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MICHAEL PRABHU APRIL 27, 2021
 Doing justice to St. Joseph
https://www.thecatholicthing.org/2020/12/22/doing-justice-to-st-joseph/
Michael Pakaluk, December 22, 2020

As we’re beginning the Year of St. Joseph, and Christmas is near, consider with me the role of St. Joseph in the Annunciation. This verse in particular: “Joseph her husband, since he was a righteous man, yet unwilling to expose her to shame, decided to divorce her quietly.”  (Matt. 1:19)  If you attended Mass last Friday, you heard this verse in the Gospel.  And perhaps like me, you heard a homily that gave a common interpretation of this verse.
That common interpretation begins by assuming that Joseph believed Mary had relations with another man. It’s natural to assume this.  But is it really true? This is the premise I wish to challenge.

The common interpretation continues as follows: A betrothal was a formal contract similar to marriage. Infidelity during betrothal was equivalent to adultery.  As Joseph was a “righteous man,” he did not wish to take into his home an adulterer – an unrepentant adulterer, since Mary had in no way admitted her infidelity. Or asked his forgiveness.

As he was the merciful sort of righteous man, he did not want to see her punished or humiliated or even possibly stoned. Therefore, he decided to divorce her discreetly, rather than make a big public display of it, as was his option.

This common interpretation was favored by St. John Chrysostom and appears in the notes to the New American Bible.  But is it true?

If so, first, why would Matthew have taken care to stipulate that “Mary was found with child through the Holy Spirit”?  If he’s telling the story from Joseph’s point of view, why wouldn’t he tell this crucial detail, too, from Joseph’s point of view, say, “Joseph was downcast to find that she was with child”?

Second, why would the angel have begun, “Do not be afraid to take Mary your wife into your home”?  Fear had nothing to do with Joseph’s decision, on the common interpretation.   Moreover, on that interpretation, please note, Joseph would not be “suspecting” or “fearing that” Mary had committed adultery – he would be absolutely certain of it!

Third, Joseph had moral certainty of Mary’s virtue, and there were no grounds to believe that infidelity was possible.  Even decent Christians today, wholesome, good-intentioned, sometimes find that they know each other’s character so well as to be certain that infidelity is excluded.  Joseph and Mary were like this always.  Then, Mary had no faults, which in an innocent person are necessary preparations or preconditions of adultery.  She didn’t drink to excess or flirt.  She wasn’t susceptible to seduction from need of affirmation or praise.

She wouldn’t even be alone with another man.  Her relationship to Joseph itself had no “drives” toward sexual immorality.  They had compacted not even to have relations after marriage. Add that Nazareth was a small town of dozen tiny stone houses on a hill.  (I’ve seen the excavation).  Few things happen in such a place unobserved.
Fourth, to the extent that we love, we trust, and we are obliged to trust.  It can be a serious sin to suspect sin in someone whom we have come to love over time on good grounds.  If a husband out of jealousy reads something disreputable into his wife’s innocent behavior, he sins against her.  If Joseph had believed Mary guilty of gross infidelity, he would have sinned against her and needed to ask her forgiveness before taking her as his wife.

“But she was with child!” – you will say – “surely that’s evidence.”  Not necessarily: Innocent people do not think of sex and pregnancy in this way.   Joseph was shown no anatomical charts in health class.  He had no “experience with women.”  To an innocent person, there is no necessary connection between pregnancy and sex; it was possible for him to hold these apart.

Fifth, surely St. Joseph had at least as much faith as other saints.  God told Abraham to sacrifice Isaac, while he also told Abraham that through Isaac he would be the father of many nations.  St. Paul praises Abraham’s faith precisely in holding these two truths together.  Abraham’s faith is even a paradigm for Christians.  “Mary is innocent.  Mary is with child.”  Can we credit Joseph with at least as much faith as Abraham?  Would God have passed over the opportunity to give Joseph this particular test? Surely this was the “contradiction” that was troubling Joseph, not “Mary was innocent. Mary is no longer innocent.”

Then, too, St. Paul praises Abraham for how he resolved the contradiction, reasoning that God must be planning to raise Isaac from the dead (Heb. 11:19) – as it were, discovering the doctrine of the Resurrection.

