
4th Sunday of Advent Year A 2025
	The Infancy narrative in St Matthew’s Gospel naturally appears at the beginning, but it was crafted after the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus.  The resurrection of Jesus changed the trajectory of the world by word of mouth in the preaching of the Apostles.  And so, Matthew’s account is more in the nature of a theological reflection on the meaning of Jesus rather than a factual account of His birth.  His birth narrative is like the overture of a symphony.  Themes are sounded, and will be developed in the life of Jesus.
	In one line, the storyteller sets the tension.  Away from Joseph, Mary returns home, with child.  This is a scandal.  Theologically constrained, Matthew does not pursue the details and down-to-earth possibilities.  Instead, he tells us that the Child in Mary’s womb is the work of the Holy Spirit.
	The basic theme is stated.  The work of the Holy Spirit emerges in human life, as a scandal.  During the life of Jesus, He will be considered a scandal.  He will challenge the prevailing understanding of the law, eat with tax collectors and sinners, and make claims that sounds like blasphemy.  What looks like a scandal on one level is really the work of God on a deeper level.
	Joseph is permitted to hold a public inquiry into the matter.  Mary’s situation worsened.  Her shame is exposed in a public way.  Joseph decides not to claim this right of the injured husband.  This Joseph wants to pursue in a quiet way.  This decision makes him righteous.  He does not demand public exposure.  He does not hold Mary in her shame.  Joseph understands and acts on the distinction between Mary and Mary’s perceived sin.  He is trying to respect her and yet not undercut the purposes of the law.
	This struggle will be an ongoing tension of Jesus’ ministry.  He will declare that the center of the law is love of God and love of neighbor (Mt 22: 37-39).  How the law is applied is a creative activity and difficult work.  Joseph is a carpenter.  In spiritual teaching, carpentry is the way of pulling together the pieces of life, fashioning a home for truth.  
Joseph the carpenter is at work here, trying to build a response of love in a world of law.  Jesus will grow up and say the law should be fulfilled, and almost with the same breath say, “unless your righteousness exceeds that of the scribes and Pharisees, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven” (Mt 5: 17-20). To fulfill the law, one has to go beyond it.  
“Just when he resolved to do this, an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream…”  The righteous plan of a quiet divorce is never carried out.  Instead, Joseph is introduced to a new plan.  He experiences a divine communication in a dream, while King Herod has to consult his priests and attendants to find out what God is doing.  Joseph need only go to sleep, to move beyond the ordinary waking consciousness, to have a direct personal experience of divine intentions and activity.
We have a tension between tradition and experience: tradition labels scandal, Joseph is told to call Spirit.  Tradition says to divorce her; the dream experience says to take her into his home.  Will Jesus be a scandal to be rejected or a manifestation of Spirit to be welcomed?  A deeper divine plan is unfolding, and Joseph is part of it.  Joseph’s righteous intention with regard to Mary brings love into the world of law, to extend forgiveness to what looked like sin.  Jesus is Emmanuel--God-With-Us.  Forgiveness of sins is the effect of God’s presence. 
The “God with us” at the beginning of the Gospel is matched at the end of the Gospel by the sending forth Jesus’ statement: “I am with you always, to the end of the age” (Mt 28: 20).  The presence of God does not depart even when He is no longer physically present.  Matthew portrays Jesus as not having a biological father.  The truth about Jesus that needs to be recognized and acknowledged is His spiritual parentage.  The adult Jesus will teach the crowds and His disciples, “call no one your father on earth, for you have one Father--the One in heaven” (Mt 23, 9).   
“When Joseph awoke from sleep, he did as the angel of the Lord commanded him; he took Mary as his wife.”  Hear and obey brings back our familiar Franciscan theme: “Listen”-- to the voice of God.  “Discern”-- struggle to make real what is perceived in a moment of contemplation.  “Go Forth” -- enact it day after day.
Joseph wakes up, but not as from physical sleep.  Now he perceives the divine dimension of what is happening.  Mary’s condition is not scandal but Spirit, and takes her into his home.  He embraces the truth of what is occurring and unites himself to it. 
The story moves from the perception of scandal to the perception of Spirit, from the perception of what is happening is against God to the insight that what is happening is the activity of God.  When the happening is Mary with Child, imagine when the happening is Jesus’ execution is approved by both Jewish and Roman authorities.
Most High, Glorious God, You shape our dreams.  As we put our trust in You, may Your hopes and desires be ours, and we Your expectant people.



