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Our patron, St. Joseph, is certainly one of those “wish-we-knew-more” figures in the Bible.  All the scanty information we have about Joseph comes from the second chapter of Luke and the first two chapters of Matthew.  In those brief chapters, Joseph is spoken to a couple of times; but himself never utters a word.  We are left with a shadowy figure who generally hovers in the background in paintings of the Holy Family, where he stands, anonymous and silent, faithful to his God-given job of protecting Jesus and Mary.  

The apocryphal literature – that is, a variety of biblical-type works that failed to make the “cut” when the Bible was being assembled – offer a bit more information, some of which is at least provocative and entertaining.  Some of these writings report that Joseph married his first wife, Melcha – or Escha or Salome, depending on which sources you read – when he was forty years of age.  This first marriage is supposed to have lasted forty-nine years, and yielded six children, including James, the “brother of Jesus.”

A year after his first wife’s passing, we are told, the Temple priests put out a general announcement searching for a worthy member of the tribe of Judah to espouse Mary, who was then twelve to fourteen years of age.  One supposes that Mary was residing at the Temple because her parents, Joachim and Anne, had presented her there as a toddler, consecrating her to God as a virgin.  (We celebrate this on the feast of the Presentation of the Blessed Virgin Mary, even though it also comes only from non-biblical sources.)  Anyway, if the apocrypha are to be believed, Joseph – then a spritely ninety years of age – offered himself as a candidate for espousal to the teen-aged Mary.


Questions?  I, myself, have a bunch of them!  What prompted a ninety-year old widower and father of six, with nearly fifty years of marriage behind him, to volunteer for this job?  And what prompted the priests suddenly to make a virgin, consecrated from childhood – a Jewish cloistered nun, if you like – available for espousal and marriage?  And what could possibly have prompted them to undertake the trouble and expense of advertising for a worthy candidate in all the local papers throughout the land?  At least we are given a reason why our nonagenarian, Joseph, was declared the lucky winner – apparently, God selected him by means of a miracle.  Naturally, according to the legend, the marriage of Joseph and Mary was to be a virginal one – and both parties are supposed to have understood this from the outset.  The age disparity of nearly eighty years between Joseph and Mary makes this seem a bit more plausible!

The next part of the story, of course, we all know from the New Testament.  The angel Gabriel came to Mary, and the child Jesus was conceived in her womb by the power of the Spirit.  Joseph suffered a moment of anguish, struggling to know what to think of the honor of his pregnant wife, and trying to figure out what to do.  Happily, an angel appeared to him in a dream and explained the whole thing; and Joseph – righteous man that he was – took Mary to wife and embraced the unborn child Jesus as his own.  We have no need to rehearse the familiar Christmas story – the census, the lowly stable, the angels and shepherds and magi.  Eventually in another dream, our hero was warned to flee to Egypt by night to avoid the paranoid wrath of king Herod; and once again, Joseph obeyed without question, choosing to protect Mary and Jesus from the horrible slaughter of the innocents.


After a few years, yet another dream angel told Joseph that the danger had passed, and that the family could return to Nazareth.  And then, if the Bible is to be believed, Jesus, Mary, and Joseph all disappeared into a quiet, hidden life.  With the lone exception of the loss and finding of the twelve-year old Jesus in the Temple – at which point Joseph was still along for the ride – we hear nothing further until Jesus’ baptism by his cousin John at the age of thirty.  Apparently by this time – after all, according to the legend, he would have been a hundred-and-twenty years old! – Joseph had passed on to his eternal reward and was buried at Nazareth.  

Because the information about Joseph was so sparse and sketchy, it took a while for his popular cult to catch fire.  There is evidence that in isolated parts of the Christian East, he may have had a feast day by the early 4th century; and one ancient source claims that in a basilica erected in Bethlehem at that period by St. Helena, there was a lovely oratory dedicated to Joseph.  His cult in the Western Church, on the other hand, did not emerge in any serious way until nearly 500 years later.  Today’s feast day was established by Pius IX in 1847; and the same pope raised it to a first-class feast and declared Joseph patron of the universal Church in 1870.  In 1955, Pope Pius XII – apparently in response to Communist “May Day” celebrations – added the feast of St. Joseph the Worker on May 1; but the man whom the Bible describes as a “teknon” – that is, a carpenter and all around handy-man – was already long-time favorite of Christian manual laborers.


