For much of Advent, our attention has been placed upon the figure of John the Baptist – the voice crying in the wilderness: “Prepare a way for the Lord”. At Christmas, our gaze will fall upon the baby Jesus in the crib and in the arms of His Virgin Mother. On this fourth and final Sunday of Advent, we have the opportunity of spending time in the company of St. Joseph, a man whose silent presence graces every moment of the Christmas story. Although none of his words have been preserved for us, Scripture is eloquent about the wonderful qualities of this holy man. 
My brothers and sisters, it is only the light of Christ that allows us to truly perceive the inherent dignity possessed by every person – male and female (cf. Gen 1:27; 5:2) – and the beauty of who it is each of us have been called, by God, to be. Having allowed this saving light to dim in our society, we now find ourselves adrift in so much confusion about who it is we are; we seem to have lost the confidence in our ability to affirm basic truths. Unless we keep our eyes on Christ, we lose the ability to see ourselves as He sees us, and we lose the capacity to love one another as He loves us. Although God is spirit, and so, in a physical sense, He transcends the boundaries of biological sex, nevertheless, God has revealed Himself as Father, Christ is a husband wedded to the Church (cf. Eph. 5:21-33), and the Holy Spirit is aflame with that most foundational of masculine qualities – the giving of life in the giving of Himself.
One of the gravest problems we have in our society is a crisis in understanding what it means to be a virtuous man. Now, this isn’t the only problem we have, by any means, but because there is a Divine ordering to creation, and because God has written His law into our hearts, if men don’t know what it means to be a good and a holy man, if society places no value on the splendour of fatherhood, if women can’t find steadfast men – men capable of being loving husbands and faithful fathers – then society simply cannot function. Into the darkness of this current dilemma, we look to St. Joseph as the role model of what it means to be a solid, faith-filled, dependable man.
In today’s Holy Gospel, we hear St. Joseph being described as ‘a just man’ (cf. Matt. 1:19). Now, this word ‘just’ (dikaios [δίκαιος] in the Greek) also means ‘righteous’, ‘upright’, ‘honest’ and ‘devoted’. In the New Testament, this word is only applied to a select group of people. Jesus calls His Heavenly Father ‘righteous’ (cf. Jn.17:25) and Jesus Himself is called righteous twelve times[footnoteRef:1]. What is especially interesting is that, other than on one occasion (cf. Lk. 1:6) – where both Zechariah and his wife Elizabeth are called ‘righteous’ – every other use of this word is in relation to a man: so, Jesus, St. Joseph, St. John the Baptist (cf. Mk. 6: 20), Joseph of Arimathea (Cf. Lk.23:50) and the centurion Cornelius (cf. Acts 10:22) are all righteous men. While the New Testament is full of holy and God-fearing women, there is some quality here, that the word of God is calling all men to embrace. To be like Christ, a man must be just, upright, honest and devoted – in other words, he must be another St. Joseph. [1:  Jesus is called ‘righteous’ or ‘just’ by Pilate’s wife (Cf. Matt. 27:19), by Pilate himself (Cf. Matt. 27:24), by the centurion who witnessed Our Lord’s crucifixion (Cf. Lk. 23:47) and by the Apostle Peter (cf. Acts 3:14). In his First Epistle, the Apostle John refers to Christ as being righteous four times (cf. 1 Jn. 1:9, 2:1, 2:29, 3:7) and in the Book of Revelation, Our Lord is called righteous another four times (cf. Rev. 15:3, 16:5, 16:7, 19:2). Interestingly, two of the men referred to as being ‘righteous’ in the New Testament are Old Testament figures: Abel – Cain’s brother (cf. Matt. 23:35; Heb.11:4; 1 Jn. 3:12) and Lot (Abram’s nephew) (Cf. 2 Pet. 2:7).] 

In today’s Gospel we also hear how St. Joseph, on discovering that Mary was with child, was ‘unwilling to put her to shame [δειγματίζω: deigmatizō]’ (cf. Matt. 1:19). A literal translation of this is that St. Joseph was unwilling to expose or to publicly disgrace Mary; he was unwilling to make a show or spectacle out of her. We learn here that, any man desiring to be a saint must, like St. Joseph, treat everyone with compassion and with genuine care. Scripture is teaching us men that, if we want to be pleasing to God, we must have nothing to do with behaviours or attitudes that would expose, shame or humiliate women: real men, holy men, Godly men always refuse do such things.
While there are so many other things that today’s Gospel can teach us about St. Joseph[footnoteRef:2] (and thus help to outline the character of a righteous man), I will conclude my homily with this final observation, ‘When Joseph woke from sleep, he did as the angel of the Lord commanded him: he took his wife’ (Matt. 1:24). Holiness, in the life of a man, is impossible to attain if he isn’t willing to integrate into his own life the two qualities we observe, above, in St. Joseph, namely: obedience to God, and the acceptance of whatever responsibility is associated with that, even when it means suffering and remaining in the background. [2:   For example, we hear how, before deciding upon which concrete action to take, Joseph ‘considered [ἐνθυμέομαι: enthumeomai] these things’ (cf. Matt. 1:20). The word translated here as ‘considered’ actually has a far deeper resonance - it means that Joseph reflected upon, deliberated upon, turned over and over in his mind upon. In Scripture, men who live in an upright and honest manner, aren’t men whose lives are marked by rashness or capriciousness or vindictiveness or pettiness. Instead, these are men who, before doing anything, first take the people and the problems in their lives, to prayer: they look for the just solution rather than a quick or cowardly course.] 

	My dear brothers and sisters, as we approach Christmas, as we approach the scene of the Nativity, let us remember that Christ came into our world so that we, through Him, might have life and have it to the fullest (cf. Jn. 10:10). In His redemptive love, God calls us all to a unity of faith through knowledge of Himself – we are all called to ‘mature manhood, to the measure of the stature of the fulness of Christ’ (Eph. 4:12). We can only know who we are by listening to the voice of God, by accepting His Word as the way, the truth and the life (cf. Jn. 14:6) and by honouring our vocation to holiness as either men or women. Looking to St. Joseph, and asking for his intercession, let us pray, especially today, for the all the men in our lives and in our society. May the image of the infant Christ fill each man with a profound desire to be a good and a faithful father, and may the presence of the Blessed Virgin enkindle, in each man, a firm resolve to be obedient to God, to fulfil his responsibilities towards others – no matter what the cost – with a dutiful and tender kindness.

