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There are No Small Parts 
 
Let us pray… 
 
He was just a boy.  Fifteen, actually, when he went with his father to meet with her family.  
Maybe not so young, in that day and age, but he felt like a child, ignorant and 
inexperienced, at once excited and afraid.  And so he walked into that meeting a boy.  But 
he walked out…a man.  A man with rights, and responsibilities.  A man betrothed, 
promised, engaged, a man on the way to being fully married to the woman – a girl, really, 
only thirteen – that he had not yet met.  They said she was healthy, and quick, with a bright 
eye, a mind for numbers, a hard worker with – well – child-bearing hips.  And a deep faith, 
they said she had a deep faith, of great importance to this man-child who desired, above 
all, to follow God’s Law.  As he and his father began the journey home, just to the other 
side of the village, his mind was already filled with pictures of the future.  He knew just 
what sort of a husband he wanted to be, one who was wise, and fair, and compassionate.  
And he already saw himself with his first child – a son, of course.  He pictured the boy, not 
as a baby, but born a ready-made-youth: begging to be tossed into the air; eager to play 
games in the dim evening light; working side by side with his father to learn the craft of the 
carpenter, passed down through generations.  This man of deep faith couldn’t wait to 
share that with his imagined son, too, saw himself working with the ancient texts to fill his 
son with both guidance and inspiration.  And, of course, on the short walk home from 
becoming engaged to a woman he’d not yet met, he already knew the name of this first 
son they’d have together, hopefully just over a year or so from now.  Jacob, for his own 
father, whose stride he sought to match until they had reached their threshold, and he 
could run in and tell his mother all about his brand-new bride. 
 
His name was Joseph, hers was Mary, and they actually enjoyed the rather awkward 
process of getting to know each other over the next few months.  At first they each took 
their traditional roles; he was strong and firm and set the agenda and tone of each 
conversation, while she kept her head bowed and agreed with everything he said.  Over 
time, however, they became more comfortable with each other, and lost track of time and 
the chaperone in the corner as they laughed over childhood stories and argued about the 
religious politics of the day.  Joseph had gotten more than he dared hope for, in this 
covenant he had made. 
 
As we all know, and as this morning’s scripture reading tells us, Joseph’s bubble will burst 
before his marriage to Mary becomes official.  It sounds like an ancient version of “Jerry 
Springer”: “Today at 4 on ABC – ‘My arranged-marriage-teenage-bride got anonymously 
pregnant!’”  For cynics and the skeptical, Joseph may be a top candidate as the poster boy 
for losers everywhere:  not only does his fiancé cheat on him, but she gets pregnant, 
convinces him God did it, and gets him to raise the child as his own.  What’s more, unlike 
Mary, Joseph doesn’t get much more press in the bible, and history grants him very few 
books, hymns and prayers.  We still sing carols about the animals  in the stable, but when 
you’re setting up your crèche, can you tell the difference between Joseph and the two 
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shepherds included in the set?  The infamous movie “The Passion of Christ” didn’t give 
Joseph a single line.  The eternal image of Joseph is his stunned form, leaning on a 
shepherd’s crook for support, giving a deer-in-the-headlights-stare at the glowing baby in 
the cow’s feeding trough.  I can imagine some heavenly figure trying to psyche Joseph up 
for this barely-supporting-cast role.  “You really matter…somebody’s  got to keep Mary 
balanced on that donkey.”  
 
Poor guy.  So Mary comes to him and tells him she’s pregnant, and proclaims that this 
conception is through the Holy Spirit.  Joseph, not surprisingly, doesn’t believe her.  Now 
the Law says that Joseph must expose Mary’s sinful behavior, for which she will be 
stoned.  What a difficult situation, for Joseph is a man who holds God’s Law in high 
esteem, and he’s been awfully abused and embarrassed, but he has come to care for 
Mary and doesn’t want her hurt.  Perhaps, even, he is unconvinced that stoning this poor 
young pregnant woman is the course of action God would hope God’s people would follow, 
especially in God’s name.  And so Joseph chooses a more compassionate way, 
heartbreaking nonetheless, in his decision to dissolve the marriage without exposing 
Mary’s condition.  Perhaps this was a heavenly test, letting Mary tell Joseph her story first, 
rather than dispatching the angels off first thing.  Perhaps if Joseph had given Mary up to 
be stoned, the angel would not have visited him, but somehow helped Mary escape to 
raise her baby elsewhere, not in the company of a law-abiding but heartless man. 
 
