
FOURTH SUNDAY OF ADVENT (YEAR A) 

 

December 22, 2019 

 

Isaiah 7:10–14  Romans 1:1–7  Matthew 1:18–24 

 

I. 

There are three main areas in any church building: 

 

1. The sanctuary or chancel, where altar is located. 

 

The Latin term is presbyterium,  

because that’s where the presbyters, meaning priests, are seated. 

 

2. The nave or body of the church, where the lay faithful have their places. 

 

“Nave” is derived from the Latin navis meaning “ship”— 

think of the English word “navy.” 

 

3. And then, in the case of a church that is cruciform or shaped like a cross, 

there is the section perpendicular to the nave: the transept, 

derived from the Latin transeptum, meaning, literally, “across a wall.” 

 

Here in this cathedral, there are two beautiful statues on either side of the transept: 

St. Vincent de Paul, the patron of the Diocese of Richmond, 

and St. Joseph, the star of today’s Gospel. 

 

Interestingly, St. Vincent de Paul is depicted holding the Christ Child 

—that is typical of his artistic representation— 

whereas St. Joseph is not. 

 

We might think that it would make more sense to have Joseph,  

the foster father of Jesus, holding his Son. 

 

What to make of that? 

 

A few remarks about St. Vincent de Paul (1581–1660). 

 

He was a French priest who lived in the late 1500s and early 1600s. 
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He is honored for caring for the poor, co-founding the Daughters of Charity, 

and establishing the Congregation of the Mission, also known as the Vincentians, 

which focused on evangelizing poor rural areas. 

 

These were some of the reasons why he was chosen  

to be the patron of the Richmond Diocese sometime around 1850, 

a diocese that was itself largely rural and poor. 

 

The Christ Child in the arms of St. Vincent de Paul represents his care for the 

person of Christ in the most vulnerable members of society. 

 

But in a sense, it’s the other person depicted in the transept  

who makes it possible for someone to hold the Christ Child. 

 

We honor St. Joseph because God entrusted the protection and care of his Son  

to this great man. 

 

The Gospel tells us about why this was so, 

as we learn about St. Joseph’s character. 

 

In Matthew’s Gospel, which we heard, 

St. Joseph—not the Virgin Mary, as in the Gospel of Luke— 

is the protagonist of the Christmas story.  

 

Significantly, Matthew the Evangelist tells us that, 

“Joseph… was a righteous man.” 

 

Even before the angel appeared to him and revealed God’s plan, 

Joseph was a holy man. 

 

It was precisely for that reason he had decided to quietly divorce Mary, 

to spare her the shame of being an expectant mother out of wedlock. 

 

Joseph was making a decision based on his well-formed conscience  

and the information available to him. 

 

He was using his reason and he was motivated by compassion for Mary. 

 

Perhaps God intervened—the angel appeared to him— 

so that Joseph could do what he could not have understood on his own. 
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In other words, 

perhaps God doesn’t need to intervene we are able to understand  

what he wants us to do. 

 

So, if we know in our conscience what we should do, 

but we’re waiting for some kind of “sign” from heaven, 

perhaps God is waiting for us to act. 

 

It’s also worth considering that even after the angel appeared to him, 

St. Joseph had to interpret the dream—in other words, he had to apply reason: 

 

 “Did God really speak to me?” 

 

 “Was I only dreaming?” 

 

St. Joseph exemplifies two qualities of a Christian disciple and saint: 

openness to God and acting swiftly. 

 

For a long time,  

I’ve thought the conclusion to today’s Gospel could be St. Joseph’s epitaph: 

 

 “When Joseph awoke, 

  he did as the angel of the Lord had commanded him.” 

 

Interestingly, and significantly,  

there are no words attributed to St. Joseph in the entire New Testament! 

 

 This was a man of action! 

 

Those qualities of his 

—openness and action— 

facilitated the fulfillment of God’s plan. 

 

In this way, St. Joseph teaches us another lesson: 

the divine plan of salvation unfolds as people seek to carry out God’s will  

in their particular lives. 
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An epic and supreme event 

—the Son of God’s becoming human— 

takes place at a specific time, in a specific place,  

and with the cooperation of specific people. 

 

As all of the prophecies of the Old Testament were coming to fulfillment 

—we heard one of them in the First Reading— 

the fulfillment of God’s design still came down to persons and their decisions: 

we can think of St. Joseph and the Virgin Mary. 

 

Joseph was open to God and he acted swiftly. 

 

That is his legacy: 

to say “yes” to what is right in front of us, as best we can understand it. 

 

Through the ages, holy men and women have followed Joseph’s example. 

 

Saints like Vincent de Paul, who cared for those in the streets around him. 

 

We have the same opportunity to discern God’s will in our lives, 

and to respond generously to the Lord who comes among us. 

 


