Mary and Joseph: Examples of Faith

This past Friday was the Holy Day of the Immaculate Conception and next Tuesday is the Feast of Our Lady of Guadalupe.  These very special days are a beautiful contrast to the other anniversary we remember from this past week.  December 7th is of course the day of “infamy,” Pearl Harbor.  There may be little connection between these days, but I wonder if faith can show us how these events from our past actually shed light one to the other.  


I was a long way from being born when Pearl Harbor happened.  I have no story of, “where were you when you heard about it?” But I certainly have heard many stories and have heard about what happened after that infamous day.  World Wars of that nature may be a part of our history but the reality of world wide conflicts are unfortunately not something of the past.  This week’s news of the Baker Commission and the report on Iraq is on all our minds.  My heart is heavy as we get closer to the celebration of Christmas as one nephew is away from his wife and family for the third time serving in Iraq.  That heaviness is added to the fact that a second nephew is coming home on leave prior to his eminent deployment to that area of the world.  


Regardless of politics it should add a profound sense of urgency when we pray and sing during this holy season, “Peace on earth and good will towards men…”  There are many places that do not have peace nor do they share good will.  As Christians and good Catholics we all should pray for a day when there will be no need for wars and armies are a distant memory.  That time is not today, we can pray for safety but the Kingdom of God is real and Jesus said that we are to build it.  How can we not loose hope in that reality when we see all the trouble in the world?  
When I was serving in the Army at Fort Gordon in Georgia, I was just finishing my schooling when we bombed Libya.  After hearing the news I went immediately to the chapel to pray – I was 20 and scared that I would be sent to that conflict.  As I walked into the chapel I stopped short as the church was full.  There was no service taking place but every pew had people praying.  I found my place and prayed my own prayers for peace.  After a few minutes the chaplain – a Brigadier General – came in and asked to help set up for a mass.  It was not scheduled but he said since we were all there he would offer it for our intentions.  I asked him about all the people.  He spoke with a wisdom coming from well over 20 years in the military when he said, “Pat, no one prays for peace more than those who are responsible for defending it.”  I understood then about the conflict of those that must do something that they do not want but do because it is necessary.
That desire for peace is still needed in our world but where do we place that pray in our world today?  What do we do with things that are nothing but confusion and bring about fear and anxiety in our lives?  I think there is an example in the lives of the Holy Family – Mary and Joseph.  Those that came to mass last week will remember my encouragement to go see the new movie “The Nativity Story,”  I will not bore you with saying that again but I would like to use an example from that movie for us to reflect on this week.  (I will not ruin the movie for those that want to see it.  I assume you know how it ends???)
One of the most moving parts of the movie is the amazing work that those involved do to put more substance on the story of Joseph and his part.  Also, the relationship between Mary and Joseph as they begin their live together as husband and wife.  There is little in the Gospels about Joseph and that relationship so I must point out that this is speculation and maybe even a little “Hollywood” but the image given is so powerful that it does not harm and certainly can give some blessings to us.  Arraigned marriages where part of the culture at that time so showing Mary surprised and a little worried when she finds out that her father has promised her to a man that she knew little about makes sense.  Her fear that may be expected is only made worse because she knows at that time she will become pregnant through the Holy Spirit.  How does she tell her parents, and how does she explain that to the man that she is now going to marry?  

The problems and reaction of Joseph, a holy man of faith when he hears that his bride-to-be is pregnant and he knows he is not the father raises a natural human reaction.  But what is surprising is how they show the love and care that grows between Joseph and Mary over time as they work together to bring this child into the world.  Joseph knows that God is involved when he has a dream and the angel comes and tells him not to worry.  In little and small ways we see love develop as both of them understand that their child will be special. Even though Joseph is not the father in the natural sense; his integrity comes forward as he stands with Mary and takes care of her in various difficult situations.  

I had never really thought of this relationship.  We speak of the perpetual virginity of Mary and that Joseph is not seen in the Gospel after the birth and flight into Egypt so we kind of forget about their relationship but that is an important aspect for us.  They could have loved each other with all the care and passion of any husband and wife.  There is true love that can grow way beyond just the physical and carries people to a deeper sense of what is important.  That is the example that we can see from the Holy Family.  

That deep sense of faith that goes well beyond our first reactions or our first emotions is the faith that we get from God.  When we look out into our world and see only violence and hear our politicians fighting and arguing we can loose faith.  It can be a scary world that we live in everyday.  December 7th, September 11th, everyday in Baghdad; these are scary realities that do not seem to be changing but God says He is with us.  One of the most beautiful moments in the Nativity Story is when Mary and Joseph are talking about the angel that came to each one of them.  Both tell how they saw the angel and the angel told both of them, “Do not be afraid.”  Joseph asked Mary, “Are you afraid?” She responded, “Yes, are you?”  “Yes, I am!”  They both smiled and shared an honest moment.  They had both seen an angel.  Both knew that God was using them to change the world.  They both knew that the child that was given to BOTH of them for safety and care was special.  They were both sacred but they were together.  Together they would stand and support each other even in their fears.  
Our faith tells us that Mary was conceived without sin – we celebrate that reality on December 8th with the Immaculate Conception.  We also believe that Mary has come at various times into our reality to speak to us of the on-going care and love of God.  I think she knows better than anyone how scared we can become in the world.  She knew fear and so she comes to give us hope.  Joseph certainly was confused and sacred as he began his life with a new bride that was already pregnant.  They are an example to all of us – not of fearlessness – but of trust in God ever when things are bad and fear creeps into our lives.  Trusting God does not mean no fear; it means confidence and trust even when fear comes into our hearts.  Let us pray as we celebrate these Holy Days and Feast honoring Mary that the trust that we learn from her and from Joseph will be with us.  That we never loose our trust that God is with us in our world and our lives.