So here is Joseph, so recently a boy, so newly a man, now burdened not only with a man’s 
rights and responsibilities, but also with a man’s embarrassment and pain.  And into his 
dreams comes an angel, with that most typical of angelic opening lines – don’t be afraid.  
Yes, you’re having celestial hallucinations and your life is a mess, but don’t be afraid.  
Somehow the dream works, Joseph isn’t afraid, he wakes up and goes to visit Mary, finds 
her drowning in her own tears, cradled in her mother’s arms.  No doubt she was as 
confused as she was relieved at this sudden change of heart.  Now Joseph says it doesn’t 
matter how she got pregnant, he will keep his promises to her, and he will raise this child 
as his own. Of course, that doesn’t necessarily mean he believes any of what the angels 
said.  But it does mean that Joseph is more than a paralyzed bystander to this whole 
infancy narrative.  For Joseph does say “yes”, he does choose Jesus.  Joseph is an active 
character, not a passive receiver, as he gives Jesus a fully present, lovingly engaged 
father, and – as far as we know – never dwells on the question of how his son came to be. 
 
Remember that the angel told Joseph that he must name the child.  In ancient times, 
naming was a creative act that implies ownership, and so by instructing Joseph to name 
the child the angel was emphasizing that Joseph wasn’t a lame-duck-stand-in-father, but 
truly responsible for Jesus.  And the angel goes on to tell him the name of this unborn 
child…Jesus.  Jesus, short for Yehoshua, or Joshua, which means “God helps”.  God has 
promised to help Joseph, help him deal with his own doubt, help him deal with the nasty 
rumors, help him deal with the challenges to come in the raising of this special child.  
 
Commentators on scripture point out that in most religions, the birth of significant figures 
are told with a divine twist, with some sort of intervention from a god.  So perhaps the first 
people who told stories about Jesus’ birth simply told the sort of stories they were used to 
hearing, or purposefully created stories that would help Jesus “compete” with the more 
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dramatic figures in neighbor’s traditions.  In fact, by the time the gospel writer Matthew was 
at work, it seems that stories had popped up to suggest that great figures in Judaism such 
as Isaac and Moses had been supernaturally conceived.  In that case, when Matthew and 
his contemporaries included God in the story of Jesus’ birth, they weren’t doing so to make 
Jesus stand out as unique, rather they were insuring his membership in a notable crowd. 
 
Perhaps you would be surprised by how many pastors, professors and theologians do not 
believe that the story of Jesus’ birth as presented in the gospels of Matthew and Luke are 
factually, historically true.  Nor are they bothered by this in the least.  Many describe 
distinctions between what is “true”, and what is “truth”.  A “true story” is factually true, but 
doesn’t necessarily tell us anything about the meaning of life, the nature of love, the 
importance of relationship.  A “truth story” may or may not be factually true, but definitely 
reveals something about life, humanity, spirit.  For many, the stories about Jesus, Mary 
and Joseph becoming a family are “truth stories”, and so show us things about ourselves, 
each other, and God.   
 
Take, for instance, Joseph ignoring the letter of the Law that called him to have Mary 
punished for infidelity, and paying attention to a law of love instead.  It is proposed that this 
is one of the most important “truths” of this story.  Remember that Joseph is a religious 
man, a righteous man, a man who values relationship with God.  He has followed God’s 
law his whole young life.  But at this most important moment, he ignores the law, 
recognizing that relationship with God is more than following the rule book, recognizing 
that being faithful to God means wrestling with issues and listening for that still, small voice 
– even when that voice contradicts everything we expect.  When I am confronted with 
scripture that makes no sense to me, scripture that advises us to be sexist or racist or 
homophobic, scripture that doesn’t fit with a loving God, I remember Joseph, follow his 
example, and ignore the “law” to listen to God.  I wonder if Jesus, who grew up to teach 
that the law of God is not as important as the love of God, did the same. 
 
