
 
 

The Flight into Egypt 
 
 To live by faith means to listen and act on the word of God, and Joseph 
exemplifies an active faith and astonishing depth of trust in God’s providence in the 
flight to Egypt. Shortly after the Magi departed from the holy family, “behold, the angel of 
the Lord appeared to Joseph in a dream and said, ‘Rise, take the child and his mother, 
flee to Egypt, and stay there until I tell you. Herod is going to search for the child to 
destroy him’” (Matthew 2:13, NAB). Imagine being warned that someone was bent on 
not just silencing or suppressing a loved one, but on completely destroying them and 



wiping them entirely out of history. Unsurprisingly, scripture records that Joseph was 
afraid (Matthew 2:22 NAB). Yet “Joseph rose and took the child and his mother by night 
and departed for Egypt” immediately and courageously acting on God’s warning, 
trusting that God would bring his family to safety (Matthew 2:14 NAB). He trusted God 
and remained in a strange land which is synonymous in Jewish history for oppression 
and slavery until he received another dream from God which informed him that it was 
safe to return to Nazareth.  
 Although Joseph was given the grace of situational clarity and heard God speak 
audible words to him in a dream, there were still many unknowns. How would they get 
to Egypt from Bethlehem when Herod had a death wish against their child? How long 
would they be there? Would he find work and a means to provide for the physical needs 
of Mary and Jesus? How would he support Mary as a new mother now being removed 
from the stability of being near the assistance of family and friends? Often, these 
unknown variables are more terrifying than a known threat because they are 
unpredictable. However, amid these unknowns, Joseph acts immediately and 
decisively, does the best he can, and navigates his fears, taking them into account as 
needed when making practical decisions and leaving the rest to God. All that God 
required of Joseph was to step out in trust in the form of an active faith. God provided 
everything that was necessary, protecting his tiny Son through the active faith of 
Joseph.  
 Giotto depicts this in the way Joseph stands in front of the small caravan, leading 
the way with a quiet yet confident faith. Concern is plainly written on his face, yet he 

provides a strong foundation of trust in God’s protection for 
his small family to lean on. He leads the donkey Mary 
rides, further tangibly demonstrating his role as the leader 
of the family. He also carries a staff and basket, 
representative of his paternal responsibilities as husband 
and father. In the ancient world, the staff of a shepherd 
was a symbol of protection, as suggested in the psalms; 
“even when I walk through a dark valley, I fear no harm for 
you are at my side; your rod and staff give me courage” 
(Psalm 23:4, NAB). Consequently, when Giotto places a 
staff in Joseph’s hands on this dangerous journey, he 
clarifies that Joseph is meant to protect the child Jesus, as 
is befitting of his role as father. Additionally, the basket 

which the saint carries in his other hand is symbolic of his responsibility to provide for 
his family. Perhaps this basket is full of food and other items his family will require to 
meet their physical needs, or perhaps it carries the gold brought by the Magi which the 
family can use in their flight. With the artistic touch of these two subtle symbols, Giotto 
further highlights that Joseph responds to God’s warning with an active faith to protect 
and provide for his family.  
 
 

St. Joseph, pillar of families and terror of demons, pray for us.  
 
 



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

● Why is it important for Joseph, as a father, to take action on God’s warning and 
lead Mary and Jesus? Why is it important that he is in front in Giotto’s depiction 
of the flight to Egypt?  

● Think of a time you were afraid of something. How did you respond? How can 
you step out with an active faith and trust in God the next time you are faced with 
a similar situation? 

● What does it mean to trust God? Practically, how do we do it?  
 
High School/Youth Groups:  

● Read the Gospel stories of the angel coming to Joseph in a dream and the 
slaughter of the innocents at Matthew 2:13-23. How is it striking that Joseph was 
afraid, but acted on God’s commands anyway?  

● Discernment requires listening to God’s voice, then making a decision based on 
the word of God, just like Joseph decided to take Jesus and Mary away to Egypt 
immediately after God warned him. How can you make a tangible or actionable 
decision to follow God’s call for you in a matter you are currently discerning (such 
as taking a new job, deciding on a college, discerning the priesthood or religious 
or married life)?  

● How can you take practical steps to cultivate an ability to hear God’s voice in 
your life?  

 
Adult groups/Pre-Cana resources:  

● To live out an active faith, when something seems founded on good intentions, 
we move forward in faith to see if that is what God wants. If not, God redirects us 
to the path he wills. Do you think it is wrong to make a decision in good faith, 
then realize it was not where God was calling you to and make a new decision? 
How could making a mistake like this help you grow in holiness?  

● The paternal role is to provide and protect. How does Giotto suggest in the 
painting that Mary’s maternal role to nurture complements Joseph’s role in the 
flight to Egypt?  

● How does Joseph’s firm trust in God establish him as the pillar of the Holy 
Family?  

 