Which leads to the sixth consideration: Joseph surely knew Scripture at least as well as others, and the prophecy that (in the interpretation of the Septuagint), “A virgin will conceive and bear a son.” (Isaiah 7:14)  In a time of widespread expectation of the Messiah, would Joseph be unfamiliar with this prophecy?  Is it an accident that the angel’s words to Joseph track this prophecy exactly?  Would it have been incredible for him to suppose that Mary – Mary! – was that virgin?
If he had reached that conclusion, as he was a righteous man and therefore humble, would he not have been afraid, out of humility, to presume to join himself to her as husband, absent divine warrant?

St. Jerome adopts this other interpretation: “This may be considered a testimony to Mary, that Joseph, confident in her purity, and wondering at what had happened, covered in silence that mystery which he could not explain.”  Also Rabanus:  “He beheld her to be with child, whom he knew to be chaste; and because he had read, ‘Behold, a virgin shall conceive,’ he did not doubt that this prophecy should be fulfilled in her.”  “He sought to put her away,” says Origen, “because he saw in her a great sacrament, to approach which he thought himself unworthy.”

Just a few reflections with which to begin the Year of the remarkable St. Joseph.

Doing justice to St. Joseph. Part 2

https://www.thecatholicthing.org/2021/01/19/doing-justice-to-st-joseph-part-2/
Michael Pakaluk, January 19, 2021

As a Catholic, I believe that “sola scriptura” is wrong. Scripture is not sufficient by itself as a rule of Christian faith. It’s obviously wrong, too, because Scripture cannot say what counts as Scripture or not. So the Church is necessary too.
But perhaps you have tended to think of this matter along these lines: there are many things we need to believe as Christians, which are only implicit, or not even clearly stated, in Scripture. Baptism is the crucial sacrament of salvation. But infant baptism is taught only implicitly: babies presumably were baptized when households were. (See Acts 10:48) As for the foundational doctrine of the Trinity: it is simply not clearly stated in Scripture, or even in the early Fathers, as Newman never tired of pointing out. That’s why the Council of Nicea was necessary.

On this view, the Church is necessary as adding something that Scripture does not explicitly or clearly say.

But what if, in what it does say, Scripture sometimes looks misleading? Not that it is inherently misleading, but that we are prone to misunderstand it. What if, without the Church, people who relied on Scripture alone would go astray?

Without doubt, the narrative of the birth of Jesus is like this. Scripture on its own would lead us to think that St. Joseph had relations with Mary after the birth of Jesus, and even that Jesus had brothers born of Mary:

 – with its language of “first-born son” (so there were others then?, Lk. 2:7);

– “before they came together” (so they came together?, Mt. 1:18);

– “he knew her not before she had borne him a son” (then he knew her after? 1:25);

– and “brothers” of Jesus (Jn. 7:3).

But the Church teaches clearly that this is not so. The Catechism echoes the teaching of centuries, that Mary is “ever-virgin”: “Mary ‘remained a virgin in conceiving her Son, a virgin in giving birth to him, a virgin in carrying him, a virgin in nursing him at her breast, always a virgin’.” (citing St. Augustine). Joseph had no relations with her, and they had no other children. This truth is not up for grabs.

Not that the Church’s teaching just hangs there, unsupported. Many, converging lines of reasoning lead to that result.

For example, that Jesus is the only son of Mary, is designed in God’s providence to mirror the fact that he is the only-begotten son of God. You fathers and mothers who are reading this know how different the Holy Family would be if Jesus were one among many – and Joseph and Mary, like all good parents, had to raise him without showing special preference. In that case, he could not possibly have a status, in his humanity, that represents his status, in his divinity.

Or consider that Mary’s womb is rightly regarded as a “shrine” and has been called such by countless holy men and women. You will grant, I take it, that Mary’s womb is at least as holy and consecrated to God as a tabernacle. But what decent Catholic would ever contemplate taking a tabernacle from the altar and using it for his own purposes. We cannot even say what we would have to think in this regard.
And why would Joseph and Mary want to have relations anyway? They were already, in their nuptial promises and shared love of God, as united in love as anyone can be. Through her body, Mary was espoused to the Holy Spirit. It’s not as though it was for Joseph to claim or possess it. And why would they want more children to raise beyond Jesus? This would seem thoughtless and ungrateful. (Remember that children were the motive for sexual relations in traditional Jewish culture.)

