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Pope Francis’ Prayer to St. Joseph
(from Apostolic Letter Patris Corde, 8 December 2020)

Hail, Guardian of  the Redeemer,
Spouse of  the Blessed Virgin Mary.
To you God entrusted his only Son;
in you Mary placed her trust;
with you Christ became man.

Blessed Joseph, to us too,
show yourself  a father
and guide us in the path of  life.
Obtain for us grace, mercy and courage,
and defend us from every evil. Amen.



One way to think about what we’ll talk about:

The Christian Tradition, the ensemble of  practices, beliefs, and devotions
= a “history of  effects,” a “reception history”

The image we’d like to have in mind as we start: a STREAM

— every tradition starts “upstream” with a major originating event
e.g. for the Western tradition, its “Classics”; for a family tradition, its ancestors
for Christians: the life of  Jesus of  Nazareth, his historical lifestyle, actions, 

message, death, and resurrection

— every event has downstream “effects”
Jesus ——> Apostles/Disciples  ——>early Christian communities

+ how they lived, worshipped, preached,
continued to think about and interpret
Jesus (who is he? why is he significant?)

——>and they spark off  further effects, and so on . . .



Three stops/stations along the developing stream of  devotion to St. Joseph

I. The Early Church (esp. the Apocryphal Gospels, early Christian speculation)

II. The Mid and Late Medieval Period

III. From the Counter-Reformation (16th century, around the Council of  Trent)
until today

The problem we confront:
Anyone who speaks about St. Joseph in the early Church should begin with a warning to his 

hearers: don’t expect too much.  For the first millennium of  Christianity, St. Joseph was all but 
ignored in preaching, liturgical celebrations, martyrologies, and theological writing. . . .

The first known feast of  St. Joseph was instituted in Egypt in the seventh century.  In all the 
rest of  the Christian Church, there is no feast of  St. Joseph before A.D. 1000 at the earliest.

The first treatises on St. Joseph date from the beginning of  the fifteenth century, written by 
Pierre d’Ailly (1350–1420) and Jean Gerson (1363–1429), both theologians at Paris.  Isidoro de 
Isolani, O.P., published a Summa on the Gifts of  St. Joseph at Pavia in 1522.  Thereafter, writings on 
St. Joseph become frequent.

—Joseph T. Lienhard, SJ, “St. Joseph in Early Christianity: Devotion and Theology” (1999)



I. The Early Church: Apocryphal Gospels
(Greek apokrypha = “hidden things”)



For the tradition of  Joseph, these apocryphal works are important and influential
(even into the 20th Century):

1. the Protoevangelium of  James (last half  of  2nd century AD)*

2. the Infancy Gospel of  Thomas (c. mid-3rd century AD)*

3. the Gospel of  Pseudo-Matthew (fifth century AD; conflates and expands 1 and 2)

4. the Gospel of  the Birth of  Mary (c. 5th-6th century AD; expansion of  3)

5. the Arabic Gospel of  the the Infancy (c. 5th-6th century AD; also uses 1 and 2)

6. the Coptic Gospel of  Joseph the Carpenter (c. fifth century AD)



1. the Protoevangelium of  James (last half  of  2nd century AD)
Chapters 8-9: Mary is given to Joseph by divine choice



1. the Protoevangelium of  James (last half  of  2nd century AD)
Chapters 13-16: Mary is pregnant; Joseph worries; the “water of  conviction”



2. the Infancy Gospel of  Thomas (c. mid-third century AD)

Chapter 4:1-2
After this [Jesus] again went through the village, and a child ran and knocked against his
shoulder. Jesus was angered and said to him, “You shall not go further on your way,” and
immediately he fell down and died. But some, who saw what took place, said, “From where was
this child born, since his every word is an accomplished deed?” And the parents of the dead
child came to Joseph and blamed him and said, “Since you have such a child, you cannot dwell
with us in the village; teach him to bless and not to curse. For he is killing our children.”

