
At the beginning of Advent, I told you that God’s story can be summed up in
four words: created, captured, rescued, and response. We have come to the fourth
week of Advent so we are now on that fourth word: response and this word
primarily applies to us. How do we respond to the explosive good news that Jesus
has rescued us from eternal captivity to sin and death?

Remember that in the beginning God created humankind in a state of
friendship with himself and he desired that we be his coworkers. After the Fall,
was our job as God coworkers given to someone else? What does the Bible tell us?
Isaiah 6:8: “Then I heard the Lord saying, ‘Whom shall I send? And who will go
for us?’ And Isaiah responded, “Here I am, Lord. Send me.” Or just look at the life
of Jesus: the twelve apostles. Simon of Cyrene. The Good Thief.  The women at
the foot of the Cross. Joseph of Arimithia. Our redemption is through Jesus alone
but he invited a lot of people to join him in his rescue mission. The Bible,
especially the gospels, can be read as the formation of a band of brothers and
sisters with the mission of helping God reclaim his rightful kingdom.

The Advent season shows us how some of these brothers and sisters
responded to this invitation: The archangel Gabriel, John the Baptist, the Blessed
Virgin Mary.  Today’s gospel shows us Joseph’s response. He says nothing; he just
acts.

Since the earliest days of the Church, there have been three main
interpretations of today’s gospel and why Joseph wanted to “divorce” Mary. One is
the “suspicion theory” which says that Joseph thought Mary was guilty of adultery
and decided to divorce her, and the angel came to correct him; this is the one that
seems most prevalent today because it reflects our own cynical and suspicious
worldview. The second is the “stupefaction theory'' which says Joseph didn’t doubt
Mary’s innocence and purity but that he was confused by her pregnancy and didn’t
know what to do. Then there is the “reverence theory”; this has been endorsed by
some of the ancient Church fathers and medieval theologians…and by me.

The angel told Joseph: “Do not be afraid to take Mary your wife into your
home.” Why was Joseph afraid? Was he afraid that his own reputation would be
damaged by gossip about Mary’s pregnancy? Matthew tells us that Joseph didn’t
want to expose MARY to shame. How does divorcing Mary protect her from
shame? Wouldn’t that make her situation worse, especially if the people of
Nazareth thought another man was the father of the baby? That doesn’t make
sense.



Look at how this passage begins. Matthew tells us: “This is how the birth of
Jesus Christ came about. His mother Mary was found to be with child through the
Holy Spirit.” Is this just background information that we have access to and Joseph
doesn’t? Possibly, but it's also possible that Matthew is giving us the sequence of
events which would mean that Joseph knew the child was from the Holy Spirit and
his fear was fear of the Lord. Then there is the reason the angel gave for Joseph not
to fear: “For it is through the Holy Spirit that this child has been conceived in her.”
That should actually increase Joseph’s fear. Why? What was Mary? The child in
her womb was the son of God; Mary was carrying the presence of God inside her.
What does that make her? The Ark of the Covenant. Joseph was a descendant of
King David, he was from Bethlehem, the city of David. Joseph had to have known
what happened between David and the original ark of the covenant, the one that
accompanied the Israelites as they wandered in the desert after fleeing from Egypt.

As David was bringing the ark to Jerusalem, it began to tip over and a man
named Uzzah reached out to steady it because–if Indiana Jones has taught us
anything–bad things happen when the lid comes off the ark. As soon as he touched
the ark, Uzzah died. David’s response: there’s no way I can bring this thing with
me to Jerusalem; it's too dangerous. Joseph recognized that Mary was the new Ark;
she belongs to God. If his ancestor David did not want the first ark of the covenant
in his city, how can Joseph possibly have this new, living ark in his home? His
desire to divorce Mary quietly wasn’t about anything she had done or anything to
do with her character.  Joseph didn’t want to expose her to shame because,
although he was a righteous man, he was still just a man and as such, he didn’t feel
that he was worthy to be the husband of a woman who belonged to God. Perhaps
Joseph was afraid that he would be the source of Mary’s shame.

The angel reassured Joseph: “Do not be afraid…” Joseph may have had
doubts, but God didn’t. God had full confidence in the two people he chose to raise
His son.

That was Joseph’s response when God asked him to help him get his world
back. What is your response, because we are all being asked the same question. Do
you feel worthy? That’s okay, because no one is worthy…but if God is asking, he
will give us the graces we need to do what he’s asking us to do.

Last weekend we celebrated the feast of Our Lady of Guadalupe. I’ll close
with a the conversation she had with Saint Juan Diego when he felt unworthy of
the mission he was being asked to be carried out.



Juan Diego said to Mary: “I beg you, my Lady, to entrust the delivery of your
message to someone of importance, well known, respected, and esteemed, so that
they may believe him…I am a nobody, a small rope, a tiny ladder, the tail end and
a leaf.” And Mary replied: “My son, I have many servants and messengers to
whom I entrust the delivery of my messages and carry my wishes…But [this time]
it must be you.”

God is asking each one of us to help fight for his kingdom. You might feel
unworthy…a nobody.  But if God is asking: it must be you.