As for Joseph – why would he claim Mary’s virginity for himself, so to speak, when even God did not do so? Understand that it is also Church teaching that Jesus was born without passing through the birth canal and destroying Mary’s physical integrity: those movies of Mary in painful labor are false.

On this question of Joseph’s attitude, Aquinas in the Summa can hardly restrain himself. Chesterton has a fine passage in his biography of Aquinas where he contrasts Aquinas with Luther. Aquinas he says, unlike Luther, never tried to bully someone into agreeing with him by throwing his personality around:

[Luther] was the first man who ever consciously used his consciousness or what was later called his Personality. He had as a fact a rather strong personality. Aquinas had an even stronger personality; he had a massive and magnetic presence; he had an intellect that could act like a huge system of artillery spread over the whole world; he had that instantaneous presence of mind in debate, which alone really deserves the name of wit. But it never occurred to him to use anything except his wits, in defense of a truth distinct from himself. It never occurred to Aquinas to use Aquinas as a weapon.

And yet, for all that, Aquinas sometimes becomes roused in spirit. 
“When it comes to the question of whether St. Joseph had relations with Mary, he bursts out: it would be tantamount to an imputation of extreme presumption in Joseph to assume that he attempted to violate her whom by the angel’s revelation he knew to have conceived by the Holy Ghost” (ST III.28.3).

And this too makes much sense. Consider, as a remote analogy, how a man still innocent feels a reverent fear for his wife’s natural chastity on his wedding night. And yet the Holy Spirit is God.

But then how do we resolve those Scripture verses that seem to say the contrary? The Church has been explaining the apparent conflict since St. Jerome’s reply to Helvidius in 383 AD (click here). And if you rely on “Scripture alone” in this matter, as in others, you are liable to go not simply wrong, but gravely wrong.

Further justice to St. Joseph

https://www.thecatholicthing.org/2021/03/02/further-justice-to-st-joseph/
Michael Pakaluk, March 2, 2021

In this year of St. Joseph, let’s at least do justice to St. Joseph.  Mere justice is the starting point of love and devotion.
In some earlier columns, I argued (here) that we don’t do justice to St. Joseph if we take him to have doubted Mary’s fidelity.  We certainly don’t do justice to him either if we think (here) that he had relations with her after Our Lord’s birth.

So in this column, I want to challenge the assumption that it is enough to call him a “foster father.”

We often refer to St. Joseph as the “foster father” or “guardian” of our Lord.  Echoing Scripture, we maybe even say that he was “reputed” to have been Jesus’s father.  Many saints and popes have used similar expressions, which are true, so far as they go.  But they fail to get at the fullness of St. Joseph’s paternity.

As a father myself of a large family, this is a matter close to my heart.  I address St. Joseph in prayer as “my father,” and I take him to be an example of fatherhood for myself.  But could he have been in some sense “less” of a father than I am? (I mean “as father.” Clearly in virtue he is stupendously greater.)  Can a student be greater than his teacher?  These are shocking ideas and must be false.

I find that to grapple with this question well, you need to turn to an earlier generation in the Church, when families were intact, and biological paternity was taken more seriously.  By contrast, we are disposed to agree too quickly that adoptive fatherhood exhausts fatherhood.

In part, this is because the authority of fatherhood is being attacked across the board, especially the authority of God as Creator.  Also, people do not want to appear to be criticizing broken families, where children are not raised by their biological mother and father together.  We have partly good motives too, insofar as we want to insist that raising a child is as important as engendering it.

Whatever the reasons, we too quickly accept that it’s enough to call St. Joseph a “foster father.” Yet an earlier generation was unhappy with this title.  I began to understand this truth reading a marvelous devotional book by a French Dominican, Michel Gasnier, Joseph the Silent. First published in 1960 in Paris as Trente Visites à Joseph le Sliencieux, it was translated into English two years later.

