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If the Christmas Story were a movie, we can imagine 
our favorite actors playing key parts. Meryl Streep 
would surely play Mary, at least older Mary. It would 
take a great villain to play Herod. Perhaps Mark Strong 
or Javier Barden. It would take a tough guy to play the 
Shepherd, Clint Eastwood. Of course the Angel must be 
either Anthony Hopkins or Morgan Freeman. No one 
else has the gravitas or the voice for that matter. 

But many of the parts would be played by extras. 
You know those uncredited actors who play bit parts to 
round out the story. 

There is the donkey, whom we presume to carry 
Mary to Bethlehem and has front seat at the manger. 
Unfortunately, the only text in which this beast appears 
is in the Gospel of James. Don't bother opening your 
Bible. It is not in there! 

And the Innkeeper. There was no room in the Inn. At 
least that is what we were taught since we were little. 
Unfortunately, not only am I going to rob your Christmas 
nativity of the donkey but, not only wasn't there an 
Innkeeper – there wasn't even an Inn! The Greek word 
was mistranslated into “Inn” and it refers to something 
like the guestroom in your house. The house they went 
to had no guest room, so they looked elsewhere. 

Today we will take a closer look at Joseph, Jesus’ 
earthly father; he has no lines and drops out of the story 
when Jesus is 12. 

Matthew and Luke give us scant evidence to discern 
Joseph’s true character. Only a few sentences. But one 
thing is clear. This man gets no respect. 

Not only does he have no lines, but he is consistently 
ignored. When Mary and Joseph presented the baby 
Jesus at the Temple, they encountered Simeon. The text 
tells us, “And the child’s father and mother were 
amazed at what was being said about him. Then Simeon 
blessed them and said to his mother Mary.” Apparently, 
Joseph was not worth talking to! 

Not only does Simeon not speak to Joseph, but Luke 
then tells us for the second time after a miraculous 
event, “Mary treasured these things in her heart”, the 
first being after the shepherd’s tale. 

Are we to assume Joseph is too dimwitted to ponder 
and to treasure? 

Perhaps the worst insult comes from his pre-teen 
adopted son. At 12 years of age, Jesus essentially runs 
away. Upon discovering his absence, Mary and Joseph 
frantically search for him for three days! Can you 
imagine! Finally, they discover him, as we know, at the 
Temple. Mary plea-fully says, “Why have you treated us 
like this?!” 

No apologies. No “my bad, Dad!” or “Sorry, Mom!”  

Instead, he utters a line we can imagine coming 
from any child mad at his adopted father, “Didn't you 
know I would be in my father’s house!” Underscoring 
the fact that Jesus does not consider this man, who has 
raised him, protected him, and taught him a trade, his 
“real” father. 

It seems the Bible treats Joseph not as a full human 
being, but as one of those English Lords – who has a title, 
who is part of the aristocracy, but no money, no power, 
and no personality. The woman only weds him for his 
name. Joseph as we know, “was of the house and 
lineage of David.” The key requirement for the Messiah.  

I think this is a fair assessment of Joseph’s treatment 
because, after the temple incident, Joseph is never 
mentioned again. He simply disappears from the story. 
No news of a premature death. No story of divorce. We 
simply do not know why Joseph is gone. 

Perhaps that is how you feel. Ignored or perhaps 
worse…used. Used for your money, used for your 
position, used for your name, and then just discarded. 

Perhaps you are the one expected to make 
Christmas special for everyone else. No one takes into 
account your needs. 

You send out the invitations and plan the gathering. 
You decorate the house, the way the kids want it. You 
buy the presents. You remember who is gluten 
intolerant. You remember who can’t sit next to each 
other lest a fight break out. You stayed up into the wee 
hours of the morning wrapping. You ran out at the last 
minute to get another present and another place 
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setting, because someone invited their girlfriend and 
didn't tell you.  

You make it extraordinary for everyone, following 
their traditions, while making their favorite foods. And 
no one even bothers to fill your stocking with your 
favorite candy. 

But there is another possible interpretation of 
Joseph, the one I prefer. That perhaps will help us all 
better allow the Joseph’s of this world to do their part 
without completely ignoring their contributions. 

When Mary was found to be with child, before 
Joseph knew of the miraculous conception, he was 
going to dismiss her quietly. He knew what might 
happen to a woman should a man publicly shame her. 
He presented Jesus at the temple at the right time and 
he taught Jesus a trade. So, I don't think Joseph was 
bitter or even sad that he disappeared from the story, 
for that was his servant role. 

Wendy’s father was an old-school dad. He was not 
filled with physical affection. He was a quiet man who 
kept his thoughts to himself and you could not tell by 
looking at him what he was thinking. At least I couldn't. 
He did not always verbalize the love he felt. We never 
had the Father-in-Law / Son-in-Law conversation. But I 
was glad of that. It would have scared me to death! 

But, like Joseph, he had the skills of a carpenter. He 
was a systems engineer by career. He could build or fix 
anything. Give him a couple blocks of wood, Snap! Out 
comes a handmade clock! From blocks of wood! A clock 
that could actually tell time! I couldn’t possibly imagine 
knowing how to do that! 

Mr. Hoadley, I never got the courage to call him Bob, 
simply did whatever needed doing. When he visited our 
house, he did stuff, that I had no clue how to do. If a 
door jamb was broken, he fixed it. If a lamp didn't work, 
he rewired it. He went to work without complaining, 
never pointing out my deficiencies as a son in-law (of 
which there were many), and never made a fuss over 
the work he had done. 

One Christmas he made a wooden rocking horse for 
Liz. He adored Liz. When she was little, he took her 
fishing and on walks through the woods. 

He provided for his family by working at a job, for 
years, that he did not love. His company moved him into 
management. He was no longer doing engineering 
work, he was supervising and inspecting. No engineer 

wants to do that! But it was better money, so that’s 
what he did. 

He was not prone to speeches or drawing attention 
to himself. That was not Bob. 

As I shared with you before, when Matthew was 
born, he was dying of cancer. But, even in that time, he 
thought to give baby Matthew a special gift. A bottle of 
port that would be perfectly aged when Matt was 21. 
But there was no note. No fuss. Just the gift. 

He had a true servant’s heart. It was never about 
him. He had few lines to deliver but clearly the story, 
Wendy’s story, my story, Matthew and Liz’s story, would 
have suffered greatly without him playing his role to 
perfection. Here is a man who I don't think I have truly 
appreciated until I sat down to write this sermon. That 
is how perfectly he played the role of Joseph his whole 
life. 

This is why I think the Gospels have little to say 
about Joseph. A servant does not draw attention to him 
or herself. A servant does not seek accolades or thanks. 
I think Joseph was perfectly content fading into the 
background. 

I think Joseph showed Jesus what it meant to be a 
servant. That was his gift to his adopted son. And so, for 
the rest of his life, Jesus did for others and never for 
himself. That is the essence of the Christ child and the 
essence of Christmas. To give rather than receive. 

And more than Joseph, our Lord works for us in 
ways unannounced, unimagined, with no fanfare or 
need for attention. The babe born in humble estate, 
humbly seeks out the best life for you with unflagging 
devotion. Right now, this very moment, in ways that you 
cannot possibly imagine, Jesus is showering upon you all 
his love, all his grace, all his power. And, more than we 
realize, he is using the Joseph’s of this world to do it. 

So, this Christmas don't forget the Joseph’s in your 
life. They don't want a fancy present or a big fuss. But I 
am sure they would appreciate a simple gift, a heartfelt 
note, and maybe this year you can let them choose what 
to have for Christmas dinner. Amen. 

 


