster father transmitted to him.   This is a great lesson.: if the Son of God was willing to learn a human work from a man, this indicates that there is in work a specific moral value with a precise meaning for man and for his self-fulfillment." 

Lastly, St. Joseph is a silent man of action. He never says a word in Sacred Scripture and yet his actions are remembered to this day. He knew that the body language of his deeds was far more eloquent than his words. He was a "doer of the Word" and not just an "idle listener" of it, as St. James points out. Like his foster son according to the law, he put his stock in "truth and action" more than in "word or speech." But his silence is also important, because it shows us he was steeped in contemplation of the mystery of God, a silent listening to the Word he was raising, a silence woven of prayer and adoration of God's holy will. Benedict XVI said back in 2005 that we should all allow ourselves to be "infected" with St. Joseph's silence in a world that is often too noisy, that encourages neither recollection nor listening to God\'s voice.

Catholic piety has long borrowed an expression from the life of Joseph the Patriarch in the Book of Genesis to refer to the way we should relate to the foster-father of Jesus and protector of the Church: Ite ad Ioseph, "Go to Joseph." That's what we're to do not only on this great solemnity but throughout this Year of Faith. 

He is, par excellence, the "wise and faithful servant whom the Lord put in charge of his household," and he seeks to do for us what he did for Jesus, so that one day we may enter into the house Jesus without tools built for us in the presence of the Father. 

Father Roger Landry is pastor of St. Bernadette Parish in Fall River, MA and national chaplain of Catholic Voices USA. His homilies and articles are found on catholicpreaching.com.
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The Lord is looking for men like Joseph who will work in the workshop of the world that He created in order to recreate it anew in His Son. He has found one in the Pope named Francis and we blessed to be alive during this pontificate. In an age that has lost its way, given over to the selfish pursuit of illusory pleasure, Joseph should again be lifted up as a model, particularly to men who desire to follow Jesus Christ. 

CHESAPEAKE, VA (Catholic Online) - On March 19, 2013, the Feast of St. Joseph, Spouse of the Blessed Virgin Mary, Pope Francis was officially installed as the successor of the Apostle Peter. I suggest it is no accident that the installation occurred on the Feast of Joseph, the Husband of Mary. 

The overriding experience we have had of Pope Francis since his selection is humility. Humility is the virtue which characterizes St. Joseph. The readings for the Feast were used for the installation Liturgy. The Gospel account is most telling.(Matt 1: 16, 18-21, 24 A) It records what can be called Joseph's Annunciation.

 An angel appeared to Joseph in a dream to prepare him for the significant role He would play in God's saving plan. He was invited to exercise his human freedom, to give his assent to the Lord's invitation - and he did. He said yes by his actions. His response reminds us that actions speak louder than words: 

"Now the birth of Jesus Christ took place in this way. When his mother Mary had been betrothed to Joseph, before they came together she was found to be with child of the Holy Spirit; and her husband Joseph, being a just man and unwilling to put her to shame, resolved to send her away quietly." 

"But as he considered this, behold, an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream, saying, "Joseph, son of David, do not fear to take Mary your wife, for that which is conceived in her is of the Holy Spirit; she will bear a son, and you shall call his name Jesus, for he will save his people from their sins". When Joseph woke from sleep, he did as the angel of the Lord commanded him." (Matthew 1:18 - 24) 

From antiquity, Christians have cherished Joseph as a model of manly virtue. We use an expression to refer to men who are comfortable in their skin. We say of such a man "He is a man's man". That is how I have experienced this Pope named Francis. He is comfortable in his skin. Joseph was a man of few words who spoke through his actions; doing as the angel of the Lord commanded.  In just a week, we have seen a similar pattern of response in Pope Francis. 

The Scriptures say little about Joseph. That absence speaks volumes. Why? Because to Joseph, he was not the one who was important, others were. He loved God first. He loved Mary above himself. He was prepared to do the right thing when she was found to be with child. He could have chosen otherwise. In just a week, we have seen a similar pattern of response in Pope Francis. As the stories emerge of his life of service to the poor we see that he is a man for others.

Joseph was a man of faith and courage. He had a close, intimate personal relationship with the God of His Fathers. He was the last Patriarch, completing the lineage. Through his response of faith, he was privileged to hold in His arms the One that His fathers had only longed to see. He was a man of deep prayer which fueled the living faith which is needed to be used by the Lord. Pope Francis is known to be a man of deep prayer. It is evident in his simplicity and Gospel joy.   

There was not an ounce of false bravado or machismo in Joseph. Named after the great Patriarch who was sold into slavery in Egypt; he bore the name with similar humility. As the Old Testament Joseph embraced his lot, rejecting the temptation to bitterness or victim-hood and actually came to rule Egypt, forgiving the brothers who had sold him into slavery; so too this son of the Covenant embraced the One who would establish the New Covenant on the altar of Calvary. 

Joseph emptied himself of self - and became filled with the love and life of God. He gave himself fully to God through accepting his unique and specific vocation as a guardian of the Redeemer. The child Jesus, God in the flesh, was given to Joseph. A Carpenter, Joseph taught this child how to work with wood. That was, after all, what he had to give. During these hidden years, Jesus was with Joseph and Joseph was with Jesus. This same Jesus who learned to work with wood from the hands of Joseph would save the world through the wood of the Cross.

Joseph uniquely participated in the mystery of Gods plan of redemption through simply being the man he was called to be. How challenging in an age of narcissism and inordinate self-love. Since the fourteenth century there has been a specific day set aside in the Roman calendar to honor Joseph.  He is viewed as the Patron of the universal Church, of all husbands and of social justice. 

He has also been designated as the patron of all workers, this Carpenter who taught the Word Incarnate, the Child Jesus, how to work with wood. This man was the foster father of the Incarnate Word of God and he loved Jesus with an exemplary love which is a model for all men who bear the name Christian. 

In an age that has lost its way, given over to the selfish pursuit of illusory pleasure, Joseph should again be lifted up as a model, particularly to men who desire to follow Jesus Christ. In just a week we have witnessed the character of this Pope named Francis and I am taken with how much he reminds me of Joseph. How we need his witness.

Over two millennia, the mission of Jesus has continued through His Body on earth, His Church. He has entrusted the work of that mission to all who accept the invitation to empty themselves in order to be filled with the very life and love of God and then be used in His redemptive mission for the world. 

Through the Fount of living water called Baptism, he invites each one of us into His new family, the Body of His Son, the Church. He still gives His message to men who, like Joseph, cultivate ears to hear and then choose to exercise authentic manly virtue and act out of courage. He still invites men to turn the ordinary into extraordinary through cooperation and participation. 

The Lord is looking for men like Joseph who will work in the workshop of the world that He created in order to recreate it anew in His Son. He has found one in the Pope named Francis and we blessed to be alive during this pontificate. 

Article brought to you by: Catholic Online (www.catholic.org)

1