“The style of the book,” wrote a contemporary reviewer, “is luminous and eloquent, as one would expect from an author whose works have been crowned by the French Academy and from a speaker whose eloquence has brought him invitations to preach in pulpits throughout France as well as in foreign countries.”  Scepter Press has brought out this difficult-to-find book in a new translation for the Year of St. Joseph

In his chapter on “Joseph’s Fatherhood,” Fr. Gasnier quotes Bossuet, who adapted a maxim from St. John Chrysostom: “God gave Joseph all that belongs to a father without loss of virginity.” He refers to a Congress held at the Oratory of St. Joseph in Montreal, Canada, August 1-9, 1955, which enthusiastically adopted the expression “virginal father” to refer to St. Joseph.  Indeed, such is the invocation at the start of a popular Prayer of Consecration to St. Joseph: “O Glorious Patriarch and Patron of the Church! O Virgin Spouse of the Virgin Mother of God! O Guardian and Virginal Father of the Word Incarnate!”
Fr. Gasnier maintains that “virginal father” is the better expression.  “It is not easy to qualify Joseph’s paternity with precision,” he writes, “because it represents, if one may so express it, a paternity utterly unique in history; something so special, so original as to demand a new vocabulary capable of attributing a proper title to its function.”

What are Fr. Gasnier’s arguments?  He points out that an adopted child is originally a stranger to at least one adoptive parent and possibly a ward of the state.  But “From the moment he became incarnate in Mary, lawfully and divinely fruitful, he belonged at the same time to Joseph, since husband and wife, according to the order established by God are one, and hold their goods in common.”

It is no small matter to insist that Joseph and Mary were truly “espoused” (Douay-Rheims) when she conceived, and not merely “engaged,” as some paraphrase translations put it. (Mt 1:18)

Joseph moreover had an active role in Jesus’s conception, because of his love for Mary’s virginity: “The Man-God was the fruit of Mary’s virginity. . . .And Joseph, reverencing that virginity, prepared the way as it were for the Holy Spirit to make possible her miraculous fecundity. . . .Both, by common consent, had offered it to heaven as an acceptable gift.  And both in return had received in equal measure a son, the fruit as it were, of their virginal union.”
Then too God “transferred his rights” as Father to Joseph, as signified in the angel’s words that Joseph would give the child his name, as if to say, “to you, God transmits his rights. . . .You will have a truly fatherly love for him, and you will exercise all the rights of a father over him.”

Joseph was even the father of the Redeemer “by blood,” because the blood that really counts in this regard is that of the mature man who offered himself on the Cross, and yet “Jesus will eat the bread earned by Joseph’s toil. . . .It is by means of the food bought with the price of Joseph’s toil that Jesus’ veins will be filled with that Precious Blood which he will spill to the last drop on Calvary.” Joseph’s sweat becomes the Lord’s blood.

Who could possibly be a better witness in this matter than Mary?  In a moment of distress, she speaks of Joseph’s paternity as equal to her own maternity:  “Behold,” she says, “your father and I have been looking for you anxiously.” (Lk 2:48)

Two reflections of St. Joseph

https://www.thecatholicthing.org/2021/03/16/two-reflections-of-st-joseph/

Michael Pakaluk, March 16, 2021

Something very characteristic of sons is that, when they like something in their fathers, they say to themselves specifically that they want to do something similar someday.
It happens all the time, in matters large and small.  Once I took my children on the Skyline Drive to see the fall foliage in an old Mercedes station wagon with a sunroof.  At a rest stop, from a scenic overlook, a warm breeze gently blowing, my eldest looked around at the brilliant colors, simply pleased, and exclaimed, “When I grow up, I am going to take my children on the Skyline Drive!”

Just yesterday, my son – a senior in high school – couldn’t start his car.  I said, “Try turning the wheel.”  He turned it, and the car started.  Astounded, he said out loud, “So this is one of those things you know because someone tells you.  When I have a son, and he can’t start his car, I am going to tell him to try turning the wheel.”

These are charming stories that I remember because my sons spoke their thoughts aloud.  But sons have many thoughts like that unspoken, and many intimations not even voiced within.

The question then arises:  Among the things that Jesus said or did, are there any which, we might suppose, he deliberately did, intending to do what Joseph had done?  If so, then in doing so he was reflecting St. Joseph.

We know that Jesus thought of his relationship to his heavenly Father in that way.  He said that he did nothing except what he saw his heavenly Father do (Jn. 5:19).  So this was a mark of the Lord’s human personality.  It’s obvious, too, that in his carpentry work, at least, Jesus would have been following Joseph.

