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The Dream 
 
Let us pray… 
 
A family in Manchester, NH made national news this week.  For 16 years they’ve put a 
manger scene in their yard.  This year, somebody stole the figure of Mary.  So the 
family painted a big sign, saying:  “Please help!  Mary Missing, Joseph Doesn’t Want to 
be a Single Dad”.  I love the humor and generosity of this family.  Reporters and 
commenters are inviting them to condemn the “thieves” and a world in which someone 
would steal Mary.  With Christmas spirit, they’ve refused to do so, and just hope to get 
Mary back. 
 
In the photo I saw of the Mary-less manger scene, Joseph appears to be taking his 
wife’s disappearance relatively calmly; he’s got his usual docile look on his face, gazing 
lovingly at a hay bale, an expression which will make more sense when the baby Jesus 
“arrives” on Christmas Eve.  But you can only imagine some of the thoughts that might 
be going through his head.  He’s used to being an afterthought.  When people are 
setting up their crèches at home, they can’t tell the difference between Joseph and the 
shepherds.  Mary gets to proclaim the Magnificat, Joseph says exactly ZERO words in 
the whole bible.  Now he realizes he isn’t even important enough to kidnap; yeah, he’s 
almost jealous of Mary for getting stolen.  Especially if she’s being hidden someplace 
warm and dry.  And then he thinks, doesn’t it figure, that he’d end up not just marrying 
the woman pregnant with someone else’s child, but raising that child on his own. 
 
Now, remember that the bible is a collection of poetry, worship, religious laws and 
stories, all geared toward understanding God, God’s relationship with us, and how God 
calls us to live.  It’s not “history”, at least not the sort that could have been recorded with 
a video camera.  So I’m not particularly interested in what actually happened to two 
engaged teenagers 2,000 years ago; I am very interested in the way their story has 
been told, and what relevance their story might have for us today.  And in that story, I 
think Joseph is my favorite character. 
 
He was probably about 15 years old when his father and Mary’s arranged the 
engagement.  Even though he might have only met Mary a few times, no doubt it was 
devastating when he heard she was pregnant; everybody would be whispering about 
him, either mocking him or – worse – feeling sorry for him.  Joseph knew the rules; for 
her infidelity, Mary should be stoned, made to stand before the community and have 
rocks thrown at her, which would probably cause her to lose the child.  But according to 
the text, Joseph didn’t want to put her through that, so he plans to “dismiss her quietly”.  
But maybe he didn’t want to put himself through that either.   
 
So Joseph, early in life, has just faced a whole bunch of disappointment and loss.  
Everything he was looking forward to has just disappeared. Instead of joy and 
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anticipation, he is full of shame.  And grief.  And there is no support group, no therapist, 
no anti-anxiety med to help.  I can imagine he had a hard time just getting through the 
day.  He probably slept a lot, trying to escape in his dreams. 
 
That’s why I like Joseph.  He’s gone through tough times.  He’s known pain and 
disappointment.  People he cares about have let him down.  He’s like all of us.  Haven’t 
you ever wanted to go back to bed rather than face another day full of job searches or 
divorce paperwork or a child in crisis or a parent’s illness?  We’ve all been Joseph, 
seeking refuge in dreams. 
 
Except Joseph can’t get away from his life, even when he’s sleeping.  Angels keep 
breaking in.  They’re on Mary’s side, backing up her story, saying that the child she is 
carrying is connected, somehow, to God’s Spirit.  Fine, Joseph answers in the dream, 
I’m not going to have her stoned, she can keep the baby, good luck to her. 
 
But the angels want more.  They say he has to marry Mary, and raise the child.  Not 
only that, Joseph has to name the child, which in his culture means truly taking 
ownership of the child, announcing to the world that he’ll consider the baby “his”.  These 
are awfully greedy angels, not the least bit sensitive to Joseph’s situation.  And when 
Joseph asks, “Well, will this baby boy at least care for me in my old age?”, the angels 
are strangely silent. 
 
But then the angels keep singing the same sacred text over and over again, so much so 
that it’s stuck in his head even when he wakes up.  He can’t stop hearing the words of 
the prophet Isaiah, day in and day out:  “Look, the young girl shall conceive and bear a 
son, and they shall name him Emmanuel”.  That name, that word, follows him 
everywhere, “Emmanuel”.  Joseph doesn’t need the angels to translate, he knows what 
the name means:  God is with us. 
 
At first, I imagine such a notion seemed a bit ridiculous to Joseph.  “God with us”?!  
Joseph’s people were under Roman rule, with economic and political oppression.  
Personally he’d just found out his fiancé cheated on him, and now he was supposed to 
marry her.  If this is what things look like when “God is with us”, what good is God?  
“Emmanuel” could sound more like a curse than a name. 
 
It’s like those terrible clichés that we must strike from our speech:  God never gives you 
more than you can handle…  God has a plan…  Everything happens for a reason…  
Nope, uh uh, definitely not.  These are the kinds of things we say when we don’t know 
what to say, because they make us feel better, but they often make the person we’re 
saying them to feel worse.  Better to just say, “I don’t know what to say, but I’m here.”  
It’s honest, and less hurtful. 
 