Chapter 13:1-2
His father was a carpenter and made at that time ploughs and yokes. And he received an order
from a rich man to make a bed for him. But when one beam was shorter than its corresponding
one and they did not know what to do, the child Jesus said to his father Joseph, “Lay down the
two pieces of wood and make them even from the middle to one end.” And Joseph did as the
child told him. And Jesus stood at the other end and took hold of the shorter piece of wood,
and stretching it made it equal to the other. And his father Joseph saw it and was amazed, and
he embraced the child and kissed him, saying, “Happy am I that God has given me this child.”



6. the Coptic Gospel of  Joseph the Carpenter (c. fifth century AD)

Chapters 17-23: the death of  Joseph (the speaker throughout is Jesus)
[17] I now went in beside him and found his soul exceedingly troubled, for he was in great
anguish. And I said to him, “Hail! My father Joseph, you righteous man; how are you?” And
he answered me, “All hail! My well-beloved son. Indeed, the agony and fear of death have
already surrounded me; but as soon as I heard your voice my soul was at rest. O Jesus of
Nazareth! Jesus, my Saviour! Jesus, the deliverer of my soul! Jesus, my protector! Jesus! O
sweetest name in my mouth, and in the mouth of all those that love it! . . . I am your servant;
this day I most humbly venerate you, and before your face I pour out my tears.”

[18] [I wept. My mother asked if Joseph must die, and I told her that it must be so.]

[19-22] [Death appears at the door. I prayed for the protection of Joseph’s soul.]

[23] Therefore Michael and Gabriel came to the soul of my father Joseph, and took it, and
wrapped it in a shining cloth. Thus he committed his spirit into the hands of my good Father,
and he bestowed upon him peace. But as yet none of his children knew that he had fallen
asleep. And the angels preserved his soul from the demons of darkness which were in the way,
and praised God until they conducted it into the dwelling place of the pious.



Questions that the Gospels, the Apocrypha, and various early legends
raised for early Christian writers:

1. How can Joseph’s double genealogy be explained?  Was he the son of  Jacob, as
Matthew records (Mt 1:16) or the son of  Heli, as Luke records (Lk 3:23)?

2. How can the references in the gospels to the brothers and sisters of  Jesus be
explained?  And, in light of  the answer, was Joseph a widower or a virgin?

3. Did Joseph contract a true marriage with Mary?

4. May Joseph be called the “father” of  Jesus?



II.The Mid and Late Medieval Period: A New Perspective on St. Joseph

A. The theologians

1.  St. Bernard, Abbot of  Clairvaux (1090–1153)
— a transformation of  the traditional view and a new perception

of  St. Joseph as a man and as a father
“To him it was given not only to see and to hear what many kings and prophets had longed 
to see and did not see, to hear and did not hear, but even to carry Him, to take Him by the 
hand, to hug and kiss Him, to feed Him and to keep Him safe.”

— Bernard of  Clairvaux, In laudibus Virginis Mariae, II.16

2. Jean Gerson, Chancellor of  the University of  Paris (1363–1429)
“[In his encyclical letter to Paris clergy, Gerson] reviewed not only the relevant Gospel texts 
but also the statements of  Church Fathers such as Origen, Augustine, and Jerome.  He 
insisted that Joseph had been a young man, under the age of  fifty, when he accepted Mary 
as his wife, ‘with whom he was most intimate, as a man is with his wife, except for the act 
of  sexual intercourse’. . . .  Gerson wanted to convey the idea that Joseph enjoyed being 
together with Mary, that they shared an everyday life together, and that they were man and 
wife in every sense except having sex.”

— Brian Patrick McGuire, “Becoming a Father and a Husband” (2008)



B. Popular spirituality (sacred art as an indicator of  popular devotion)

Nativity, Anjou Bible (Naples, 1340)



Tres belles heures du Duc de Berry
(14th cent.)



Giotto, Marriage of  Mary and Joseph (Arena Chapel, Padua, 1303–06)



Conrad von Soest, Nativity (Niederwildungen Altarpiece, 1403)



Gerard David, The Rest on the Flight into Egypt (c. 1510)



III. The Counter-Reformation (16th cent., around the Council of  Trent) until today 

1. A continuation of  the late medieval/Renaissance interest in the everyday lives
of  Jesus, Mary, and Joseph as the Holy Family, but also interest in Joseph
as a loving husband and father, and as the “human artisan” present in
Jesus’ life as a “shadow” of  the Divine Artisan.

