
Dear Friends, 

There are times when we think we know where life is going; we’ve mapped out what the future is going 

to hold. People excitedly tell others of their plans, how they will get their qualifications, then make their 

way up the career ladder. Or how they are planning to get married, create a home, have children. But 

something unexpected puts all their plans in disarray. It’s happened to plenty of people in the last 

couple of years during the Covid-19 pandemic: lockdown changes lives, and illness and death upended 

ambitions. It’s at moments like these that people have to make different life-changing decisions and the 

strength of their character is shown, overcoming their fears, sticking to their principles and standing by 

others. 

In today’s Gospel, Joseph is betrothed and is expecting to marry Mary. Then he finds that she is 

pregnant. All his plans for the future are in disarray. Yet as a man of honor he decided not to shame 

Mary but divorce her informally.  At first, Joseph seems to see things as they are: Mary is having a baby 

outside wedlock, and this is unacceptable. But it takes an angel for Joseph to see things as they really 

are. To do this, Joseph has to put aside his fears: “do not be afraid,” the angel tells him. 

So, Joseph first has his world turned upside down, and then makes a choice about what he will do next 

that will go against the customs of his people. It is an extraordinary challenge, but Joseph has both the 

strength of character and the faith in God to do it. It is not the life he has chosen, or at least not the way 

he expected life to turn out. Joseph highlights what comes with responsibility and what comes with love. 

While Joseph’s situation is unique – unique in the history of salvation – his story is one that so many of 

us can identify with. Everything he thought was sure – that he had found love with Mary, and could look 

forward to a certain future – is suddenly undone. Nor can life go back to normal. Suddenly, God is asking 

of him something more momentous than Joseph might ever have envisaged. In the annunciation story, 

when the angel appears to Mary, she has to make a choice and she accepts the role that God wants of 

her. In Joseph’s case, what God asks of him could be said to be even harder: he is being asked to stand 

by Mary’s choice. What his life will be in the future is a consequence of her decision. We have to face 

those decisions ourselves in life, too. A husband who stands by his wife when she gives up a well-paid 

job to take on a much lower-paid but worthwhile career; a wife who accepts that her husband can no 

longer take the suffering of more chemotherapy treatment and instead chooses palliative care. 

Joseph’s story also highlights the importance of listening. We are all influenced by our culture, our past 

experiences, and expectations. But Joseph was prepared to listen to the angel. Are we prepared to 

recognize those among us who are credible messengers, who might have something to say that is totally 

unexpected? Can we put aside our preconceived notions, and be open and humble enough to listen to 

those around us, and to discern what God might be saying and what God is calling us to do? The Gospel 

stories around the birth of Jesus frequently refer to fear. When the angel appears to Mary explaining 

that she will conceive the Son of God, when angels appear to the shepherds in the fields announcing 

Jesus’ birth, as well as when the angel appears to Joseph, the message is the same: do not be afraid. All 

of them were shocked by what they saw, and what they were told, but faith in God helped them muster 

courage to deal with what befell them. When we are faced with the most tremendous challenges, can 

we also find the courage to heed the message: do not be afraid? 

Your friend in Jesus                                                                                                                                                         

Msgr. Zach 


