A Marriage Made in Heaven
Luke 1:26-38

Marriage, as an institution in America, is apparently in trouble.  In a report released this past week, the Pew Research Center notes the record low percentage of adults who are married:
Barely half of all adults in the United States—a record low—are currently married, and the median age at first marriage has never been higher for brides (26.5 years) and grooms (28.7)…
There is a marked generational difference:
In 1960, 72% of all adults ages 18 and older were married; today just 51% are.  If the current trends continue, the share of adults who are currently married will drop to below half within a few years.

This corresponds with another census analysis from earlier in the year which noted that, for the first time in U.S. history, the number of households headed by married couples dropped to 48 percent.
  Less than half of all households are led by married couples, even with the legalization of gay marriage in several states.

Demographers claim that Americans are simply catching up with trends in Europe and elsewhere, where the number of marriages has been in decline for decades.  The reasons are obvious: a higher percentage of adults are single and more couples are postponing or opting out of matrimony altogether.  Older adults don’t want to deal with the complications, particularly financial, of blending households later in life.  Younger people are concerned about getting their own lives in order first—starting a career, affording a place to live, getting the basics for themselves.  Those who are in relationships consider cohabitating a better option, allowing couples to test their compatibility before introducing the formality (and legality) of wedlock—a sort of “try it before you buy it” outlook.  
Couples do this with the blessing of their families who, in light of a 50% divorce rate, are more concerned about their sons or daughters marrying someone they’re not absolutely certain about, or who might change over time and be a different person than the one with whom they fell in love.  Though statistics don’t back it up, many believe it actually prevents divorce.  As a result, casually living together makes sense to many in this generation and has become the preferred model for establishing a home and family.  The thinking is, if your marriage isn’t made in heaven, then you better make sure it’s the right one on earth!
Well, regardless of how any of us feel with the trends in matrimony, there is an element of irony in the timing of a report like this being released during a season when one of the central features of the Christmas story is the very complicated relationship between Joseph and Mary—a marriage Christian tradition has mythically idealized as virtually made in heaven.  Yet, when you consider the human circumstances, how could it be?  Even Matthew alludes to the misgivings Joseph had about following through on the marriage.  Quite frankly, if they lived today, you wonder if Mary and Joseph would have even gotten married given what we know now, particularly with the human drama associated with Mary’s pregnancy!  
I grant you, this may seem like an odd topic to bring up given the way we like to imagine the Christmas story and season.  But what if we see ourselves in their circumstances—our human dramas—what does that tell us?  What would we have done?  What did Mary and Joseph do, as far as we can tell, that might cause us to pause and wonder if we would do the same? 
Of course, we should first overcome some of the gaps of history, such as the differences over how marriages were formed in the ancient world in contrast to our own.  For one thing, marriage was not the romantic venture as we typically envision it today.  It wasn’t about falling in love and tying the knot.  Though Mary and Joseph could have known each in the village of Nazareth, it’s unlikely these two were childhood sweethearts whom everyone in town would peg as being right for each other and destined for matrimony.  
Marriages in Jesus’ time were household contracts, created by fathers who determined who their sons or daughters would marry.  It had little to do with appropriate ages or compatibility or even love.  In this ancient agrarian society, marriages were primarily created for economic, social, and sometimes political purposes.  Virtually everyone would end up married in their lifetime which, of course, made Jesus’ own bachelorhood peculiar and strangely out of the norm.

The bonds of marriage would have played out like this.  Joseph’s father, Jacob, would have made an overture to Mary’s father proposing a marriage between their families and uniting their interests as households.  Upon agreement between the fathers, Mary and Joseph would have been considered betrothed, even though they would not be formally married for at least a year or so.  They would have lived apart, remaining with their families and having little physical contact and no sexual relations.  This marriage custom sounds similar to what engagements used to be, but even then it had more legal clout; a couple was bound to each other once the fathers agreed upon it, and only adultery could justify a petition for divorce from the husband himself, or from the wife’s father, depending on who was the guilty party.  
I mention this because, invariably, all of this would have factored into the human drama that unfolded when Mary revealed that she was pregnant.  The news would not have been welcome as it is so often today.  In fact, it would have been absolutely devastating to both families, especially since Joseph made no claim to be the father of the child.   The other obvious explanations only brought dreadful embarrassment and shame to Mary, her father, and her entire family.  Had Mary been raped by someone within or outside of her immediate family?  Or did she have a secret lover?  Neither option was unheard of in a world of arranged marriages, but never did it result in anything other than scandal, scorn, and ruined lives.  
What would Joseph have been expected to do?  If you were in that situation, would you not be angry or hurt?  Would you have wondered what happened, or who the father was of Mary’s unborn child?  Or what would you have done had you been Mary’s parents?  How would her mysterious pregnancy have been resolved in your mind?
In most situations, the marriage likely would have been dissolved and called off.  Needless to say, Mary and Joseph would have been deemed incompatible and the families would have gone through an unfortunate and ugly divorce.  But at least that was preferable than having it occur after the formal wedding.  At least Joseph and his family could save face and retain honor in their village—the shame and gossip would have been limited to Mary’s side.  Yet, if you were Mary, what would you have thought about Joseph, what he would do, or more to the point, of what you feared he thought about you?  Where was the innocence of trust?  Where was the divine blessing?   

