Homily Matthew 1:18-24

“This 1s how the birth of Jesus came about.” Such simple but powerful words
grab our attention today. The Old Testament prophecy tells us, “Behold, the
Virgin shall conceive and bear a Son.” This is the greatest news we could ever
have: it touches on the lives of each of us; our limitations, our fragility, our
disappointments, and our pain. It promises to give meaning, hope, and true
life to each one of us. If that isn’t enough, we are given one of His names,
“Emmanuel.” The name '‘Emmanuel’ comes from a grouping of Hebrew
words and means 'God is with us." The prophet Isaiah tells us that God is
coming to be with us...to be one of us, working to change us from within. We
see Matthew quoting this 'Emmanuel-prophesy' of Isaiah in today's Gospel, to
show that this is being fulfilled in the Virgin Mary. Jesus will be truly man, a
human being like us, through the freely given love, trust, and cooperation of
Mary, His mother. It is she who allows God to send His Word into our world
as a member of the House of David to fulfill His promises of salvation. It is
Mary who is the true embodiment of the “Daughter of Zion” who sums up the
obedience and aspirations of her people...Mary, who is betrothed to a man
named Joseph who belongs to King David’s dynasty. In his Gospel, Matthew
provides us with the circumstances surrounding the virgin birth of Jesus.
However, he wants to communicate to us a sense of how dramatic this divine
action was. Actually, there are three famous biblical personalities that
dominate the Advent season: Isaiah, John the Baptist, and Mary. And
suddenly, a fourth personality briefly appears. St. Luke builds the infancy
narrative through the main character, Mary. Matthew chooses to build the
story around the person of Joseph a “righteous man.” By saying he was

“righteous,” Matthew means that he was a person who was completely open
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to all that God wanted to do for him. He was in “Right Relationship” with
God. He became holy and righteous by opening himself totally to God and by
doing so, he played an important role in God’s plan for our salvation. We
don’t know much about Joseph. He never utters a word. He is kind of like the
father of the bride at a wedding. No one pays much attention to him, but he
gets to pay the bills. Joseph grew up in Bethlehem, only a few miles from
Jerusalem. As a carpenter, making a living was difficult and as a young man,
he moved to Nazareth. Nazareth was so small that people often made fun of
it... “Can anything good come out of Nazareth” was the standard joke; but
Joseph didn’t move to Nazareth for the nightlife. He went there to find work.
He was disciplined in his work. The Greek translation tells us that he was a
skilled carpenter and traveled around building houses and working on other
city construction projects as well as making day-to-day items for public use.
He was a practical man and his work helped to shape his life. Mary also helped
to shape his life. She was just 13 or 14 when she was betrothed to him.
Betrothal was like an engagement but much more permanent. It lasted a year
or longer allowing the families to get to know each other. A betrothal could
only be broken by death or a divorce. During the betrothal period Joseph
worked on building a home for himself and Mary and thought about the
wonderful future ahead of them. But his plans were turned upside down. We
can only imagine the pain Joseph felt when he learned that Mary was pregnant.
But just like Mary who was chosen by God and said, “Yes,” Joseph was also
specially chosen by God to be God’s instrument and he, too, responded with
“Yes.” While he struggled with his pain and confusion, he is informed in a
dream that Mary is with child by the Holy Spirit. In this way, our quiet man,
our carpenter, enters fully into the mystery of the Divine plan of Salvation and

becomes a part of it. Although Joseph was not the biological father of Jesus,
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he was a true father to Jesus. When Jesus was found in the Temple, Mary said
to Jesus, “Your father and I have been looking for you.” When I visited
Joseph’s workshop in the Holy Land a few years ago, I could picture him
patiently teaching Jesus the trade. In that little workshop you could feel the
love as he taught Jesus how to hold the tools and the love returned as Jesus

embraced the role of the student child.

If we were to look for a word this Advent by which we might find salvation,
the word would be “Behold.” “Behold, the virgin shall conceive and bear a
son...” What is the significance of the word “Behold?” It means pay
attention, wake up, be aware, don’t miss the importance of this event. On
this fourth Sunday of Advent, we need to hear this word “Behold” at a very
deep level because our human nature keeps us in a state of forgetfulness. We
are preoccupied with the busyness of life. We need to be awakened again
and again to what is about to happen—God becomes human. It is the
mystery of the Incarnation. The unbelieving world deals with the mystery of
the Incarnation by simply ignoring it. To the unbeliever, the notion of a
virgin conceiving a son and naming him “Emmanuel, God with us,” is so
absurd that the idea is not given any attention and is ignored. We try to
respond by saying, “It is in the Bible, it is a doctrine of the Church; we
Catholics believe it. Besides, it’s a mystery.” Those responses are
inadequate...insufficient to communicate the wonder of God’s gift to us.
Our response must be shaped by our spiritual consciousness, by living a
Trinitarian life. One way of describing the Trinitarian life is as a loving gaze,
a glance of love among the Persons of the Trinity. The Father looks upon the
Son, the Son gazes lovingly at the Father, and from their loving gaze

proceeds the Holy Spirit who casts His gaze upon us. We participate in this
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activity of the Trinity through our life in the Church. Our adoration, our
prayers of petition, our deep reverence in the house of God, our thanksgiving
in the Eucharist. These are all forms of participation in Trinitarian life and
the more we join in the Trinitarian life, the more our spiritual consciousness
will be awakened. Then, what seems strange becomes real and true...we see
God’s gift of redemption. There is one more thing to be said about the
mutually loving gaze of Trinitarian life; it is a call to action. As we adore
more deeply the God who i1s to be born on Christmas, desire wells in us to
care for others. This is called the “Season of Giving.” At Christmastime we
experience a renewed desire to care for the Body of Christ, wherever that
care is needed. When we reflect on Mary and Joseph far from home in a
strange land, we remember the unwelcome immigrant; the homeless among
us. When we look lovingly at the baby Jesus in the manger, we should be
moved to action: we should be moved to look for ways to relieve the
suffering of children in our community and throughout the world. To look
lovingly is to experience compassion. In the Book of Revelation, Jesus says,
“See, I am making all things new.” That is what Christ wills for us at the
close of Advent: to be so awake, so aware that what we are to experience is
breathtakingly new. Unlike the prophets of old we don’t have to go to the
desert for a word that will bring us salvation. The word is in today’s

Gospel...Behold!
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