
 

The Consignment of Twigs 
 
 To the right of the altar in many Catholic churches, Joseph is often depicted with 
a flowering staff or branch in one hand and the child Jesus in the other. As the foster 
father of Jesus, his holding the Christ Child needs no explanation, but there is a depth 
of hidden symbolism behind the flowering twig he holds. In addition to being the symbol 
of his submission to and trust in God, the rod represents the story of his betrothal to 
Mary. Because Mary was consecrated to God by her saintly parents, she was raised in 
the Temple and formed in virtue by the priests until she was 13 or 14 years old. When 



the Temple leaders discovered that she had taken a vow of virginity, they determined 
that she should be entrusted to the care of a man chosen by God. The priests then cast 
lots, which fell upon the tribe of Judah, the tribe through which the line of David 
continued. According to tradition handed down through The Golden Legend, the elders 
“all therefore joined in prayer; and when the high priest went in to take counsel with 
God, a voice came forth from the oratory for all to hear, and said that of all the 
marriageable men of the house of David who had not yet taken a wife, each should 
bring a branch and lay it upon the altar, that one of the branches would burst into flower 
and upon it the Holy Ghost would come to rest in the form of a dove, according to the 
prophecy of Isaias, and that he to whom this branch belonged would be the one to 
whom the virgin should be espoused.” The priests announced that all unmarried men of 
the tribe of Judah were to assemble at the Temple, and Joseph obediently traveled to 
the Temple to be among their number. 
 Although as a descendent of the line of David, Joseph is eligible to take Mary as 
his wife, he acts with constant humility and obedience. The mystics attest that  
“although the humble carpenter Joseph had a deeper veneration for [Mary] than any of 

the others, he alone considered himself unworthy of such a 
blessing, and remembering his vow of chastity, he inwardly 
renewed it and resigned himself entirely to the will of God” (The 
Life of Mary 65). Joseph’s humility is clearly manifested in Giotto’s 
retelling of the distribution of twigs where he stands on the fringe 
of the image, quietly waiting near the back of the group of men. 
Additionally, haven taking a vow of chastity in his youth, Joseph is 
radically obedient to the will of God which paradoxically calls him 
to be open to taking a wife. Humbly, he renews this vow if it be 
God’s will, and waits for the vocation the future will unfold to him. 
Through his yes to God, Joseph further grows in gentle humility, 
so central to his role as father in serving and protecting the mother 
of God and raising and teaching God Incarnate. Additionally, 

Giotto shows that Joseph is not given a twig more or less visibly significant than the 
other men; all the men present are of the remnant tribe to which the Messiah has been 
promised, but only one will serve him as an earthly father. Consequently, each of the 
men are given the same stick with the same hope that it will flower into bloom, but 
ultimately only Joseph’s branch will blossom. Given a barren rod like all the rest, only 
Joseph has tilled the soil of his heart, cultivating virtue by God’s grace, obediently 
preparing his soul to flower in the sight of God.  
 
 

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

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



● How does Joseph prepare his heart for the role that God desires him to play 
even before it is revealed to him? 

● What does it say that Joseph takes a backseat role in Giotto’s image?  
● How can you cultivate the virtue of humility in your heart so that you can be ready 

to respond to God’s voice when he calls you?  
 
High School/Youth Groups:  

● How was Joseph’s humility foundational to obedience? How does trust in God 
play a role in actualizing these virtues? 

● What are some places in your life you can ask for Joseph’s intercession in 
growing in the humility necessary to trust God’s plan, even when it seemingly 
conflicts with your own?  

● Reflecting on your own life, can you think of a time that God was preparing you to 
later do His will in a way you never expected?  

 
Adult Formation/Pre-Cana Resources: 

● What is the significance of a vow? How did Joseph remain faithful to his vow of 
chastity even when he wasn’t sure how God was calling him to live it out?  

● How can you prepare your heart to be receptive to God’s future will for you while 
living in your current situation?  

● What are some ways that Joseph’s humility is foundational to his fatherhood?  
 

 
 
 
 

 

 

 
 
 


