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The purpose of Matthew’s Nativity narrative is to show that the birth of Jesus was the 

fulfillment of God’s promises to God’s people that had been revealed by the prophets of 

Hebrew Scripture. Jesus’ virginal birth is not only fulfillment of Scripture, but a reminder 

that our salvation is an undertaking initiated by God, not humans. It’s an undertaking that 

involves our cooperation, however, and one that entirely changes our destiny. 

Beyond presenting the theology of fulfillment, the gospel tells us something important 

about exactly how God enters into the human story. Not only the story of the human race 

writ large, but your personal story and mine, too. Let’s take a closer look and start by 

examining how God entered Joseph’s story. 

As you recall, Joseph had a dream. Everyone knows that dreams happen at night, when 

we’re asleep. Scripture tells us that God likes to do things when we’re asleep. Presumably 

it has to do with the fact that when we’re asleep we’re quiet and out of God’s way.  

Remember, Eve showed up when Adam was asleep. God appeared to Jacob in a dream. 

The book of Daniel is full of people dreaming things and even Pontius Pilate’s wife had a 

dream, which Pilate chose to ignore to his everlasting disgrace. God changes the game 

plan and gets stuff done when we’re quiet and out of God’s way. 

Let’s look closely at Joseph’s story now. When he decided to divorce Mary quietly, 

Joseph was wide awake, consciously connecting the dots. Joseph knew that the 

punishment for a betrothed woman found with child before living together with her 

husband was public humiliation followed by her being stoned to death.  

He was going to do what he had been taught he had to do, but being a good man, he 

wasn’t going to allow Mary to be harmed in the process, even if doing so put him at odds 

with his neighbors’ expectations and his religious tradition. I think that puts him in the 

same category as you and me, unless I miss my guess. The gospel tells us he then came 

up with a plan as logically as you and I might have done had it been us who were in that 
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situation. Like you and me, too, his plan made it quite clear that he loved Mary very 

much, but the rules were the rules. He probably went to bed that night deciding he needed 

to sleep on it. 

But now’s the time to hold the phone. No one plans anything in dreams. We can’t. Our 

connect-the-dots, rules are rules apparatus is offline. No little voices in our heads are 

telling us to do this, remember that or avoid doing thus and such. Nope – sleep is a 

special form of quiet time. That quiet time’s when God enters Joseph’s story and changes 

it completely. Joseph, for his part, upon awakening, discerned that what he’d dreamt was 

the loving thing to do, chose to trust what he had experienced and turned his plans around 

180 degrees. Therein lies a very important invitation for us to ponder. 

Can you and I remember a time when we were quiet enough to allow God to enter our 

own story and maybe even change it, perhaps completely? What might an experience of 

God’s presence have to be like for you and me to trust God the way Joseph did and let 

that happen? It sounds like a tall order, and it is. Indeed, to become like St. Joseph, the 

14th century mystic Meister Eckhart challenged his fellow Dominicans to learn to trust 

God the way they did before they were even born.  

The moment we decide to trust God like that is the moment we become open to a deep 

awareness of how God works with God’s creatures. The plan becomes all God’s; the 

discernment and trusting consent remains all ours. 

Let me suggest a contemplative Advent exercise for you that might take you to the 

doorstep of this kind of awareness. Some evening this week, go into one of your rooms 

that’s lit only by the soft Christmas lights from a window, or the tree. That quiet 

semidarkness has the aura of the time just before we fall asleep, maybe even the time just 

before we were created. 
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Sit comfortably, close your eyes and breathe quietly. If thoughts come, thank them 

cheerfully and let them know you’ll be back a bit later. Then let yourself simply consent 

with joy to God’s presence and action within you. Embrace that presence wordlessly, the 

way you would sit quietly and hold a newborn baby, just looking at the peaceful wonder 

of it. If it’s helpful, imagine that the baby is you.  

When thoughts or words come, placidly resist your attention being hijacked by simply 

dismissing them politely with a promise to come back to them later, as gently as a feather 

drops on a pillow. Let the moment be like those times when we receive the Eucharist and 

simply hug Jesus wordlessly, sensing it’s just so good, and quite enough, to be together. 

You will shortly be in the same space as Joseph in his dream, out of God’s way and out 

of your own way, in tune with God’s presence and action within you. When it’s time, and 

you will know it’s time, you can come back to earth by simply reciting an Our Father, 

thanking God for the time together, and inviting those thoughts back.  

If your experience is like Joseph’s, you might be surprised to find that those thoughts 

have changed complexion in some way. Experiences vary, but you may find them 

somehow more loving, kind and compassionate; less stressful and urgent.  

It may even be that you sense that you need to do something quite different than what 

you’ve originally had in mind when you sat down. As often as you spend quiet time in 

tune like this with God, away from your own plans and agenda, the more you will likely 

come to relish and trust God’s presence and action in the story of your life the way St. 

Joseph did. 