I imagine that 2000 years ago the residents of Joseph’s village looked upon him with pity, 
not sure if he was incredibly gullible or amazingly generous.  These days, scholars, 
commentators, preachers and even poets take a similar view.  Ann Weems wrote a whole 
book of poetry about Advent and Christmas, and only one poem was about Joseph.  Even 
that selection arises out of his very insignificance.  The poem begins: 

Who put Joseph in the back of the stable? 
Who dressed him in brown, put a staff in his hand, 

  and told him to stand in the back of the crèche, 
  background for the magnificent light of the Madonna? 
 
But perhaps the very fact that Joseph is sort of neglected is what makes him important, for 
haven’t we all been neglected at one time or another? In fact, Joseph is one of my favorite 
characters in the Christian scriptures.  For, as I see it, Joseph is, more or less, 
representing us , at least in this story of Jesus’ birth.  For Joseph was presented with the 
same story the scriptures offer us; special baby, mysteriously conceived, don’t ask too 
many questions, welcome the miracle and move on.  Of course, Joseph had a few more 
insights than we do, like angelic dreams and knowing for sure whether or not he, at least, 
had slept with Mary. 
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A few years ago I looked up what the Catholic church has put Joseph in charge of; I 
assumed he was a saint, but I wasn’t sure just what he was saint of.  Not surprisingly, 
Joseph is the patron saint of carpenters and fathers.  But he is also the patron saint of 
social justice.  Now, I’m not really clear on the process of determining which-saints-are-in-
charge-of-what, so I don’t really know what the Catholic fathers had in mind when they 
assigned this area to Joseph, but it makes perfect sense to me that Joseph would be in 
charge of social justice.  Joseph represents all of those who are invisible, all of those who 
are on the edge.  This past week, following the death of Nelson Mandela, I kept hearing 
how that great man made everyone around him feel special, and important, as they 
worked together for peace and justice.  Mandela is quoted as having said “You can only 
lead (people) from behind.”  From his position at the back of the stable, Joseph embodies 
the poor and the powerless and the forgotten.  And the promise to all those Josephs is 
sung by angels as they declare Jesus’ name:  God helps. 
 
We’ve all walked a little ways in Joseph’s sandals, right?  We’ve all spent some time in the 
back of the stable.  We can’t be human without experiencing, at some point, betrayal, 
loneliness, and insignificance.  We can’t read a single page of the newspaper without 
facing the world’s pain, imbalance and grief.  This week we’re trying to absorb the death of 
a wonderful young man as we mourn the loss of Michael Clark in a car accident.  And 
we’re about to mark the one-year anniversary of the deaths of 26 children and their 
teachers in Newton, CT.  But even beside such tragedies, if you’re going to have a job, or 
get married, or make friends, or have children, or even plant a garden or paint a room, 
then you will know what it means to struggle, to face disappointment, to practice getting up 
and trying again.  And beside us, in the shadows, St. Joseph says to us, “I know, I’ve been 
there, but let me tell you what the angel told me:  God helps.” 
 
This is the “gift” of Christmas, a promise and a sign that God is in the world, that God is 
with us, that God is born in our midst to walk with us and show us the way and help us at 
every moment.  And this is the challenge of Christmas, that we pay attention to those on 
the edge, that we make sure the powers and principalities are just, that we reach out to 
those who are hurting, that we tend to the unwed mother and the homeless father and the 
lost sheep herders and the bewildered creatures. And the Spirit of God will bind us 
together, with the ancient promise, “God helps”. 
 
‘Cause this whole world is a stable like the ancient one in Bethlehem.  We’re all squeezed 
in here together – cows and babies and shepherds and kings.  We’ve got to make room for 
each other, help those who are frail find a spot on the hay.  We need to make sure that no 
one is pushed out, that there is room for everyone in this makeshift inn.  Everyone needs a 
chance to sit near the baby, feel the miracle of new life.  The angel choir will entertain us.  
The animals will keep us warm.  The star will give us just enough light to see each other’s 
faces.  And it will glow most brightly on Joseph’s face, from his place in the back.  Amen. 


