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Isaiah 7: 10-14; Romans 1: 1-7; 
Matthew 1: 18-24 

 
ALL IS MYSTERY 

There is a philosophical principle 
developed by an early 14th century 
Franciscan Friar called “Occam’s Razor” 
which states that all things being equal, the 
simplest explanation is most often the 
correct one. Put another way, the 
explanation with the fewest assumptions is 
usually correct. In the movies, Sherlock 
Holmes often used the principle as he solved 
his cases: “It’s elementary, my dear 
Watson,” as he would say as he explained his 
reasoning. Occam’s razor is often a validly 
applied to physical data and experiments 
and casts doubt on conspiracy theories, but 
it is not infallible. 

 
Occam’s Razor does not always work 

so well when applied to human 
relationships, or to God,  because often 
times a situation is not quite so simple and 
the interactions are complex and all things 
are not equal. Occam’s razor might lead us 
to believe that King Ahaz in the first reading 
was very noble and pious since he said he did 
not want to put God to the test by asking for 
a sign, but in reality he was a hypocrite. Like 
Joseph Stalin, often quoted as asking, when 
advised that the Pope should be consulted 
after the end of World War II, “How many 
divisions does he have?” King Ahaz did not 
want to bother with God or be bothered by 
God or religion. He did not want to reform 

his life or depend on God. He thought he had 
found a simpler, surer answer through the 
political and military alliances he had 
contrived. 

Faced with an impending invasion, 
he trusted more in military might and 
political persuasion in order to be able to 
keep his grasp on the reins of power rather 
than remembering all that God had done 
and had promised. He chose what seemed 
simple and expedient rather than trusting in 
God. Yet even in the face of Ahaz’s obstinacy, 
through the prophet Isaiah, God promises a 
future for the Jewish people through a 
descendent of Ahaz who will walk in the 
ways of the Lord and govern rightly. 

 
In today’s Gospel Joseph could have 

applied Occam’s razor. A wordless Saint 
Joseph is understandably perplexed when he 
finds his betrothed to be pregnant and he is 
certain of only one thing – that he did not 
have any part in the conception of the child. 
In this real life situation, the obvious, 
simplest answer, that the mother conceived 
the child through relations with another 
man, would usually be the correct one. In the 



Jewish culture of that time, marriages were 
pre- arranged by the parents of the couple or 
by the village elders, often when the kids 
were less than seven years old. Years later 
when the girl was about twelve, the formal 
engagement, if all had gone well, might take 
place in the home of the bride’s father to 
ratify what had been decided some years 
before. The final stage of the wedding took 
place a year or two later when the bride was 
formally taken to the groom’s home to share 
a bed with him for the first time. It says a lot 
about Saint Joseph that he did not react out 
of anger or jealousy. His right, according to 
Jewish law, was to have Mary publicly tried 
and then stoned as an adulteress. 

 
His compassion lead him to a 

different option which was to divorce her 
quietly but after his dream-visit by an angel 
he even more compassionately come to 
believe Mary, believe the angel and accepts 
Mary and the child into his home regardless 
of the impact that doing so would have on 
his own reputation. Occam’s Razor would 
lead people to wrongly assume that he and 
Mary had not waited to consummate their 
union. St. Paul, in writing to the Romans, 
calls them to belong to Jesus Christ, to be 
holy, calls them to an obedient faith. 

We are not exactly sure what an 
obedient faith means. Perhaps what it 
means is that while the simplest, most 
expedient answer may often be correct, it is 
not always the faithful answer. In making our 

choices and decisions, we also need to 
involve our faith, we need to pray, and we 
need to listen to God. St. Joseph is given to 
us as a model of a righteous man with 
obedient faith. Although Joseph believed 
that keeping the law was doing the will of 
God, he bravely stepped out onto a higher 
road to discern God’s will. He neither 
conformed to the law to expose Mary nor 
quietly “put her aside.” Rather, he took her 
into his home as his wife and embraced her 
son as his own. It takes a special courage for 
rule-keepers to stretch as Joseph did. Rule-
keepers often fear that if life isn’t codified, 
then at best, superiors will be upset if one 
does not follow the rules and at worst, chaos 
will prevail. Joseph shows us how a person 
can be a pious believer, deeply faithful to 
everything within his religious tradition, and 
yet at the same time be open to a mystery 
beyond both his human and religious 
understanding.  

The scriptures today invite us to 
consider how open we are to God’s voice, 
especially when God may be calling us to 
consider an alternative explanation or way 
of thinking and seeing, may be pointing out 
our errors or may be inviting us to do 
something differently or something new. 
The lesson for us is that we don’t know 
everything. We can’t explain everything. All 
human life is a mystery. The virgin birth is a 
mystery. God is mystery. Love is a mystery. 

 
 



Our God delights in and is full of 
surprises. As we finish up this Advent season 
and prepare for the celebration of 
Christmas, the birth of Emmanuel, God with 
us, may our faith in God be renewed. May 
we truly believe that all things are possible 
with God. May we live lives of obedient faith, 
belonging to Jesus Christ and being beloved 
of God, employing Occam’s razor when and 
as appropriate. And may we be open to 
whatever instruction and wisdom and 
guidance God has to offer to us to the 
contrary, all the days of our lives. May God 
be blessed. 
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