We might make something of a challenge out of it for the Year of St. Joseph: try to find passages in the Gospels where Jesus might plausibly be reflecting Joseph.  The exercise can only lead us closer to Jesus and to Joseph.

One obvious place to turn is prayers.  In general, sons learn private prayers from their mothers – but within the household, in communal settings, from their fathers, who lead such prayers.  Does the Lord’s Prayer, then, reflect the common prayers in the household of the Holy Family, which Joseph led?

It also helps to have some kind of “instrument” or “method” of investigation.  Here’s one.  Suppose we take the Patriarch Joseph to be a “type” of St. Joseph, as the Church has traditionally believed, and as Popes have taught.  For example, Leo XIII in Quamquam Pluries says this:
The Joseph of ancient times, son of the patriarch Jacob, was the type of St. Joseph. . . .the first Joseph won the favor and especial goodwill of his master. . .through Joseph’s administration his household came to prosperity and wealth. . . .(still more important) he presided over the kingdom with great power, and, in a time when the harvests failed, he provided for all the needs of the Egyptians with so much wisdom that the King decreed to him the title “Savior of the world.” Thus it is that We may prefigure the new in the old patriarch.

Let us suppose that, even though St. Joseph in Nazareth did not preside over great wealth and prosperity, nonetheless there was a magnanimity and magnificence in his character, which Our Lord as a child had noted and had wanted, then, to honor when he was a man, through imitation.

The obvious example would be the Marriage Feast of Cana.  St. John says explicitly that Mary was invited, and that Jesus and the disciples accompanied her. (Jn. 2:1-2)  This way of putting it seems meant to suggest that Joseph was no longer alive: Jesus accompanied his mother in Joseph’s stead.  What he did, then, may naturally be taken to be “in Joseph’s stead,” in imitation.

His care for the newly married couple, shown in his creation of about 800 bottles of the finest wine, seems exactly a realization of what the Patriarch did, while also being a type, of what St. Joseph still does today for the Church, as Universal Patron.

Take this to be the first obvious reflection of St. Joseph in the actions of Our Lord.

But wouldn’t a second be what Our Lord said from the Cross, when he turns to St. John and confers Mary to him, with “Behold, your mother,” and Mary to St. John, with “Behold, your son.” (Jn. 19:26-27)

Again, let us assume that Joseph was no longer alive.  The Fathers say that that was one motive for Our Lord’s taking care of his mother in this way.  But then cannot we also say that Jesus was also reflecting a prior conferral?  
When Joseph was dying, he would have entrusted Jesus to Mary, and Mary to Jesus, not to effect a bond, but to affirm it, as if “take care of each other.”  That Jesus had this act in mind and wanted to imitate his earthly father at the hour of his death, seems eminently plausible.

When I was doing a radio interview last week about my recent book, which is an investigation of the “reflections” of Mary in the gospel of John, my host asked me whether Mary, in turn, reflects anything about Joseph, a fitting question for the Year of St. Joseph.  I fumbled and said something like, “As Mary is likened to the moon because she reflects God’s light, maybe Joseph can be likened to the earth, which reflects the moonlight.  After all, like the earth, Joseph is solid, grounded, and, in his humility, a foundation.”  I didn’t answer the question.

On second thought, now I might say, simply, married couples grow to be alike: to know Mary, then, must be to know Joseph.

But also, if we want to know Joseph better, then look to those places where, we can guess, the Son in Mary’s presence is specifically aiming to be like him.
How the year of St. Joseph should change me

https://www.thecatholicthing.org/2021/04/27/how-the-year-of-st-joseph-should-change-me/
Michael Pakaluk, April 27, 2021

Iunderstand that when this year of St. Joseph is done, I should have a deeper, more constant, more fervent devotion to St. Joseph.  I understand that I should have spent time meditating on his role and his life, so as to be more familiar with him, and, going forward, to be a closer child and associate.
But how should devotion to St. Joseph change my character?  How should it correct how I embrace the faith and approach this task of being a Catholic in the contemporary world?

Do these questions have an urgency with you, as they do for me?  Do you sense that there is something maybe harsh and raw, some kind of tone of desperation perhaps, at least, a serious incompleteness – or for others, something dangerously superficial and ignorantly optimistic – about Catholic life in general today, which is in serious need of repair?

