
 

 

The Nativity 
 
 On the first Christmas, the angel declared to the shepherds, “Behold, I proclaim 
to you good news of great joy” (Luke 2:10, NAB). In Luke’s gospel, individual reactions 
vary wildly, but humanity instinctively feels a sense of deep and resounding joy; some 
individuals are amazed, others struck with great fear and trembling at the works of God, 
and the shepherds give glory and praise to God. With a mother’s love, Mary herself 
“kept all these things, reflecting on them in her heart” (2:19, NAB). What was Joseph 



experiencing in his paternal soul at the birth of his Son, the tiny King of the stars which 
danced at his nativity?  
 Fulton Sheen suggests that joy at the moment of new fatherhood is an 
overwhelming experience. The instant of fatherhood “when a man feels, within himself, 
the shimmering refraction of the eternal joy of an eternal Father begetting an eternal 
Son” changes a man, breathing a new vibrance into his heart (Three to Get Married, 
143). From the heart of the Eternal Father in heaven, Joseph received the gift of His 
only Son. Surely he experienced the joy of holding his Son and imagining a future in 
which he teaches Jesus the skills necessary to carpentry, prays with him in times of 
peace and trouble, and loves him daily.  
 Yet in the cave in Bethlehem and the hearts of Joseph and Mary, joy and 
responsibility are intrinsically linked by the arrival of the Incarnate God. The joy of 
fatherhood is always necessarily colored by paternal responsibility. Sheen further 
comments that “the fact is that the consciousness of fatherhood does something to 
one’s mental vision of the world, as a priest, hearing himself called “Father” after his 
ordination, summons in his soul a world of souls to whom his spiritual responsibility is 
committed” (Three to Get Married 142). Imagine the grave responsibility of caring for 
God Himself in a most vulnerable form, and being accountable for His formation as a 
human being. Jesus was Joseph’s to hold and love, but also his to provide for and 
protect. Joseph’s paternal responsibility to Jesus was the 
vocation which God created him to fulfill.  
 Consequently, when the shepherds “went in haste and 
found Mary and Joseph, and the infant lying in the manger,” 
Giotto depicts Joseph heavy with the gravity of his role as 
father (2:16, NAB). As art student and teacher Roberto 
Filippetti describes, Joseph is melancholic in the midst of this 
joy; “his eyes are half-closed in regret at not having found a 
more amenable place for the birth of God’s son” (The Great 
Event According to Giotto 25). Despite his best efforts, Joseph 
can only provide a humble stable for the birth of the Messiah. 
Despite this ostensible failure, Joseph nevertheless fulfills his 
responsibility to the best of his human ability and trusts in God to provide. Little did 
Joseph know that the wood of the manger would foreshadow the wood of the cross on 
which Love died to fulfill his responsibility to redeem the world.  
 
 

St. Joseph, foster-father of the Son of God, pray for us.  
 
 
 

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

● Joy is a fruit of the Holy Spirit. What other fruits of the Spirit (love, joy, peace, 
patience, kindness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control) you can imagine being 
present at the nativity, and in what ways?  



● Have you ever felt great joy or happiness at being given a new responsibility? 
How might this relate to what Joseph experienced at the birth of Christ?  

 
High School/Youth Groups:  

● What are some central responsibilities of fatherhood? How does Joseph live 
these out in the mystery of the Nativity?   

● What are some joys of fatherhood?  
● Not every man is called to biological fatherhood, but every man is called to 

spiritual fatherhood. What does spiritual fatherhood look like?  
 
Adult groups/Pre-Cana resources:  

● Would you describe Joseph’s fatherhood as mainly being spiritual fatherhood 
since he was not the biological father of Jesus? Why or why not?  

● Cleary, Giotto depicts that Joseph regrets that he cannot find a better shelter for 
the birth of the Son of God. How might this sorrow and suffering be a 
foreshadowing of the cross? How might a time that you were unable to provide 
for those around you despite your best efforts relate to Joseph’s suffering here?  

 
 
 
 


