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Not long ago I turned on the television and the 1951 version of Dickens, A Christmas Carol was on.  Though I have seen this movie countless times, it still fascinates me and draws me in.  Its message is one of redemption and restoration.  Scrooge is lost among the things of his life; his work, his pennies, his closed heart.  But the miracle of Christmas, and the wisdom that comes from listening to angels (of a sort) sent from on high, draws him into a new reality and he who was lost is not only found but finds it in his heart to share joy and laughter and even the gift of life with those whom he knows.  I do love this movie.

But this time there was something different about my viewing of the film.  You see, shortly after I began watching it the phone rang.  I muted the sound of the television so that I might listen to the caller without distraction.  After completing the call I moved to turn the volume of the television up but, before I could do so, I was struck by how interesting the film was with the sound turned down.  As I stood there watching the actors move in silence the familiar footage seemed to speak more clearly about the true nature of the characters whose lives were depicted in the story.  Without the sound; just by watching what was happening, I could tell which character was loving, which was hateful, who was hopeful and who was sad.  With the sound turned down one of my favorite movies took on new life and meaning.   

This experience of viewing A Christmas Carol without the benefit of the characters’ voices caused me to wonder what it would be like to view other television shows in the same manner.  And so I did.  In some circumstances the volume turned up might have helped me discern the nature of the character more quickly but, so clear were the actions of the actors that, it did not take long to determine the specific roles being portrayed.  No voices, no sound, and yet actions spoke loudly and clearly.  
Now fast forward to my study of the birth narratives of Jesus found in the gospels of Matthew and Luke.  Fast forward to the character about whom I wanted to preach today.  Fast forward to the life of Joseph.  Joseph just gets short shrift in the Christmas story.  Yes, I know he is found in every manger scene on every lawn or mantle piece; but his primary role, or so it seems, is to serve as a first century hotel.com and find a place for Mary to rest and deliver her child.  
Joseph, about whom we know little, save his occupation and genealogical position in the house of David, comes off in the Christmas story as the ultimate strong and silent type.  And I really do mean the ultimate silent type.  For you see, not until I began studying the stories of Jesus’ birth did I realize how silent Joseph really was.  Did you hear it; did you hear Joseph’s voice in the texts Kim read?  No, no you did not, for nowhere in the entirety of the Biblical canon do we hear Joseph ever speak.  Nowhere do we hear his voice verbalizing the concerns of his mind or the praise of his heart.  Throughout the Bible the sound of Joseph’s voice is turned all the way down.
We hear Mary’s voice, for when the angel Gabriel stands before her and tells her she has been chosen to bear the son of God, Mary fills the air with an exclamation of joy and praise.  “My soul magnifies the Lord” Mary says, “And my spirit rejoices in God my Savior.  For he has considered my humble estate and from now on all generations shall call be blessed.”
  We hear Mary’s voice with clarity and with power.  Earlier in the Lukan text we even hear Elizabeth’s voice as she extols God’s goodness for giving her the gift of life in her belly, even in her old age.  In the midst of her joy Elizabeth cries out, “This the Lord has done for me.  He has shown his favor and taken away the disgrace of my people.”
  Mary’s voice, Elizabeth’s voice; we even hear the shepherds whispering, “Let’s go to Bethlehem and see this thing that has happened, that the Lord told us about”.
  And we certainly know the sound of the angels singing, “Glory to God in the highest and on earth peace to those on whom God’s favor rests.”
   We seem to hear everyone’s voice except Joseph’s.  No where, absolutely no where, does he speak for himself in his own voice, with his own words.  All we know about him is reported through the actions of his life, all we know about him we learn by watching him with the sound turned down.
Understanding Joseph is like trying to understand A Christmas Carol with the television on mute.  All we can do is watch with our eyes, and surmise from his actions what he is all about.  
So, based on his actions, what do we know about Joseph?  Well the Matthew text tells us he was a righteous man, a man given to following the ways of God, a man who sought a right relationship with God.  As a righteous man, as a good Jew, Joseph would have known the scriptures.  So Joseph knew that God was slow to anger and abounding in love.
  Because of this Joseph would not humiliate Mary.  Instead the text tells us he desired to put her away without public spectacle, without public disgrace.  We know that Joseph was giving and gracious for he could have demanded that his young fiancé be stoned to death for her offense; for being pregnant without the benefit of marriage called, in that day, for such a penalty.  And please note we know much about Joseph through his actions because he offered Mary this kindness before he encountered the angel in his dream.  Yes, he was truly kind.
Even with the sound turned down we can see in Joseph a man of grace and decorum.  But that is not all we know about the one who served the Savior as human father.  We know also that he was obedient to God’s command.  The Lukan text tells us after his conversation with a celestial correspondent Joseph did exactly what the angel commanded him to do.  He did not hesitate, he did not equivocate, he did not calculate the cost.  He moved in simple, straight forward obedience and took Mary as his wife.  He was obedient even though this move would have ostracized him and called down upon his head ridicule, for the people of Nazareth could count to nine just fine and they could see the size of Mary’s belly did not correspond correctly with their days of wedded bliss.  Yet unconstrained by the comments of others, undeterred by the damage this would have done to his reputation and to his family, Joseph was obedient not to the call of the cultural mores of his time but to the sound of his God’s voice.