You see, theirs was not a marriage made in heaven.  From the start it was plagued with issues of trust on both of their parts; it must have been shaky even from the contractual view of the fathers and family.  

It does make me wonder why any of this was even introduced into the Christmas story.  What was the point?  Were Matthew and Luke trying to address a widespread rumor later in life when Jesus was an adult that his birth was illegitimate and that his parentage couldn’t be easily explained or verified?  Who knows?  
Christian tradition and theology has explained that it was a way to make it clear that Jesus was the Son of God, and not the son of Joseph.  They rightly point to Matthew and Luke who both opted for the explanation that Jesus was immaculately conceived—that Mary was a virgin who was impregnated by God.  But when you think about it, would that not be harder to explain to people, particularly within the Jewish community?  
To propose that Israel’s God—whose name couldn’t even be uttered by a human, who was so sacred, so holy, so removed from human affairs that any reference was made in the third person because no one could speak of God in any intimate or personal fashion—was responsible for impregnating a young Jewish virgin was not only absurd, but the height of blasphemy!  It was more scandalous to claim that than to deal with any other explanation!  

To claim that Jesus was born of God and Mary, not Joseph and Mary, was that not the same as saying that God, in effect, committed adultery with this betrothed young woman?  Aside from how hard that would be to sell as a religious belief, what did it suggest about God’s intervention in a sacred relationship?  Did God not violate their marriage?  One wonders how that became the message of our faith!
I raise these questions, not for us to question God’s intentions, but maybe to question our understanding of God’s intentions.  What if the place of God in this story isn’t in focusing on some mysterious, strange, and profoundly problematic explanation for Jesus’ paternity, but instead in how his father, Joseph, handled a very awkward, hurtful, and potentially disastrous situation?  
As I read it, Joseph, with divine inspiration behind it, turned something scandalous and ugly into something sacred and beautiful by marrying Mary, in spite of the questions he would justifiably have within his broken heart.  We don’t even need to question Mary’s integrity or speculate on the causes of her pregnancy.  Just like in real life, sometimes there is little that is gained, and much that is lost, in uncovering and explaining every circumstance.  

What I mean is, Joseph’s willingness to follow through on the marriage to Mary—even though he wasn’t the father—even though he may have done this without his own family’s better judgment and support—is one of the most redemptive actions that could possibly occur!  We don’t know if it was done because he was in love with her—probably not.  But we do know he did it out of love for her and for the child that he would father, regardless of the circumstances and origin.  In doing so, Joseph took upon himself the burden of scandal and shame that may have plagued Mary throughout her pregnancy and perhaps even her life, if villagers gossiped about the child she bore.  But by marrying her, Joseph may have saved them all from being haunted by the potential ugliness that could have arisen from this mysterious pregnancy.  Their marriage was a mercy, a divine mercy.
I don’t doubt that Mary and Joseph could have settled it out within their own minds with a mutual belief that God made it miraculously happen, but it isn’t the sort of thing one talks about publicly.  That might raise more questions than answer, as I pointed out earlier.  It’s a private belief—a belief that God helps even the persecuted find hope and meaning in times of trouble.

Maybe that is how we can eventually arrive at a sense that the marriage of Joseph and Mary was made in heaven.  It was in the acts of sacrifice and redemption, unconditional love and mercy that made love ultimately mean more than any other truth or fact.  It was in the courage to confront the obstacles in a very challenging relationship.  It was in the desire to give every child born to a woman, regardless of her background or state in life, a chance to be delivered and a chance to deliver others.  That’s the divine mercy in this marriage: in the uniting of two lives that otherwise would be spiritually scarred, but now were redeemed by the love that inspired them to make something good come to pass in the hardship and predicaments of life.
Agree or disagree, I think that is how one recovers trust—not by unpacking the past and knowing every awkward detail of what caused what—but by believing enough in the moment and in your partner and in your capacity to love that you can build a life and a future together.  It’s based on what you want life to be, not on what it has been.  Living for a better future and not with misgivings over the past is how you can experience a marriage made in heaven.

Maybe, just maybe, that kind of love shown in his childhood home is what inspired Jesus to become what he eventually was: the mercy and grace of God to us all.   
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