
 
 

St. Joachim Driven from the Temple 
 
Although Joseph plays a comparatively small role in Giotto’s fresco cycles in the Arena 
Chapel, Giotto prefaces his role as foster father of Christ with the paternal figure of St. 
Joachim. Although their lives are not recorded within the pages of Scripture, the Church 
proclaims the virtue of Saints Ann and Joachim, who descended from David and 
became the parents of Mary. Texts handed down through the tradition of the Church 
demonstrate that Ann and Joachim especially modeled justice and generosity, dividing 
“all their substance in three parts, allotting one part to the Temple and its ministers, and 
another to the poor and the pilgrims, reserving the third part to themselves and the uses 
of their household” (Pseudo Matthew 1). Although they trusted in God faithfully, the 
couple’s deepest sorrow was that after twenty years of marriage, they still desired the 



gift of a child. In a society that welcomed children as a sign of God’s blessing and 
interpreted infertility as a punishment for being unworthy, this was a substantial burden 
for the aging couple to bear.  
 At one of the many feasts celebrated in Judaism, Joachim went up to Jerusalem 
to offer sacrifices to God according to custom. As he prepared his gifts for sacrifice, “a 
priest saw him, and angrily drove him away, upbraiding him for daring to draw near the 
altar of God, and calling it unseemly...that a childless man, who gave no increase to the 
people of God, should stand among men who bore sons” (Golden Legend). Crushed, 
Joachim fled to pasture his sheep in a remote area, avoiding the censure of society.  
 As Giotto portrays Joachim’s rejection at the 
temple, he draws attention to several significant factors. 
Joachim’s expression indicates the great sadness he 
carries; being driven from sacrificing to the God who 
provided children for Abraham and all of his barren 
ancestors now compounds the enduring sorrow of his 
childless marriage of twenty years. The very means of 
his deliverance--supplication to God--now seems to 
have been cut off. By placing this event at the beginning 
of his fresco cycles detailing the culmination of salvation 
history, Giotto suggests that this “grief will be turned 
into joy” just as Adam and Eve’s act of disobedience, 
the felix culpa (happy fault), at the creation of the world 
ultimately led to the Incarnation (John 16:20). Strikingly, 
Giotto paints St. Joseph with the same face as his 
father in law, indicating a deep parallel between the 
paternity of the two men. Just as with Joachim, Joseph 
felt shame, not for lack of children, but for discovering 
Mary to be pregnant outside of marriage, implicating 
him in her supposed guilt. Society judged both of these men harshly for their 
circumstances. Yet the mystics affirm that these saints accepted these trials from God 
and allowed them to purify their hearts. The simple and faithful acceptance of these two 
fathers reverberates throughout Giotto’s images and salvation history, allowing God to 
transform perceived shame into a cup that flows over with joy with the coming of the 
Messiah.  
 
 

St. Joseph, renowned offspring of David, pray for us.  
 
 

 
Discussion questions and journal prompts for personal reflection:  
 
Middle School/Confirmation Classes:  

● Which Gifts of the Spirit can you identify in Joachim’s story? (Wisdom, 
Knowledge, Counsel, Fortitude, Understanding, Fear of the Lord, and Piety) 



● What is an appropriate response to hardships and crosses God places in our 
lives? How is this imitable in my life?  

● Legend tells us that Ann and Joachim gave away ⅔ of all they have. How can 
you be generous with the gifts God has given to you?  

 
High School/Youth Groups:  

● How does the sacrificial lamb that Joachim cradles in this image attest to his 
paternity and messianic lineage? 

● How does Joachim handle the condemnation and censure of others? How is this 
imitable in my life?  

● How are Ann and St. Joachim radically generous?  
 
Adult groups/Pre-Cana resources:  

● How does Joachim exhibit heroic virtue in bearing his suffering for the sake of the 
glory of the Lord? How is this imitable in my life?  

● Some crosses are not easily removed. How is a current cross in your life 
purifying your heart to be receptive to God’s call? 

● How do Joachim and Ann cultivate radical generosity in their lives? Compare this 
to the idea of sacrificial giving. How can you imitate this virtue in your life?   

● Consider the many patriarchs who were childless and trusted in God. Why is it 
significant that Joachim also fits this mold? Why is it significant that Joseph is 
also descended from David?  

 