I don’t say that anyone in particular assessed the need and prescribed the cure – except maybe the Successor of St. Peter, with the spiritual intuition of his office. But rather that if there is such a need, and St. Joseph is plausibly the cure, then we’d be ignoring the Holy Spirit to ignore this important fact.

Let’s begin with happiness.   When I look at St. Pope John XXIII’s remarkable Apostolic Letter of 1961, Le Voci, “For the protection of St Joseph on the Second Vatican Council,” I am struck by how naturally the Holy Father speaks of happiness and contentment (Italian: felice) in relation to St. Joseph. He says, for instance, of Pius XII, who instituted the feast day of St. Joseph the Worker: “Pius XII also took the same fundamental tone as his predecessor in many speeches, all of which were so beautiful, vibrant, and happy.” The “law of labor,” which St. Joseph shows us and to which all of us are subject, “is for all a ‘law of honor, peaceful life, and a holy, immortal prelude to happiness.’”

But how many Catholics do you know today whose manner would first be described as beautiful, vibrant, and happy?

Then, there is serenity, regarded as inseparable from silence.  Here, the message is that we can expect our most important work in this life to be unseen and not broadcast. “St. Joseph. . .has a mission to fulfill, but who passes collected, silent, almost unnoticed and unknown in all humility and silence, a silence which was broken, however, by a shout, crying, ‘Glory forever!’”

In devotion to St. Joseph, these marks of happiness and serenity become connected: “Always be our protector. Let your inner spirit of peace, silence, work, and prayer in the service of Holy Church always cheerfully enliven us.” And these in turn are connected by John XXIII with the purpose of the Second Vatican Council: “To bring its task to a happy end, the Ecumenical Council only requires the light of truth and grace, disciplined study and silence, serene peace of minds and hearts.”
Then, there is sweetness (Italian: dolcezza).  We are all familiar with the note of sweetness from the closing line of the great Marian hymn, Salve Regina:  O clemens!  O pia!  O dulcis Maria!   Perhaps like me you will shed a tear when you sing this line, which is itself so sweet. But an emotion is not a character trait. To be known for crying when singing is not to be known for gentleness and sweetness of character. But St. Joseph was gentle, and devotion to him is meant to soften someone’s character, making it appealing, softly receptive of what is good, and appealingly “sweet.”

Happiness, serenity, and sweet attractiveness – these seem a good start, and necessary corrections.  But I end with two observations about these traits in our present condition.

First, they lie at the root and inspiration of the Second Vatican Council: therefore, we cannot reasonably expect the Council to attain its purpose without them.  Here is how John XXIII put it in 1961:

The voices that come to us from all the points of the earth, in an expression of joyful expectation of hope for the happy success of the Second Vatican Ecumenical Council, continually stimulates Our spirit ever more to take advantage of the willingness of many simple and sincere hearts to turn with tender spontaneity to invoke heavenly aid, an increase in religious fervor, and clarity of direction for all that the conclusion of the council assumes and promises to increase the inner life of the Church and the social and the spiritual renewal of the world.
And so here we encounter, at the appearance of the new spring of this year and at the threshold of the sacred Pascal Liturgy, the gentle and amiable character of St. Joseph, the kingly husband of Mary, so dear to the hearts of souls who are more sensitive to the attractions of Christian asceticism and its expressions of religious piety, reserved and modest, but much more pleasant and friendly.

Second, these character traits are not likely to be attained by sheer acts of will but rather by habits of resting in the joyful consideration of Catholic truth, and by keeping clear of serious sin – graces which the Church has constantly sought from St. Joseph.  Indeed, John XXIII refers to the famous prayer of Leo XIII to St. Joseph, “whose sweetness suffused much of Our childhood,” which includes these lines:

Defend, O most watchful guardian of the Holy Family, the chosen off-spring of Jesus Christ. Keep from us, O most loving Father, all blight of error and corruption. Aid us from on high, most valiant defender, in this conflict with the powers of darkness. As you once rescued the Child Jesus from deadly peril, so now defend God’s Holy Church from the snares of the enemy and from all adversity. Shield us ever under your patronage, that, following your example and strengthened by your help, we may live a holy life, die a happy death, and attain to everlasting bliss in Heaven. Amen.

RELATED FILES
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