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18 Now the birth of Jesus the Messiah took place in this way. When his mother Mary had been 
engaged to Joseph, but before they lived together, she was found to be with child from the Holy 
Spirit. 19 Her husband Joseph, being a righteous man and unwilling to expose her to public 
disgrace, planned to dismiss her quietly. 20 But just when he had resolved to do this, an angel 
of the Lord appeared to him in a dream and said, “Joseph, son of David, do not be afraid to take 
Mary as your wife, for the child conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit. 21 She will bear a son, 
and you are to name him Jesus, for he will save his people from their sins.” 22 All this took 
place to fulfill what had been spoken by the Lord through the prophet: 
23 “Look, the virgin shall conceive and bear a son, and they shall name him Emmanuel, which 
means, “God is with us.” 24 When Joseph awoke from sleep, he did as the angel of the Lord 
commanded him; he took her as his wife, 25 but had no marital relations with her until she had 
borne a son; and he named him Jesus. 
 
 When my son Ben was about 3 years old, we were out driving with my 

parents in the countryside between Waxahachie and Maypearl. It was a beautiful 

spring day. We came to a rural cemetery and chapel named Bethel and it seemed 

like a good time to get out of the car, stretch our legs, and take a walk through the 

old markers in the cemetery and see if we recognized some names. We 

unfastened Ben from his car seat and he set him down. It was the first time Ben 

had seen a cemetery but we had tried to explain in a simple way what a cemetery 

was. As soon as his feet hit the ground, Ben took off, walking along the stone 

wall that surrounded the cemetery. He rounded the corner and passed through an 

old iron gate into the cemetery. Ben stopped to take it all in, looking from left to 

right at the carved crosses and the statues of angels marking the graves. Turning 

around to face us, he threw out his arms and proclaimed with great joy: “So this 

is heaven!” 
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 It made me think we hadn’t explained the whole cemetery thing accurately. 

But what I remember best was the look on that little face. I suspect that when 

Ben actually arrives in heaven at the end of his life, his expression will be no 

more joyful than it was on that day in that little country cemetery. 

     In preparation for lighting the candle of joy on our Advent wreath this week, 

in preparation for sending you out as messengers of joy in the week for the 

ahead, I became a student of joy this week. I did my homework. I went first to 

our church library and did some research in the Family Virtues Guide which 

teaches parents how to teach their children the virtues common to Christianity 

and all major world religions. Joy is one of those virtues. Here’s how it is 

described so that children can understand it: 

 Joy is being filled with happiness, peace, love and a sense of well-being. 
Joy is inside us all. It comes from an appreciation for the gift of life. It comes 
when we are doing what we know is right. Joy is related to fun but is not exactly 
the same thing. Fun comes from what is happening outside—having a good time. 
Joy comes from what is happening inside. 
…..If we are joyful, things still happen to us, some good and some bad, but down 
deep we stay calm and serene. We continue to feel loved and safe. When good 
things happen, we are glad and the happy feelings last longer. When sad things 
happen, we let the sadness come and then let it go. 
 
 After consulting The Family Virtues Guide I turned to science and 

discovered recent neuroscientific studies at Harvard and other institutions that 

offer exercises anyone can practice for increasing the level of joy in our lives. 

Here’s one of those exercises: 

 Did you know that our brains are loaded with a protective instinct that 

causes us to notice and retain negative experiences over positive ones? There’s a 

reason for this—it’s a survival mechanism. The good news is that we can level 
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the playing field between negative and positive experiences. We can actually 

strengthen our neurological happiness circuits. Here’s how you do it: Whenever 

you experience a moment of joy or contentment, push the pause button. Notice 

the feelings in your body, notice your state of mind, focus on the feeling of 

warmth in your chest, take note of how your mind feels light and open. Take one 

more moment to lean in to this experience of joy, psychologists call it 

“memorizing” the feeling. As you linger in this moment of joy here’s what’s 

happening in your brain. You are causing neural circuits to fire repeatedly, 

making those circuits stronger. One way to describe this is that we are learning 

how to memorize joy. Once you practice dwelling intentionally on this moment 

of joy, you will be able to return to the moment and relive that same experience 

of joy again and again. 

 From science of joy I turned to God’s word. What do the scriptures teach us 

about joy? I suspected I would find more references to joy in the New Testament 

but I was wrong. The Hebrew Scriptures are filled with joy, especially Psalms. It 

seems obvious to me that the psalmists understood a direct connection between 

praising God and joy. 

