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Fourth Sunday of Advent Gospel Word
Matthew 1:18–24

Stop. Look. Listen. Most will recognize these three words. They were 
posted at railroad crossings for many years. Today they have been 
replaced by flashing lights. The words warned that an oncoming train 
might be approaching. When it comes to a contest between a car or 
pedestrian and a fast train, we know who wins. So wait. Be careful. 
Don’t move ahead too quickly. Something might be awaiting you 
which you will want to consider. More information might be available 
up ahead. 
Today we heard about “Joseph’s Dilemma.” It’s about how Joseph, 
engaged to Mary, was thrown into the middle of an immense quan-
dary. He stopped, looked, and listened. As a practical man, he made a 
plan to deal with Mary’s pregnancy. He had some options. One would 
be to get this all out into the open and deal with it according to local 
customs and laws. But that would have caused disgrace and humilia-
tion to Mary. Joseph didn’t like that option. So he decided simply to 
be quiet about the whole thing and walk away. But God had other 
plans, and the great message of the story was that Joseph listened 
and went along. 

-by David Thomas, PhD, Co-Director, The Bethany Family Institute

Today’s Gospel shows us a good 
example of the merits of Stop, Look, 
and Listen. Having heard the story a 
hundred times, we may not be as 
aware of its power. First of all, it 
seems that any account of the Incar-
nation of God in human form would 
be enough to stop us and make us 
pause and ask “What’s going on?” 
This is about God, who created the 
entire universe—becoming one of us; 
becoming flesh and blood in one of 
us—Mary, a young girl from Naza-
reth. Today’s Gospel reading, how-
ever, puts the spotlight on Joseph, a 
kind of innocent bystander. But one 
who had a very important part in this 
great event. He was to protect the 
reputation of Mary and the very life 
of her son, Jesus Christ. He was to 
provide and protect them. On the 
surface, what he did may not seem 
that remarkable to us. But in reality, it 
was. After all, it was his life, and he 
chose to live it in a very unconven-
tional way. He saw this as God’s will 
for him. Take care of them, was the 
message he experienced in that 
famous dream. Take Mary into your 
home. Be her husband. Take her son 
into your home. Be his father for all 
to see. You know what really 
happened. The neighbors don’t. But 
don’t go there. Stay faithful to God 
and to your family. That’s all. And 
that will be enough. Each person is 
called by God to play a role in the 
history of the universe. Joseph had 
his, unconventional as it was. We 
have ours, and we accomplish it 
when we stop, look, and listen to the 
movement of God in our lives. But 
what it is, is enough. It is more than 
enough because it is a part of God’s 
plan, perhaps comparable in some 
ways to the life of Saint Joseph. We 
couldn’t do better.

One-line Prayer
Saint Joseph, pray for us, that we 

receive protection and support when 
we face hard times. Amen. 
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