So what are we left with today, other than a delightful occasion to celebrate our faith community here at Old St. Joseph’s with a solemn Mass and a convivial meal?  Who was this “masked man,” Joseph, and what are we to make of him in our own day and time?  A couple of thoughts…  The makers of the 2006 film, The Nativity Story, chose to cast Joseph as a young man, and to move him from the background to the foreground.  The unknown Guatemalan actor, Oscar Isaac, who was 26 years old when he portrayed Joseph, said at the time that he strove to make Joseph “as human as possible…to be fair to him and not make him a walking icon.”  Isaac added: “In theological terms, it’s really interesting… that Joseph was…an integral part of [the Nativity story], and if he had made a couple of different choices, things would have turned out very differently — I mean, I’m sure that God would have found a way, but [Joseph] had a lot of responsibility.”  


For producer Marty Bowen, a Catholic and former altar boy, the heroism of Joseph was a significant theme of the film.  “I think it’s a story of heroism,” Bowen observed, and not heroism in a [WW II hero],…take-over-a-Panzer-division version, but a version of a simple man trying to do what he thinks is right. I think there is something heroic about that.”  I have to agree with Bowen.  For us ordinary folks, as we struggle through Lent “trying to do what we think is right” through fasting, almsgiving, and prayer, our humble, quiet parish patron can give “heroic” meaning to our ordinary, everyday efforts.  

And perhaps Joseph can also teach us Ignatian gratitude – the sense that all the created things of this world, including our loved ones, are given to us as gifts by God to be used or related to insofar as they help us to give God glory.  On this point, actor Oscar Isaac poignantly mused: “How does a man share the woman he loves with God?  I mean, that’s what [Joseph] has to do.  He loves God with all his heart, and he loves this woman selflessly, and then he chooses her.  So he can’t have a family, he can’t have it the way he wanted to…  He can’t just live in his little house…in Nazareth.  He has to literally share this woman [with God].”  And he’s right.  I think that in our secularized and disenchanted world, we can all use a role model like Joseph to show us what it might mean to put God in first place, always and everywhere.


Pope John Paul II seemed to be thinking along the same lines when he spoke of this feast in 2002: “The extreme discretion with which Joseph carried out the role entrusted to him by God highlights his faith even more, which consisted in always listening to the Lord, seeking to understand his will and [obeying] it with his whole heart and strength. This is why the Gospel describes him as a ‘just’ man (Mt 1,19). In fact, the just [person] is the person who prays, lives by faith, and seeks to do good in every concrete circumstance of life…  Faith nourished by prayer…is the most precious treasure that Saint Joseph transmits to us.”  

But if we truly desire to know and to understand St. Joseph better, we should follow the suggestion of St. Ignatius in the “Exercises” and get to know the man in our prayer.  We forget that we can, in our prayerful imaginations, choose to “ask for what we desire” – in this case, to know Joseph more intimately.  We can speak with him directly; and we can also approach the ones who know and love him best – his wife, Mary, and his son, Jesus. And so, in that spirit, Let us pray.  


“To you, Blessed Joseph, we turn in our struggles and hardships, and having sought the help of your holy Spouse, Mary, we confidently seek your assistance as well. By the loving affection that united you to Mary, the Mother of God; and by the fatherly love with which you embraced the Child Jesus, we humbly ask you to look with a gracious eye on the inheritance of eternal life which Jesus Christ purchased for us by His own Blood, and to help us in our need by your powerful intercession.  


“Defend, watchful guardian of the Holy Family, those of us whom Jesus has called to be his brothers and his sisters.  Keep us, loving father, from all error and corruption. Aid us from on high, valiant defender, in our conflict with the powers of darkness. And as you rescued the Child Jesus when his life was threatened, we ask you now to defend His Church from the snares of the enemy and from all adversity. Shield us ever under your patronage, so that imitating your example and strengthened by your help, we may live a holy life, die a happy death, and one day join you in sharing the joys of heaven. Amen.”
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