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What Honeymoon: The Story of Joseph
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Many of you know that Karla and I celebrated 25 years of marriage this fall. There are some of you who are so young that 25 years probably seems like an eternity. I am here to tell you that it is not. And of course, what Karla and I look forward to is to celebrate what many of you have celebrated, and that is 50 years of marriage, or 60 years, or more.

It is interesting to look back and think of things you would do differently. I think our first suggestion would be to keep the wedding day as simple as possible. Don’t get so caught up in the ceremony of it with grandeur and expense, that you can’t enjoy the moment and the friends and the family. I think Karla and I did a half way decent job of that, although we did have to consider inviting two congregations to our wedding - the one I was serving and the one my father-in-law was serving where we got married.

Things I would do differently? Perhaps take more seriously my father-in-law’s offer to take the money he was willing to spend on the wedding and go elope. I don’t know if he was serious about that or not, but the older I get the more I question why I didn’t take him up on the offer.

Of course, we were young - one of us more so than the other. When you are young and in love, you want to shout it from the mountain. You want it to ring through the valley. You want to celebrate with your friends. So, you plan a wedding where all can gather.

Expectations run high for weddings, perhaps even higher for honeymoons. We imagine the exotic, the out of the ordinary, the lavishness of a one-time special getaway, and the romance. I am not sure how many honeymoons live up to expectations. I know for Karla and me, both recent graduates and new in our respective employment, already in debt with cars that had to be purchased and other inconvenient expenses of being “grown-up” and living on your own, we had exactly three days and very little money to pack in all that expectation.

So we ventured out to exotic Traverse City in late fall where nothing is happening because it is too cold for the beaches and too warm for playing in the snow. It was dreary and cloudy, and some of the most exciting and cheapest entertainment we could find was the presidential debate on TV between Reagan and Mondale.

It’s hard to see through the veil after 25 wonderful years, but I don’t think I would be wrong to say that our honeymoon may not have lived up to the anticipation. I am sure, given society’s hype and expectation about what a honeymoon is supposed to be like, we probably missed the mark.

But I can’t imagine anyone who might be more disappointed in their honeymoon than Joseph. Freshly engaged, only to find out he is engaged to a pregnant woman, no thanks to him.

We are in the middle of a three-week series to look at the “inconvenient incarnation,” why God’s presence in our lives does not always feel like a good thing. Last week we saw how it affected Herod. Next week we will look at Mary. This week we consider Joseph. 

We don’t know a lot about Joseph, so it is not totally fair for me to lay on him my assumption of how he should feel in light of the circumstances. But to say that the incarnation of God, as we have come to understand it with the birth of Jesus, was inconvenient for Joseph is probably an understatement. 

Joseph is mentioned fourteen times by name in the Gospels. That sounds like a lot, but it is usually just in passing without much information. His name appears seven times in Matthew. He’s not mentioned at all in Mark; five times in Luke and two times in John. No other book of the New Testament mentions him. All but four references appear in the infancy narratives of Matthew and Luke. One of the four remaining references occurs in Luke’s genealogy. The other three are references by the crowds in Nazareth and Capernaum, and of Philip, identifying Jesus as the “son of Joseph.”
It’s Matthew that gives the most concentrated attention to Joseph. You might recall that in Luke Joseph is the passive player in the birth narrative. It is through the revelation to Mary that we learn what God is planning. However, in Matthew it is the other way around. Joseph is the active participant of the narrative through whose eyes and ears and dreams we are informed of God’s new intention to be involved in human history.

And there we find that Joseph is betrothed to Mary. You remember your Sunday school lessons. Being betrothed is the first step in being married, but it is more than being engaged as we understand engagement. Betrothal is a binding contract between two households. According to the Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible it occurred for a young woman around the age of twelve, with the young man slightly older. The formal marriage took place about a year later when the woman moved from her parents’ household to that of her husband. In the meantime, even though they were not living together, they were identified as husband and wife. Breaking the betrothal was regarded as divorce - a legal action with certain requirements.

It was during this betrothal time, when they were legally husband and wife, but not yet living as husband and wife, that Joseph finds out that Mary is pregnant. I don’t want you to dwell on this, but can you get in touch with how you would feel if your fiancé became pregnant knowing you had nothing to do with it? Or, if the shoe were on the other foot, how you would feel if you found out that your fiancé is to become the father of a child with another woman?

