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Well, another New Year is upon us.  The year 2022.  And it seems like every year at this time people 

start talking about their “New Year’s Resolutions”.  I don't know if you saw it, but after last week's ugly 

loss by the Patriots to the Buffalo Bills, Coach Belichick was even asked about it.  In the middle of his 

post game interview, when it was obvious that he was in a very bad mood, a young and perhaps 

somewhat naive female reporter asked what was really a kind-spirited question.  “Hi,” she said, “Football 

aside, sorry.  But I’m doing a story about New Year’s resolutions, and I was wondering if you had any 

you wanted to share with your fans and our readers.”  Normally when someone asks this coach a 

question that makes no sense or tries his patience, like “football aside” to a man who lives and breathes 

the game, they're either stared down or put down by Belichick.  But surprisingly, he actually answered!  

“No,” was his answer, “Not right now, but maybe next week.”  The answer was terse, but could it be that 

even the hardened Bill Belichick thinks New Year's resolutions might make some sense, might have 

some value?  

 

After all, as long as we keep them, resolutions are a good way to change undesired behavior or thinking, 

or accomplish a new personal goal, or otherwise improve one's life at the start of a new year. However, I 

think I can speak for all of us when I say that change is typically a very hard thing to do.  But that's why I 

specifically chose today's Scripture about Joseph, Jesus' earthly father.  Because consider how Joseph 

had to change his mind, his plans, after he was visited by the angel.  Let’s look at Joseph.  We can 

surmise from this scripture what kind of man, what kind of devout Jew he had to have been.  We hear 

that he was “a righteous man,” so  I'm sure he followed all the Jewish laws and traditions.  And I'm sure 

he lived and breathed his bible: the Torah, which is the five books that were given to Moses by God.  

Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy.  These books contained the total summation of 

God's laws, and covered every aspect of daily life.  It required males to be circumcised, it regulated diet, 

it mandated the Sabbath and holy days and the various types of sacrifices to be made.  And, it also 

mandated atonement and punishment for any transgressions.  

 

So here he is, engaged to Mary, and he finds out that she is pregnant.  Hmmm.  This is a problem.  

Nazareth is not that big of a town and soon everyone will know of what appears to be Mary’s 

indiscretion.  So what is he to do?  Well, one of the most fundamental character traits of human beings is 

the need for approval.  It's a trait we're taught from a very young age, to seek approval from our parents.  



As adults then, we want others to affirm our decisions and actions as good ones.  We don’t want to suffer 

any negative criticism.  So – what should Joseph do?  He could go down to the local Dunkin Donuts with 

all his pals and ask them for advice on what to do.  Their answer could be something like, “Come on 

Joseph!  An angel spoke to you?  Really?  Perhaps you had a little too much wine that night.  Just break 

off the engagement.  She's obviously no good.”  Or better yet, maybe he goes over to the synagogue.  

They'll have the right answer.  “Just do what the Bible says,” the rabbi will say.  “It's right here in 

Deuteronomy 22.  She is to be taken out and stoned to death in front of the people.” 1 So now what 

should “righteous” Joseph do?  How does he decide? 

 

Well, given what we know, I think Joseph probably turned to God.  And what is the greatest attribute of 

our God?  It’s that he is a God of love.  Don’t we all here believe that?  St. John even takes this belief a 

step further by saying, “Because God is love, whoever does not love, does not know God.”  Did you get 

that?   Whoever does not love, does not know God.  The problem so often is that many of us just can't 

make that connection between knowing God and loving others.  We’re more apt to judge others, with 

that judgment based on our own personal biases.  And when it comes to the Bible, we have this tendency 

to read it literally instead of through the lens of love.  I don't think God want us to use the Bible as reason 

to hurt or harm or wound or malign any person.  And especially not to judge another person. 

 

Pastor Paul Prather tells a wonderful story that illustrates what I’m saying.  It goes like this.  “My wife 

and I have a friend named Dean, a doting father and a devout Christian.  Dean hails from a legalistic 

religious tradition.  He learned early to take the Bible literally and to dismiss people who didn't see 

things his way.  Some years ago my wife's brother, Gordon, decided to get married, and we were all 

invited.  His bride, Sheila, had been married before and divorced.  That was a real problem for Dean 

because, in the Bible, Jesus says that anyone who divorces and remarries again is committing adultery.  

Therefore, this marriage so bothered Dean, that he refused to come to the wedding.  He wasn't really 

rude, but he didn't hide his reason for not participating.  He did not intend to be a party to sin.  Time, 

though, does interesting things to us all.  Eventually, Dean, Gordon and Sheila all ended up attending the 

same country church.  Meanwhile, Dean's oldest son grew up and got married and then divorced.  Then 

he married again.  I was present at his son's second wedding.  And so was Dean.  I knew that ‘love’ 

would not let him miss his own son's ceremony.  The next day at church, after the Sunday morning 

service, we were all standing in the church vestibule.  Suddenly, Dean reached out and embraced the 
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couple warmly.  “I want you two to forgive me,” he said.  “Forgive you for what,” asked Gordon.  

“Years ago, when you got married, I wouldn't come to your wedding,” Dean said.  “I was doing what I 

thought was right.  But God has given me new light on that subject that I didn't have before.  I'm sorry.”  

Gordon and Sheila smiled, “We forgive you, and we never held it against you in the first place.”  And 

that pretty much was that.  Except that everyone appeared to feel a lot better, even though a minute 

earlier I hadn't realized anyone was feeling bad.  Even I felt better, and none of this had anything to do 

with me.  Afterwards, I mulled over what I had witnessed.  It occurred to me that life has a way of 

smacking all of us in the face with our own smug actions.  What we condemn in others invariably returns 

as a flaw in our own lives or in the lives of our immediate families. It's as if God is heaven bent on 

reminding us that none of us are perfect enough to judge others.  I marveled at the potential for healing 

that resides in genuine (love and) forgiveness.  Many of us regret certain things we've done, whether or 

not we can summon up the courage to publicly acknowledge that fact and to apologize.  But we all hope 

to be forgiven by God and our neighbors.   And I wonder how many rifts in this world might be mended 

if someone would just say, unbidden, “I'm sorry.”  And if the injured person could respond, “I forgive 

you.  In fact, I forgave you before you even asked.”  

 

Now let's get back to Joseph.  Joseph’s love for Mary outweighed his righteousness, and he was willing 

to change his mind, and take her as his wife.  You see, righteousness can sometimes become like a boat 

that gets stuck on the shoals of justice and is thereby rendered immovable.  Love, on the other hand, 

which consists of mercy and forgiveness, can lift a vessel to freedom.  Joseph could have, in all 

“righteousness,” cast Mary aside in a way that publicly shamed her and would have ended her life. 

Within the law, within the society he lived, he had that power and to use it would have meant no 

dishonor to him.2 Pastor Fred Craddock puts it this way.  "Joseph is a good man, and he rises to a point 

that is absolutely remarkable for his day and time.  He loves his Bible and he knows his Bible.  But he 

reads it through a certain kind of lens, the lens of the character and nature of a God who is merciful and 

loving.  Therefore he says about Mary, "I will not harm her, abuse her, expose her, shame her, ridicule 

her, or demean her value, her dignity, or her worth.  I will protect her.  Where does it say that in your 

Bible, Joseph?  I'll tell you where it says that.  It says that in the very nature and character of God."  

 

And so on this Communion Sunday, might it not be a good time for all of us to consider what we need to 

change in order to see others and treat others through the lens of love like that.  Amen. 
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