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4th Sunday of Advent 2013 

Today I would like us to think a little about what faith means.  And to do this I would like 

to focus on Mary as our sister-in-faith and as Joseph our brother-in-faith.  The readings 

in both the Roman and Byzantine lectionaries raise the issue of what faith looks like and 

they both culminate in Matthew’s birth narrative in which Mary and Joseph serve as  the 

central figures. 

 

Now to do this, we first of all need to clear away some brush with regard to Mary; 

otherwise we can all too easily get distracted by other issues and then miss the crucial 

thing that the gospel is, I think, trying to get us to get hold of.  Some of the brush that we 

Catholics need to get out of the way has to with the sentimentalized, idealized and 

exaggerated notions of Mary that we have developed over the centuries.  These notions 

push us to look at Mary as a exception  within the human experience rather than as 

someone who can genuinely serve as our sister in the faith, a fellow-believer, and as a 

model for what our own faith might look like. 

 

The first thing that the gospels make clear is that Mary’s dignity resides not in her 

biological relationship to Jesus, which is what we sometimes tend to emphasize, but 

because she was one of those “who heard the word of God and kept it”.  According to 

Jesus’ own criterion, especially in Mark’s gospel, Mary is part of the family of Jesus 

because of her willing response of faith to God, not because Jesus was her biological 

offspring.  “Whoever does the will of God is my brother, my sister and my mother”, 

Jesus says, when he was confronted by his mother and biological family members who 



2  

 

had come to seize him because they thought he had “gone out of his mind”.  Jesus then 

turns to his disciples and says, “here are my mother and my brothers”.  In other words, it 

is the spiritual bond of common commitment to God that really matters.  A point similar 

point is made in Luke’s gospel when a woman in the crowd yells out to Jesus, “Blessed 

is the womb that bore you, and the breasts at which you nursed”- words obviously 

intended to celebrate the physical connection between Jesus and his mother-, but 

Jesus replies, “Blessed rather are those who hear the word of God and keep it.” 

 

Here, according to the gospels, is where Mary’s real dignity lies- she is one of those 

who did indeed hear the word of God and keep it, and it is this that makes her part of 

Jesus’ family, his community of disciples.   Luke’s gospel, in fact, portrays Mary as the 

first disciple, not as some kind of exception that separates her from all the other 

disciples, and Matthew’s and Luke’s gospels present Joseph as a man who out of trust 

and faith in God was willing to create a new kind of family by accepting an already 

pregnant woman as his wife and caring for the child that was not his own.  The point in 

all of this is that common spiritual commitment is what constitutes true family, not 

biology.   

 

The way of thinking and talking about family issues that we find in the gospels should be 

encouraging to many people who have difficult home situations.  It can, for example, 

speak to abused children whose experience of biological families have done great 

damage to them.  It can speak to people who have suffered the loss of loving, biological 

families.  It can speak to people who have been rejected by parents or siblings for one 
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reason or another.  It can speak to gay and lesbian teenagers who either have been 

kicked out of their homes or who actually need to leave their families in order to 

maintain sanity and health.  A terrible statistic that I recently came across is that 40% of 

kids on the streets belong to the LGBT community, and they are often on the streets 

because they have been forced out of their homes by parents precisely because of their 

sexual orientation or gender identification.  And many of these parents are supposedly 

practicing committed Christians.   

 

There is something fundamentally wrong with this picture.  It certainly does not accord 

with Jesus’ vision of what true family looks like.  If we today in our own context are to 

hear the Word of God and to keep it, then it means, I think, that we should genuinely be 

on the side of the “traditional family” as Jesus understood the family.  And this means 

that we are not just on the side of biological units, but that we are on the side of all 

families shaped and held together by common commitments to goodness, growth, and 

good-will, to families which function as a loving support system for one another, to 

families which bear with one another and foster genuine growth and loving relations. 

 

The example of both Mary and Joseph’s response to God can also serve to remind us 

that life and God’s Word come to us in ways that we often don’t expect, in ways that are 

peculiar and unconventional. To get at the heart of Mary’s response at the annunciation 

that she would bear a child, we need to remember that the strangeness of her 

conceiving was not simply that she had not had sexual relations with a man, although it 

includes that, but that she would have a child out of wedlock. That very fact could have 
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led to all kinds of complications for a young, unmarried Jewish girl in a thoroughly 

patriarchal society.  According to the Law found in the book of Leviticus, she could have 

been put to death (20:10).   

 

We need to keep in mind that the law against adultery in the Ten Commandments was 

a law prohibiting one man from stealing from another man.  Because women were 

treated very much like property, having sex with a married or a betrothed woman was 

regarded as misuse of someone else’s property. With the possible consequence of 

children whose actual lineage was uncertain — the main reason for treating women this 

way was to control their reproductive capacity and to ensure the identity of the father of 

her children.   This is why in Matthew’s gospel, Joseph is regarded as a “righteous man” 

because when he discovers that Mary is already pregnant, he was ready to divorce her 

quietly, rather than to expose her to what Matthew euphemistically calls “shame” and to 

its rather brutal consequences.  It’s also important to remember that it was not Mary 

who convinced Joseph not to go through with this procedure, but in religious language, 

God did, and God did it through a very ambiguous means- through a dream.  And we 

should remember that dreams can be interpreted in various ways.  But Joseph 

interpreted the dream to mean that he should not throw Mary out, but should take her 

for his wife.  Here we see faith and trust operative in quite a remarkable way. 

 

When Mary said her amazing fiat in response to the announcement that she was going 

to have a child- “let it me to me according to your word”- and when Joseph accepted 

Mary into his life as his wife, they both were throwing their lives into the hands of God.  
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They both were accepting a situation that would have placed their lives on dangerous 

and rather ambiguous territory.  When we reduce the Mary and Joseph narrative to 

simply a “miraculous happening”, which we often tend to do, we fail, then, to see just 

how strange and unconventional it really is, and how it might inspire real trust and faith 

in God in us. 

 

Both Mary and Joseph accepted that their lives were unfolding in ways that they could 

never have anticipated, expected or asked for, and yet they responded to this unfolding 

with a confidence that, despite the unconventionality of what was happening, the power 

of the universe was on their side, that what was happening was ultimately for good.  

They certainly did not know where this unfolding would lead them, what it would look 

like, or what would eventually happen.   But they lived deeply into what was happening 

to them, they responded to life with what we call “faith” and “trust” in the goodness of 

the One who is at the foundations of the universe, but there was nothing prepackaged 

or rigid in their experience of, or response to, what God was doing in their lives.  They 

embraced the uniqueness of their situation.  The whole matter was really quite peculiar 

and strange. It was risky and scary business, and yet they said “yes” to it.   

 

In a real sense, both Mary and Joseph, in acting with faith and trust in God and in the 

goodness of what was unfolding in their lives, violated the taboos of their religious 

tradition.  The irony is that in doing so, they were able to grasp the very mystery 

inherent in their religious tradition.  The faith narrative of Mary and Joseph is a story of 

how those who, in response to the unfolding of what was happening in their lives, dared 
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to go beyond the circle of what had already been defined and regulated and in so doing 

they came to understand and to live deeply and profoundly what the circle actually 

means. In other words, they genuinely lived by faith. If Christmas is to be more than a 

sentimental journey down memory lane for us, then Mary, our sister-in-faith and Joseph, 

our brother-in-faith, should be getting us ready for what we will find in a manger on 

Christmas Day and for what we will then do with that sight during the months ahead. 

 

 

 

 


