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Intro: Mary Knew…  

I know Mary’s Sunday is next week, but please bear with me for just a bit because I have to 

talk about her. So, a couple years ago, The Magnificast, a Christian Leftist podcast which I love, did 

a special episode during advent called “Mary Knew.” Answering the question posed in the title of 

Christmas CCM favorite “Mary Did You Know?” author Hannah Shanks provides a firm “yes.” 

Mary Knew. Indeed, Shanks speculates that it is entirely possible that Mary was not the first young 

woman chosen to bear God incarnate in her womb, and any who came before her either refused or 

lost their own lives or the child’s to any number of complications. Yes. Mary Knew. 

Mary knew that her baby boy would be the king of kings, and she knew what accepting 

that call from God could mean. She could die in childbirth, the baby could be stillborn or 

otherwise not survive the profoundly vulnerable and uncertain process of pregnancy, she could be 

divorced and ostracized —losing all social connections and support—she could be brought to trial 

and executed for adultery rather than bring shame upon Joseph and their two families. And yet she 

says yes to the Angel of God, accepting the call before her and all its risks.  

I truly recommend giving that podcast a listen, at least this episode —no. 97 for interested 

folks—for me, hearing it was an “ooooooh, that’s it!!” moment. It changed my understanding of 

https://www.bible.com/bible/2016/MAT.1.18-25.NRSV


the theology of Incarnation, my thoughts on Mary and the whole narrative of the birth of Christ, 

and my thoughts around childbirth. So, what does Mary knowing have to do with Joseph? Quite a 

bit, I believe,  in terms of understanding the coming of Jesus: I offer you three variations on Joseph, 

heartbreak, and the courage to love and love right even though it can be exquisitely difficult. 

Just so we can understand each other, the definition of righteousness I’m using is based on 

how the Gospel-writer uses the word in the 1st chapter of Matthew. That is, righteous meaning 

faithful to law and custom. So, when we meet Joseph in Matthew 1:19, we are in fact encountering 

a man who is, really, faced with three choices. The first choice before him would be the perfectly 

righteous path of bringing Mary to trial for adultery and having her condemned to death; a choice 

that is entirely fitting with custom which maintains his own pride & the honor of his family, and 

punishes Mary. The second choice is one befitting of Joseph, the righteous yet merciful man, 

quietly separating from his betrothed, thus saving face and not condemning Mary to the 

punishment of the state. The final choice is one which fails in its righteousness but is deeply 

courageous, fosters right relationship, and remains steadfastly merciful: staying with Mary and 

committing to raising a child outside of his direct lineage. 

Variation 1: Joseph, a Righteous yet Callous Man 

We encounter a Joseph who is righteous in his commitment to the Law and social custom, 

and —on top of that—deeply concerned with his pride and social standing. This Joseph learns of 

Mary’s pregnancy outside of their impending marriage, and is enraged. Heartbroken to be sure, but 

breaking into anger. Concerned with his sense of honor and with bringing shame upon his young 

fiancee, he chooses —as our own Joseph well could have—to bring her to trial for adultery. She is 



found guilty and subject to retribution calling itself justice and is put to death, as is permissible 

under the Law. 

Joseph stays righteous, sure, but he does so without any compassion. Had the Joseph we 

find in Matthew’s Gospel had a great enough fear of shame and reprisal or had he cared enough for 

the sanctity of his manhood, this would have been the outcome. Joseph’s heart broke into 

vengeance and the wound became engulfed in the fire of anger, his heart not so much healing as 

being made into a harder shell from the pressure and heat of it all. Let us imagine again…  

Variation 2: Joseph, a Righteous and Merciful Man 

Joseph is a faithful follower of the Law and a merciful man. He receives the news that 

Mary, his young fiancee, is with child. Though he is no doubt heartbroken, his heart is not 

consumed with unjust anger. Instead of subjecting Mary to the full extent of punishment for 

adultery under the law, he chooses to separate from her quietly. Joseph did not want to lose face, 

and likewise did not want to see harm done to his betrothed or the child developing in her womb. 

He takes this path of righteous mercy and the two separate. But what happens then? 