The Artisan of  the heavens and earth is the one Father of  Jesus
Behold, the father of  Christ, another artisan is now present

(Christophorus Blancus, illustration in Jerónimo Gracián, Somario
de las excelencias del glorioso S. Joseph (Rome, 1597)



III. The Counter-Reformation (16th cent., around the Council of  Trent) until today 

2. Also, a continuation of  the stream of  tradition/theological effects shaped
by the insights of  Augustine and Jean Gerson: an emphasis on St. Joseph’s
personal traits as husband and father as well as his personal holiness,
as derived from the Gospels.

a. Our key example: St. Teresa of  Avila (1515–1582)
— her pivotal role in the popularization of  the cult of  St. Joseph

throughout Spain, and eventually Latin America and Western Europe
“For with other saints it seems the Lord has given them grace to be of  help in one 
need, whereas with this glorious saint I have experience that he helps in all our needs 
and that the Lord wants us to understand that just as He was subject to St. Joseph on 
earth—for since bearing the title of  father, being the Lord’s tutor, Joseph could give 
the Child commands—so in heaven God does whatever he commands.”

— Teresa of  Avila, The Book of  Her Life



b. Teresa was followed in this by Jerónimo Gracián

— although 30 years younger, he was her religious superior, spiritual 
director, her closest friend and collaborator in the reform of  the
Carmelite Order

— his Somario de las excelencias del glorioso S. Joseph (Summary of  the 
Excellences of  the Glorious St. Joseph) (Rome, 1597) became the best 

work on St. Joseph and immensely influential in the development of
the saint’s cult of  devotion (it even became a European best-seller).

— portrays Joseph as husband of  Mary, member of  the earthly Trinity,
earthly artisan and surrogate of  God the Father, the just man, “Atlas, 

leader, guardian [who] carries rules, and protects Heaven on his
shoulders, His mother by his voice, and both by his faith,” patron of
the interior life, and patron of  a happy death (because of  his closeness to
Jesus and Mary)



Bartolomé Esteban Murillo, The Holy Family with a Little Bird (c. 1650)



Francisco Goya, The Death of  St. Joseph (1787)



2. One can draw a straight line from Teresa’s/Gracián’s depiction of  St. Joseph
to Pope Francis’s view in Patris corde (Apostolic Letter, 8 December 2020)

—biblically based, yet expressed in deeply personalist language:
Joseph as a beloved father, a tender and loving father

an obedient father, an accepting father
a creatively courageous father, a working father
a father in the shadows

In his relationship to Jesus, Joseph was the earthly shadow of  the heavenly Father: he watched over him 
and protected him, never leaving him to go his own way. . . .

Fathers are not born, but made. A man does not become a father simply by bringing a child into the 
world, but by taking up the responsibility to care for that child. Whenever a man accepts responsibility 
for the life of  another, in some way he becomes a father to that person.

Children today often seem orphans, lacking fathers. The Church too needs fathers. . . . Being a father 
entails introducing children to life and reality. Not holding them back, being overprotective or possessive, 
but rather making them capable of  deciding for themselves, enjoying freedom and exploring new 
possibilities. Perhaps for this reason, Joseph is traditionally called a “most chaste” father. That title is not 
simply a sign of  affection, but the summation of  an attitude that is the opposite of  possessiveness. 
Chastity is freedom from possessiveness in every sphere of  one’s life. Only when love is chaste, is it truly 
love. A possessive love ultimately becomes dangerous: it imprisons, constricts and makes for misery. 
God himself  loved humanity with a chaste love; he left us free even to go astray and set ourselves against 
him. The logic of  love is always the logic of  freedom, and Joseph knew how to love with extraordinary 
freedom. He never made himself  the centre of  things. He did not think of  himself, but focused instead 
on the lives of  Mary and Jesus.




