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From St Matthew’s Gospel 1: 18  “This is how the birth of Jesus Christ came about:  His mother Mary was pledged to be married to Joseph, but before they came together, she was found to be with child through the Holy Spirit.”
From Christina Rosetti,  “Snow had fallen, snow on snow, snow on snow, in the bleak mid winter long ago.”
Wilkinson’s cat litter, mixed in with table salt, came to my rescue yesterday as a cheap and easy way of gritting the front steps and that slippery area just inside the gates, where as ‘snow falls on snow’ it becomes dangerous black ice.
Joseph came to Mary’s rescue, ‘in the bleak mid winter long ago.’; and I’d like to share two thoughts with you about the sort of person he must have been, and leave you to draw your own conclusions.
First,  Joseph was a man of generous spirit.  Without his generosity Mary would have been disgraced and possibly disowned by her family.  The child she carried might have been at risk, even at risk of Mary attempting to terminate the pregnancy herself.  Certainly, without Joseph’s generous and loving spirit, there would have been few feelings of security and serenity passed on to the baby in Mary’s womb.  Life would have been difficult and stressful for both Mary and her baby, Jesus.   But, instead, Jesus knew love as a growing baby in the womb.  The love that Jesus, later in life, was able to share with others in such abundance, grew from the seeds of his own experience of Mary’s cherishing love and of Joseph’s generous love in action.
The scriptures don’t record whether Saul of Tarsus, aka Paul the Apostle, ever met Joseph, but Paul wrote to the church in Corinth about generous love in action, and the way his words have been up-dated answers some of my questions about how I, like Joseph, might ground my life in generous love.
This, then, is ‘1 Corinthians 13:  Christmas style’:

“If I decorate my house perfectly with plaid bows,

Strands of twinkling lights and shiny balls,

But do not show love to my family,

I’m just another decorator.

If I slave away in the kitchen, baking dozens of Christmas cookies,

Preparing gourmet meals and arranging a beautifully-adorned table at mealtime,

But do not show love to my friends and family,

I’m just another cook.

If I work at the soup kitchen, carol in the nursing home,

And give all that I have to charity,

But do not show love to my friends and loved ones,

It profits me nothing.

If I trim the spruce with shimmering angels and crocheted snowflakes,

Attend a myriad of holiday parties and sing in the choir’s cantata,

But do not focus on Christ,

I have missed the point.

Love stops cooking to hug a child.

Love sets aside the decorating to kiss a partner.

Love is kind, though harried and tired.

Love doesn’t envy another’s home that has

Co-ordinated Christmas china and table linens.

Love doesn’t yell at the kids to get out of the way.

Love doesn’t give only to those who are able to give in return.

But rejoices in giving to those who can’t.

Love bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things.

Love never fails.

Video games will break, pearl necklaces will be lost, golf clubs will rust,

But giving the gift of love will endure forever.’

That is the gift of generosity that Joseph gave to Mary and Jesus.  
Secondly, Joseph was not only generous, he was imaginative, and remarkably open to God.  He was so in tune with God that he was able to accept the unimaginable as ‘the Word of God.’  He was a man of deep imaginative capacity.  Those who have explored with me the meaning of confirmation will be aware that I usually suggest that in order to grow to be more fully human, in community with others, and in the Christian faith, we need to actively cultivate our facility to be imaginative.  Why?  Because, without it, we can’t imagine what it might be for God to be different from us, or for anyone else to be different from us ~ we can’t imagine what it might be to be someone else, whose well-being we desire, so we can’t relate to them, other than as objects, to be exploited for our own pleasure or power; nor, critically, can we imagine how we might be any different from how we are now.  Let that little thumb-nail sketch suffice to demonstrate just how horribly disabled we are if we ignore the development of our imagination.  Joseph, by contrast, having slept on what he was told by the angel, rose with practical determination to the challenge of imagining a future radically different from what he had planned.
And what of us?

Can our imagination cope with enjoying the gentle legends of the Christmas story (you know, ‘the little Lord Jesus, no crying he makes’ & suchlike romanticism), whilst linking, beneath it all, with a man, who is God, whose imaginative vision and power over life and death have changed the universe? Can our imagination cope?

I have suggested to you that we could do a lot worse, on this fourth Sunday of Advent, than focus on Jesus’s earthly father, Joseph.  A good dose of his generosity and imagination could make our mid-winter less bleak, and even the snow, falling on snow, feel less chilly.

I’d like to end by reading you John V.Taylor’s poem, “Under Snow”:

The gentle legends fall like festive snow

muffling in drifts of miracle the event.

Dig for the sharp-edged fact obscured below

the wintry straw, the lullaby lament

of gothic northlands.  Was old Helen’s cavern

any less fanciful?  Soon as the telling began

the child was wrapped in portents fondly woven

to show a birth that matched the full-grown man.

Ah, here’s the rock beneath the fantasy:

There was a man, surpassingly alive

whose own truth blazed with such authority

as made the simple and the poor derive

all faith from his and, seeing the road he trod,

they had no heart for any other god.
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