Of course you can. It is a short path to a deep emotional response when a trust to which we commit ourselves is broken. We do not question Joseph’s response to divorce her. What we question is why he is able to be so civil about it. How deeply humiliated we would feel. Even more so for Joseph in a time that really was quite patriarchal, and women weren’t much more than something that was bargained for and marriage wasn’t much more than a contractual change of ownership of the woman. How humiliating for Joseph that Mary is pregnant.

And yet he does not wish to publicly shame her and so chooses to divorce Mary without a big fuss. Verse 19 says, “Her husband Joseph, being a righteous man and unwilling to expose her to public disgrace, planned to dismiss her quietly.”
It would be very easy out of pain and humiliation to rant and rave, and try to exact some kind of retribution by in turn wanting to cause pain and humiliation in hopes of assuaging the emptiness we might feel with such brokenness of trust. But Joseph doesn’t. And we attribute that to the fact that Matthew says Joseph was “a righteous man and unwilling to expose [Mary] to public disgrace.

But I want you to take a closer look at that sentence. It doesn’t say that “Joseph was a righteous man, therefore unwilling to publicly disgrace Mary.” It says, “Joseph was a righteous man, and unwilling to publicly disgrace Mary.” The fact that Joseph was unwilling to put Mary to public shame is not predicated on the fact that he was righteous. Just the opposite: Joseph was divorcing Mary because he was righteous.

Righteousness, which can also be translated as “just,” is a key word in Matthew’s theology. And in Matthew’s setting to be righteous means “to live by the law.” Joseph, being righteous, wanted to do the right thing in his faithfulness to the Torah. But if he followed the letter of the law, there was a chance that Mary would be stoned to death. Being a compassionate man, Joseph was unwilling to take that chance. So he struggled with this inner conflict of being righteous and doing the right thing. He decided to divorce Mary quietly. Not with a public trial that might mean death for Mary, but nonetheless trying to maintain the spirit of the law.

Therefore, according to M. Eugene Boring, writing for the New Interpreter’s Bible, “Joseph stands at the beginning of Matthew’s Gospel as a model of what Matthew hopes for all disciples, indeed, for each reader of the Gospel.” It is a recognition of the tension that is fleshed out in the Sermon on the Mount in Matthew’s Gospel - “you have heard that it was said, but I say to you…” It is the tension between the prevailing understanding of God’s commandments and the new thing that God is doing in Jesus. How does one act out of righteousness in a way that respects both the law of the Bible and the Christian orientation to love, even if it seems to violate the Law?

Matthew was writing to a community that was suckled on the Law of Moses. After centuries of understanding that covenant in a certain way, God does something new in the person of Jesus Christ, which forces them to stop and rethink what it means to be righteous, what it means to be a part of God’s larger purpose, what it means to stand in covenant with God. It wasn’t easy for them, and it isn’t easy for us.

And while in the beginning it might be like a honeymoon when you realize that your life is grace-filled when you trust it to God, like any relationship that is not maintained with commitment, dedication, perseverance, and hard work, God in your life might feel more like a hindrance than help, more like an intrusion than an infusion of the love that will sustain you. 

Joseph stands at the beginning of Matthew’s story to remind us that incarnation might be inconvenient and faith will have its challenges. If we make the mistake of thinking that once we begin our walk with God we can expect that life will always be exciting, and nurturing, and loving, and happy, and easy, then the relationship won’t last, because, you know as well as I do, that is not the way it works.

It’s not the honeymoon that makes the marriage and it is not the cheap expectations of grace that make our faith. It is the dedication and hard work to dig the deep furrows that will nurture the seeds of joy, contentment, and love into fruit.

A few weeks back I was sitting visiting with Larry Jose, the day after Pauline had died, his wife of 69 years. Pauline had had to move out of their apartment to the nursing facility of their complex. Larry was faithful to go and be with her every day. I don’t remember how the conversation led up to this, but Larry was reflecting on life and very quietly, full of love and contentment, said, “Talk all you want about the passion of young love, but there is no greater passion then sitting by the bed of your wife holding her hand while you wait until she falls asleep.”
Joseph knew and Larry knows that life and faith is no honeymoon, at least the way the world wants to understand that. What we celebrate in the birth of Christ will not always leave you ecstatic or carefree - just the opposite: it may challenge you at the very core of your being. But if you make the commitment to walk the way that is faithful, even though not always convenient, there will be One who holds your hand the entire way.

May God make it so in your life and in mine.
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