Listen to these lines from six out of 150 psalms: 

Let all who take refuge in the Lord rejoice; let them ever sing for joy. Psalm 5:11 
 
God, you show me the path of life. In your presence there is fullness of joy. Psalm 
16:11 
 
Your anger is but for a moment, but your favor is for a lifetime. Weeping may 
linger for the night, but joy comes with the morning. Psalm 30:5 
 
Lord, you have turned my mourning into dancing; you have taken off my 
sackcloth and clothed me with joy.  Psalm 30:11 
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Clap your hands, all you peoples; shout to God with loud songs of joy. Psalm 
47:1 
For the Lord has been our help, and in the shadow of His wings we can sing for 
joy. Psalm 63:7 
 
The psalmists found joy in God’s beautiful creation--The pastures of the 
wilderness overflow, the hills gird themselves with joy. The meadows clothe 
themselves with flocks, the valleys deck themselves with grain, they shout and 
sing together for joy. Psalm 65:12-13 
 
 In the gospels, Jesus frequently uses the word joy in his parables. Do you 

remember the stories he tells in the fifteenth chapter of the Gospel of Luke about 

the lost sheep, the lost coin, and the lost son? There is a refrain Jesus uses 

between each story. “Just so, I tell you, there will be more joy in heaven over one 

sinner who repents than over ninety-nine righteous persons who need no 

repentance.” 

 In the upper room just before his arrest, Jesus concludes his farewell 

discourse by saying to his disciples, “I have said these things to you so that my 

joy may be in you, and that your joy may be complete.” 

 God has created us for joy but more often than not it is worry that robs us of 

our birthright. Worry is the illusion that we can somehow intervene and prevent 

tomorrow’s heartache. When we live in worry we miss what’s happening in the 

present because we are dwelling on the future. We are so distracted by worry that 

we miss out on those moments of joy. They don’t even register in a mind that’s 

filled with worry. 

 In our scripture for today, Joseph finds himself overcome with worry. Any 

responsible man can’t help but worry with a baby on the way, but Joseph’s 
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situation is impossibly complicated. Matthew describes Joseph as a righteous 

man and that’s the problem—the law of Moses that it is the duty of a righteous 

man to divorce a wife who is unfaithful. There is no other legal option, no 

allowance for extenuating circumstances. Still, Joseph cares for Mary and he 

can’t help but worry about what will become of her. Even if he dismisses her 

quietly there is still the potential for a scandal that will haunt her the rest of her 

life. 

 After tossing and turning for many nights, Joseph gets the information that 

puts his worried mind at ease. “Joseph, don’t be afraid. Mary hasn’t been 

unfaithful. Take her as your wife, she is part of God’s plan to save us from our 

sins.” 

 This is good news, indeed. When Joseph awakens from his dream he is able 

to follow his conscience and do the honorable thing—to care for Mary and 

protect her from harm. 

 Notice that the angel solves another dilemma. “Joseph, son of David,” says 

the angel because the genealogy of Jesus is important. In Matthew’s genealogy 

Jesus can be the son of David only through Joseph and yet Joseph is not the 

biological father of this baby. But no worries! In verse 21 the angel instructs 

Joseph to name the baby Jesus. The act of naming the baby is holy. When Joseph 

speaks the baby’s name, he acknowledges Jesus as his son. In effect, Joseph 

adopts Jesus and by doing so incorporates him legally into the genealogy of King 

David. 

 There will no doubt be great joy for Joseph in the days ahead. And there 

will be complications. We long for more information about this good and 

righteous and honorable man who will raise Jesus and teach him and love him 
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and provide for him. I think because of the absence of details, Joseph has inspired 

the best of writers to fill in the blanks. I want to share with you one of my 

favorite examples of that—a small poem about Joseph by Ann Weems in her 

book Kneeling in Bethlehem. 

Getting to the Front of the Stable 

Who put Joseph in the back of the stable? 
Who dressed him in brown, put a staff in his hand, and told him to stand in the 

back of the crèche as background for the magnificent light of the Madonna? 
 
God-chosen, this man Joseph was faithful 

in spite of the gossip in Nazareth 
in spite of the danger from Herod. 

This man, Joseph, listened to angels and it was he who named the Child 
Emmanuel. 

Is this man to be stuck for centuries in the back of the stable? 
Actually, Joseph probably stood in the doorway guarding the mother and child or  

greeting shepherds and kings. 
When he wasn’t in the doorway, he was probably urging Mary to get some rest,  

gently covering her with his cloak, assuring her that he would watch the 
Child. 

Actually, he probably picked the Child up in is arms and walked him in the night,  
patting him lovingly until he closes his eyes. 

 
This Christmas, let us give thanks to God for this man of incredible faith into  

whose care God placed the Christ Child. 
As a gesture of gratitude, let’s put Joseph in the front of the stable where he can  

guard and greet and cast an occasional glance at this Child who brought us 
life. 


