Second Fiddle

Matthew 1:18-25


It’s often been said that the most difficult instrument in the orchestra is “second fiddle.”  But Joseph plays it masterfully.  As I’ve been thinking about Joseph this week the song “Wind Beneath My Wings” has been running through my mind.  That’s Joseph.  The wind beneath Mary’s wings.  


An eight-year-old girl was showing her preschool sister a picture of Mary and baby Jesus.  The younger sister looked closely at the picture and said, “Where’s Joseph?”  The older sister thought for a moment and then replied, “He’s taking the picture.”  (story file, 15.2.1)


That rather aptly describes Joseph’s role in the Christmas drama, doesn’t it?  His part does not take him center stage.  His is definitely a supporting role.  Everybody’s taking pictures of Mary and the baby.  Joseph is there straightening up the stable, bringing Mary a glass of water, organizing the sheep, answering the door.    Out of the spotlight, yet standing by to help.  


In many Christmas dramas, Joseph becomes almost a shadow figure in his supporting role.  As if his presence is not needed.  As if there were not much to this man who married the mother of Jesus.   Most often, we don’t do him justice.  He has great depth of character, and is essential to the story.  His integrity, and faith and love become an inspiration to all of us.   


So, let’s look at the miracle of the Incarnation from Joseph’s perspective.  


Many times when we talk about miracles, we think of wonderful, exuberant feelings.  Starry skies, and warm crackling fires.  Cozy fuzzy feelings and all is well.  That’s what gets portrayed in Christmas cards and in tv ads this time of year. But what often happens in real miracles is that they begin with great loss.


For instance, a carpenter was helping his church build some crates for the clothes they were sending to an orphanage in China.  On his way home, he reached into his shirt pocket to find his glasses, but they were gone.  When he mentally replayed what he had done that day, he realized what must have happened; the glasses had slipped out of his pocket unnoticed and fallen into one of the crates, which he had nailed shut.  And the crates were already on their way to China.  


This took place back in the Great Depression.  This man had six children and he had spent $20 just that morning to buy those new glasses that were on their way to China.  He was very upset, and he let God know how unfair this was.  After all, he’d been very faithful in his giving of both time and money to God’s work, and he had so little left.  


Several months later, the director of the orphanage was on furlough in the US, and he visited the churches that had supported him in his work in China.  So he came to the church where that carpenter was a member.  The missionary thanked the people for their generosity.  “But most of all,” he said, “I must thank you for the glasses you sent last year.  You see, the Communists had just swept through the orphanage, destroying everything, including my glasses.  I was desperate.  Even if I had the money, there was simply no way of replacing those glasses.  Along with not being able to see well, I experienced headaches every day, so my coworkers and I were much in prayer about this.  Then your crates arrived.  When my staff removed the covers, they found a pair of glasses lying on top.”  The missionary paused long enough for his words to sink in. Then he said, “Folks, when I tried on the glasses, it was as though they had been custom-made just for me!  I want to thank you for being a part of that.”  The congregation was happy for him, but most of them thought he must have confused them with some other church.  They had sent no glasses.  But sitting quietly in the back, with tears streaming down his face, an ordinary carpenter realized the Master Carpenter had used him in an extraordinary way.  (parables, etc. 21.9.6)  It was a miracle.  But it began with loss.


That’s the way it was for Joseph.  His miracle began with loss and with great pain.  It was a tough pill to swallow and it would require a great deal from him.  Try to pry your mind loose from those sweet Christmas cards and warm fuzzy feelings and think about the real world that Joseph and Mary lived in.  

