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I had the privilege of meeting with a young couple recently to begin making plans for 

their upcoming wedding.  When I meet and plan with couples, inevitably we talk about 

why they have decided to make this commitment.  I don’t think I’ve ever had a couple 

who didn’t say because they were in love.  They loved one another.   

 

Is there any other reason to get married? 

Well, truthfully, romance aside, there have been times and places in which love didn’t 

necessarily factor into a marriage.  Maybe it was an arranged marriage.  An alliance 

between families or tribes.  Some marriages might be for economic reasons.  

 

And so we might wonder why Joseph and Mary became engaged.  Maybe she was from 

a respectable family.  Maybe it was for economic reasons.  Maybe it was affection.   

 

When we talk about love, particularly in church, I think it’s always important for us to 

remember that there is love the emotion – which we might think of as an almost love.  

And then there is love the way of being – which is something more.   

 

Perhaps this is part of the journey that Joseph made….from an almost love to an 

altogether love….an “all in” love if you will. 

 

I know we can focus a lot on Mary, the mother of Jesus, and her significant, risky, and 

life-changing “yes” to the angel.  We can get caught up in the drama of what she goes 

through…..Mary’s side of the story we find in the gospel of Luke.   

 

But in Matthew we find Joseph’s side of the story.  And what he goes through is no less 

dramatic. 

 He’s betrothed….. 

 And however it is that he finds out that Mary is pregnant….that part of the drama 

we can only imagine. 

 There is one thing he is sure of:  he’s not the father. 

 



 He’s got a decision to make.   

 Does he marry her?  And live with the shame and possible scandal of others 

looking at him and judging him?   

 Does he go ahead with a marriage wondering if he can ever trust her? 

 Or does he take a way out of the upcoming marriage? 

 

What he decides is a merciful ending to the betrothal: a quiet divorce. 

Merciful you might ask? 

 He didn’t want to make her wear a red letter through town…that was merciful. 

 Maybe he thought if in stepping aside, the father of the baby could then become 

betrothed and married to Mary….that was merciful. 

 And he didn’t take the most extreme option: bring charges against her and 

having Mary stoned according to the law….that was merciful. 

  

Of all the ideas and emotions and the possibility of shame coming to his name in the 

community, Joseph made a decision that looks like care and mercy for Mary. But I 

wonder if it’s an almost love because while he doesn’t want harm to come to her, what 

happens to her is secondary to what he wants for himself…he wants out.  And he has the 

power to get himself out unscathed – which leaves Mary vulnerable.   

 

But an angel encouraged him to take an even greater step and go through with the 

marriage…and Joseph makes a new decision.  and in that decision, I’d propose that as 

Joseph goes “all-in” with this marriage to Mary, he moves from an almost love towards 

an altogether love. 

 

An “altogether love” lives life in a different way.  It lives by a higher standard than mere 

human emotion….let’s admit it, in the face of strong emotions, we humans do not 

always operate at our best 

 Altogether love, thought, is kind when feelings are hurt. 

 Altogether love is patient in the midst of frustration 

 Altogether love does not revisit the past hurts 

  

An altogether love in Joseph bears the sadness and worry and perhaps bit of scandal of 

an unexpected beginning to a marriage. 

  



An altogether love is not based on how we feel, but rather on how we live with one 

another…..usually despite how we feel.   

And we hear this message from Jesus followers – like Paul – teach and remind us to live 

in altogether love.  We may be pretty familiar with how Paul wrote it to the Corinthians: 

“love is patient, love is kind….” 

He wrote about altogether love as well in Romans 12:9-21 

 
9Love must be sincere. Hate what is evil; cling to what is good. 10 Be devoted to one 

another in love. Honor one another above yourselves. 11Never be lacking in zeal, but 

keep your spiritual fervor, serving the Lord. 12Be joyful in hope, patient in 

affliction, faithful in prayer. 13Share with the Lord’s people who are in need. Practice 

hospitality.  14Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse. 15Rejoice with 

those who rejoice; mourn with those who mourn. 16Live in harmony with one 

another. Do not be proud, but be willing to associate with people of low position. Do 

not be conceited.  17Do not repay anyone evil for evil. Be careful to do what is right in 

the eyes of everyone. 18If it is possible, as far as it depends on you, live at peace with 

everyone. 19Do not take revenge, my dear friends, but leave room for God’s wrath, for it 

is written: “It is mine to avenge; I will repay,” says the Lord. 20 On the contrary: 

“If your enemy is hungry, feed him;   if he is thirsty, give him something to drink. 

In doing this, you will heap burning coals on his head.” 
21 Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good. 

 

Overcome evil; overcome hurt; overcome anger; overcome frustration; overcome 

jealousy; overcome with goodness. 

That is an altogether love. 

That is the love of our God 

 Who relents from punishing….Whose mercy is over us. 

That is the love embodied in Jesus - who laid down his life for us. 

 Who overcame evil – not by unleashing more evil, but he did so through good. 

 

As we journey through Advent – and prepare for a great arrival –  

 Let us remember that what comes to us is an altogether, all-in, love. 

And we get to receive that love. 

And we get to spread that love…. 

 So let us light our next advent candle and commit to the spiritual journey of 

moving from an almost love to altogether love. 