And it’s probably what the angels should have said to Joseph:  “We need you to marry 
Mary, and raise that baby you’re going to name Jesus.  So sorry, don’t know what to 
say, but we’re here for you.”  Instead the angels make promises about God being 
nearby, and they vanish when Joseph wakes up. 
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Did Joseph believe the dream-invading angels?  I don’t know.  But I wonder.  Seems 
like this would have been a good place in scripture for a speech from Joseph, “My soul 
magnifies the Lord and so I will marry Mary and we will have a son and name him 
Jesus!”  But nothing like that survives.  Perhaps because the speech that Joseph did 
give is not suitable for print.  But apparently he decided to at least “fake it ‘til you make 
it”, because he married Mary and took care of her and her baby, which is how he comes 
to be in manger scenes from which Mary is stolen.   
 
Maybe I’m projecting onto Joseph too much when I imagine him skeptical of the angel’s 
promise of Emmanuel, that “God is with us”.  I just think it can be pretty hard for us 
human beings to hold on to that belief when we’re going through a rough time.  “God is 
with us” feels pretty believable on a mountain top or hearing beautiful music or in deep 
conversation with a good friend.  But when you’re alone or hurting or afraid – i.e., the 
times you need God the most – those seem to be the hardest times to sense God’s 
presence. 
 
But the angels were promising Joseph something a little different.  Not the symbolic or 
mystical sense of “God with us”, but God really with us, with Joseph, sitting at his 
kitchen table and helping him with the chores.  The angels told Joseph that somehow, in 
some way, the baby Mary was carrying was connected to God’s Spirit.  And so, 
somehow, in some way, God would be present to Joseph day in and day out in this 
baby, in this boy, in Joseph’s own son, Jesus.  This baby, which had been the source of 
such grief and shame for Joseph, would, instead, be the greatest joy of Joseph’s life, 
the greatest gift he would ever receive, the greatest blessing he would ever know. 
 
Maybe it took a few days, a few nights, a mini-series of dreams, for Joseph to really 
believe the angels, that the baby would be not just “Emmanuel - God with us” but “God 
with him”.  God with the one who had been betrayed.  God with the one who had been 
embarrassed.  God with the one who had been lost.  God with him. 
 
Easy for Joseph, we might say, because he had the luxury of angel dreams.  Our world 
is awfully lacking in angelic announcements.  Well, we have Joseph.  Joseph is our 
angel.  In the manger scene he represents hope when things seem hopeless.  Believing 
without evidence.  Calm instead of fear.  Because despite everything, God was with 
Joseph.  And so God will be with us, too.  The angels promised Joseph, but Joseph 
promises us.  When we see him with that steady gaze, focused on the baby, he’s 
showing us that God is right there, right here with us, close enough to touch.  Joseph 
says to us, “If God is with me, in my occupied country and my non-traditional family and 
my heartbroken self, then God is with you, in whatever joy you celebrate and whatever 
pain you face.” 
 
You know, maybe it would be better if Mary doesn’t get returned to that family in New 
Hampshire in time for Christmas.  Right after, sure, so they’ve got her for next year.  But 
maybe this year it should just be Joseph in that manger, taking care of Jesus.  Because 
Joseph isn’t a runner-up, understudy, second-choice character in this story.  Joseph 
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says “Yes” to the angels, to God, to Jesus, to us.  He is the perfect candidate to 
proclaim the Christmas story, the story that God is with us.  The story of Emmanuel. 
 
It’s the fourth Sunday in Advent, the Sunday we talk about love.  And Joseph is also the 
perfect candidate for proclaiming love.  He had every reason to choose fear, say no to 
the angels, embarrass Mary, and reject her baby.  Instead, he chose love, marrying 
somebody who’d already hurt him, raising a child he wasn’t obligated to claim.  He could 
have let the whispers and the glances of his community harden his heart, instead he 
opened it wide.   
 
And we are challenged to do the same.  God was with Joseph.  Joseph who is so often 
overlooked.  Joseph who is at the edges and in the shadows.  Joseph who was 
betrayed and marginalized.  God was with Joseph...  And so God is with the “Josephs” 
in our world today.  It’s not a coincidence that Joseph is the patron saint of immigrants:  
people at risk, on the edge, in the shadows.  “God is with you”, Joseph proclaims 
tothem, as they seek shelter, safety, wholeness.  That’s what love is, standing with 
those who need us.  Today Joseph would be the transgender teen, the undocumented 
worker, the veteran who just can’t sleep inside.  And in their dreams the angels say to 
them, “Emmanuel!  God is with you!”  And maybe they wake up, look around, and say 
“Yeah?  Where?” 
 
And we, we who have also been Josephs, we say, “Here we are.”  For we are the hands 
and feet of God, the presence of God in the world.  Just as Joseph experienced God in 
Jesus, this world can meet God in us.  We can be the ones to open our hearts and our 
hands and our homes to love.  When we see oppression, we work for justice.  When we 
witness grief, we don’t turn away.  When we encounter hatred, we respond with 
compassion.  Not just one Sunday a year, but again and again, we show love, we give 
love, we are love. 
 
Like Joseph.  Who is in Manchester, NH, gazing lovingly at a bale of hay.  In our own 
manger, keeping watch over a wooden baby.  In a hotel room nearby, planning 
Christmas dinner for his kids in a microwave.  In Aleppo, trying to keep his neighbors’ 
children alive.  Around the world, whispering the promise, “God is with us.  Emmanuel.”  
And waiting for us to join him.  Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