The contemporary version of the Bible that we read sort of reinterprets the story to make the marriage customs make sense in our own experience, but in case you have not heard this before, let me explain how it was for them.   In that time in Israel, a couple would get engaged when they were young children.  It would be an arranged marriage, by their parents or a matchmaker.  The engaged couple might not even know each other.  The second stage was called the betrothal, and this would take place a year before the marriage.  At the betrothal, the couple would confirm the agreement that had been made earlier on their behalf.  Once a couple was betrothed, they were committed.  They were even called husband and wife, though they did not live together as husband and wife.  If the man would die during that year, the woman would be considered a widow.  Today’s story takes place during the betrothal stage of Joseph and Mary’s relationship.  They were committed as husband and wife, but had not consummated the marriage.  All the plans were in place.  The future was open before them.  They looked forward with excitement to the life they would live together.  

When Mary told Joseph that she was pregnant, and he knew he was not the father, his world caved in about him.  This cannot be!  And yet it was.  It was not a happy announcement.  Joseph was angry, confused, he felt betrayed.  He took an inventory of his options, and none of them were really good ones.  Marriage suddenly seemed out of the question.  He could try to believe Mary’s wild story about the child being from God, but that was simply too much for any man to swallow.  After 2,000 years of telling the story, you and I may take this for granted, but Joseph certainly could not.  Nor could you or I have taken it for granted if we had been in his shoes.  A second option was to go through a public divorce, and expose Mary’s indiscretion.  But he cared too much for her to let her be exposed to that kind of disgrace.  Plus, under Jewish law, adulterers could be stoned to death.    So, he chose a third option, one that would show both his love for Mary and his integrity.  He would divorce her, but quietly, and grieve the loss.  

This is how Joseph experienced the miracle of the Incarnation.  No starry skies.  No rosy glow coming in the window.  No soft music playing in the background.  Just a deep sense of loss, and a heart-wrenching decision.  

Then the angel came.  After the lightning bolt of pain, after the decision that felt like death.  Then God spoke to Joseph in such a way that Joseph could understand and believe and embrace the truth.   God knew what Joseph and Mary both needed.  Joseph needed to hear God for himself.  And Mary needed Joseph to believe of his own volition, not just because she said so.  She needed a man who could be honest about his doubts, and then commit himself fully to the life they both would now live.  

That’s the other part of the miracle that’s tough.  It turned out that the miracle would require a great deal of him.  It would seriously change his life.  For starters, he would have to get used to strangers barging in in the middle of the night to see the baby.  He would have to live with the wagging tongues of the townspeople who would have a field day with the timing of Jesus’ birth relative to Mary and Joseph’s wedding.  He would have to adjust to being stalked by those who wanted no part of this Incarnation.  Instead of returning to Nazareth to begin a normal family routine, he would have to take a few detours, to keep Jesus from being killed.  Arthur Ashe was quoted as saying that “true heroism is remarkable sober, very undramatic.  It is not the urge to surpass all others at whatever the cost, but the urge to serve others at whatever the cost.”  (story file, 14.3.1)  That sounds a little like Joseph.  

If you can get inside Joseph’s skin and understand his struggle, then I think you will be more ready to experience the miracle for yourself. God’s miracles do not always come to us wrapped in glitter and gold.   They do often come hidden in a very painful experience.   And when we embrace God’s will for us, as Joseph did, much will be required of us.  

It’s kind of like the alarm clock that a little boy got from his grandparents for Christmas.  The next day, when the grandparents called, they asked how his new clock worked.  He said, “The clock works great!  There’s just one problem with it, though; this morning when it went off, it woke me up!”  (story file, 16.3.1)

What can we take home from Joseph’s story?  Don’t give up if the spotlight has eluded you.  Maybe like Joseph, you have a supporting role to play.  But that doesn’t make it unimportant.  Without you, the drama will be cold and empty.  Don’t despair if the road you have been traveling is a road of sorrow and pain and if you’ve had to make tough decisions because of things that have happened to you.  Look for the miracle God may be bringing your way.  Perhaps like Joseph, the loss will open your heart to hear God.  Be ready to embrace not only the miracle, but also the risk and the change God will call you to.  

And remember, the One who calls you is the One who held back nothing.  This is the same One who loved us to the extent of sending his own Son for us all.  

PAGE  
5