And finally, we know that Joseph was wise.  Though he may not have understood fully the condition of a teen age girl whom an angel had said would bear a child who had come from God through the Holy Sprit; though he likely unable to make sense out of this situation; he did make haste to take Mary under his wing and to care for her.  He did make the decision not to press his marital rights but, as the text says, he held her in ways that allowed her to focus on the words of the angel Gabriel, words she pondered in her heart, and you will bear a child and you will call his name Jesus and he will be great . . .  and the Lord will give him the throne of his Father David . . .  and he will reign forever and his kingdom will have no end.”

Righteous, kind, obedient, wise; all of this we know not from Joseph’s mouth but from his actions, from his walk, from his life with the sound turned down.  But I wonder, why would the biblical writ leave Joseph so mute, why are we left to wonder, and I know that I wonder, what Joseph was thinking, what he was feeling?  How did he make this move of faith to accept a woman as wife who was about to bear another’s child?  How did he move past the criticism of his community, the counsel of those who had power over his lively hood; how did he ignore the caustic comments of those who knew Mary’s “condition” and would not let it rest, because you know the busy bodies in Nazareth were on the case.  Where did Joseph get the strength, where did he get the courage – the fortitude – to continue as if nothing was wrong and never, at least not in the biblical canon, utter a word?

Well beloved of God, I suspect we will never know why the Bible allows shepherds and angels, Elizabeth and Mary to speak so clearly and articulately and keeps Joseph so silent.  And maybe the whole of the question is moot.  Maybe we are not supposed to ask what Joseph said; maybe we are supposed to focus on what he does.  
For the old adage teaches action speaks louder than words and Joseph’s actions speak with clarity to those of us who face circumstances that seem beyond our strength.  Joseph’s life, even with the sound turned down, teaches us how to face obstacles that seem too high to surmount.  Our brother, God’s son, Joseph lives a life that speaks volumes about how you and I must behave if we are going to accept that to be obedient to God is not always easy, not always pleasant, not always a peace of cake.  
If we are going to be followers of God and of his son Christ then like Joseph we must seek to be righteous.  What does that mean?  It means we must seek to be in right relationship with our God; living as he calls us to live, loving as he calls us to love.  Being righteous before God requires that we seek God with our whole hearts, not just on Sundays and not just on special days.  But that we seek God each day we breathe so that we may know the ways of God and draw close to the heart of God; draw close as Joseph must have done, positioning ourselves to hear from God and like Joseph to be used by God.

Oh there is so much more that we might learn if we examine Joseph’s life.  But on this eve of Christmas Eve that is not what I want to do.  Instead I want to ask each of us a question, if, like Joseph, the sound was turned down in our lives, if like Joseph we were not allowed to speak, not allowed to communicate directly; if like Joseph we could not tell people with our own words who we are or what we think; if the sound of our lives was turned all the way down and all the world knew about us was told in the actions of our lives how would we be known?
Returning to A Christmas Carol, with the sound turned down, what we know about Ebenezer is he never smiles and seems to know no joy.  What one can discern from the film, with the sound turned down, is as he grew older he grew meaner until his pain and anger filled the screen.

If the sound was turned down on our lives what would our co-workers see, what would those who sit near us on public transportation see, what would those who drive behind us in traffic believe about our essence and our being; what would the world believe about us?
This glorious day, as we gather in the presence of God, as we gather to welcome Ella a new and beautiful life into the family of God; on this day as we are quick to have the words Merry Christmas on our lips; let us remember that the sounds of our lives are not as important as the actions of our lives and we do well to consider what are lives say when the sound is turned down.  

Beloved of God, I do not know what you are thinking about your lives in this moment; I do not know what you communicate when the sound is turned down but, I do know we I love and serve a God who welcomes us to begin anew and afresh with each breath we take.  From this moment forward let us go into the rest of the season, the rest of our lives, working to make the actions of our lives and the sounds of our lives match God’s call on our lives; a call to seek God and obey God’s word, a call for peace and justice, a call for love and to be like Ebenezer at the end of A Christmas Carol.  Let us go forward into our celebration of Christmas less concerned about how we sound as we say Merry Christmas and more concerned with how our lives incarnate a Merry Christmas for all the world to see.  If we would do so would it not be a Joy to the World? 
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