Mary, as a young woman bearing the double-shame of adultery and having a child out of 

wedlock, would likely have found herself socially disconnected. If either survived the ordeal of 

childbirth, then Jesus would be considered illegitimate —mamzer in Hebrew—and subject to 

exclusion from the Congregation of the Lord according to the Law (in the 23rd chapter of 

Deuteronomy.) Considering this, I have to ask: is this any less violent or harmful than death? No, I 

can’t say it is. Subjected to the righteous mercy of a quiet separation, Mary would suffer a 

differently cruel fate, left to the mercy of an uncaring social system.  



Let’s take another look at Joseph’s heart. Broken by the news, Joseph hides the wound. He 

does not acknowledge the pain, and still responds to the situation he finds himself in from a place 

of deep fear. Instead of being engulfed in flames of vengeful rage, his heart is shrouded in 

indifference. The brokenness does not so much heal as fester, going on to host living decay under 

scar tissue and new muscle. Let us imagine once again. 

Variation 3: Joseph, Choosing Right Relationship over Righteousness 

An angel of God appears before Joseph. “Do not be afraid,” they say. Do not be afraid. “Do 

not be afraid to take Mary as your wife.” “The child conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit… he 

will save his people from their sins.” Joseph, do not be afraid. We have imagined Joseph together 

twice now, his responses were both defined by fear. We are now here with the Joseph we know. I 

have no doubt in my heart that Joseph —about to make the correct decision, the compassionate 

and truly merciful one—was confused, scared, and still heartbroken. You don’t just heal instantly 

from the shock of news which rewrites your world, nor do you get over the assumptions of 

mistrust like those Joseph may have felt towards Mary: still uncertain on how to feel about the 

news, possibly hurt albeit understanding about Mary keeping this from him —though marriages 

were a matter of contract and legal relationship rather than affairs of romance, I can’t imagine one 

simply wouldn’t care about the person they would live the remainder of their life with. 

Indeed, Joseph knows what may happen because he chooses to stay. He knows that anyone 

with cursory knowledge of their situation would believe him to be unrighteous, might call his 

manhood into question, and could easily subject his entire family to shame. And yet… And yet he 



receives the words of an Angel of God, believes them, and —fearing how he may be judged—stays 

anway: in spite of doubt, in spite of fear, in spite of heartbreak.  

The Joseph who comes to us in the Gospels is one whose heart breaks and he feels it, 

choosing to receive it and accept it and be present with it & all the mixed emotions that come with 

it. Instead of his heartbreak hardening into a tougher shell through the burning flames of revenge… 

Instead of denying his heartbreak and letting it fester, giving him a heart ill-formed and full of 

fear… Instead of all of that, he feels the open wound of his heart, acknowledging the dis-ease and 

brokenness, and he lets God in; and out of the wound life and love emerge. Joseph’s heart heals 

stronger than before, no longer requiring trauma to open, and this is the Joseph that co-nurtures 

and co-forms Jesus Christ whom we call Immanuel.  

So, Why Heartbreak?  

Marcia McFee subtitled this week “Daring Right Relationships” and I believe that people 

who cannot be present with heartbreak and grief cannot come into Right Relationship… with 

anything. That is, with ourselves, one another, nonhumans, the entire biosphere… When our 

hearts are governed by the fear of shame and the denial of grief, we cannot do that. Looking at 

today’s scripture beyond the Advent season, I believe that the life of Christ tells us a lot about this. 

Although we don’t know a lot about the life of Jesus of Nazareth —and nearly all of what we know 

only fits into three years—there is so much we can infer from the stories of Mary and Joseph. This 

is what we know and this is why it matters: 

In Mary, Jesus had a mother who knew that accepting her call from the Divine set her on a 

terribly difficult and uncertain path, and she said “yes” to it anyway. He had a mother who was 



courageous in her heart, emboldened by the Holy Spirit, and made so much stronger by those 

around her; and she, in turn, made them stronger.  

In Joseph, Jesus had a father who raised him —taught, cared for, and formed 

him—fathered him despite the fact that Jesus was conceived outside of his direct lineage. A father 

who modelled a masculinity more open-hearted and therefore better capable of weathering the 

storms and stresses of life, of navigating the twists and turns that God lays before him. A father 

courageous in his heart, emboldened by the Holy Spirit, and made so much stronger by those 

around him; and he, in turn, made them stronger. 

Beloved kin-folk in Christ, we are present with one another on this 2nd Sunday of Advent 

in a fearful season. The world is full of grief and heartbreak… sit with it, accept it, learn from it, 

heal with it. Look to Joseph and dare to love against social custom, against legal expectations, 

against shame, and against fear. AMEN. 


