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The Hebrew Bible begins with the word bereshit, commonly 
translated as “in the beginning.” The Greek form of bereshit is 

γένησις—Genesis. The root of the Hebrew word is a verb, three 

letters, ברא—beht, resh, aleph—b, r, a—it means “to create.”1 In 
the Hebrew Bible this word in its many forms is used only of God 
and God’s creative power, that is, of God’s ability to bring about 
something new. The word doesn’t explain how God does this; it’s 
not about God creating something from nothing. It is about 
“God’s extraordinary, sovereign, . . . effortless and fully free”2 
creative power. 
 
So, the Gospel according to Matthew begins “The book of the 

γένησις of Jesus Christ, son of David, son of Abraham.” After 
giving a genealogy from Abraham to Joseph whose purpose is 

evangelical, not historical, Matthew writes, “Now the γένησις”—
birth—“of Jesus Christ took place in this way.”3 
 
Matthew isn’t writing about theological debates among believers 
that will begin in the centuries to come about how to talk about 
Jesus as Son of God and Son of Mary or about how to speak of 
the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. Matthew’s use of the 

                            
1 Theological Lexicon of the Old Testament, ed. E. Jenni with C. Westermann, trans. M. 
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word “genesis” is about God’s creative and sovereign power and 
about God’s ability to take on the incompleteness, if you will, of 
our humanity and to be Emmanuel, God with us. 
 
In Mark, which both Matthew and Luke knew and used, Jesus’ 
mission is “clearing the earth of demons.”4 Matthew’s perspective 
is different. The enemy is not Satan, but the “Jewish leaders: 
Pharisees, scribes, chief priests.”5 Though it was not a struggle 
between equals, this conflict took place in a period in history 
marked by great cruelty and evil. Roman citizens were not 
crucified; non-citizens were.6 
 
Now Matthew’s story of Jesus’ birth is quite different from 
Luke’s—and that need not trouble us. In Matthew, Joseph and 
Mary live in Bethlehem. The story of the wise men, the slaughter 
of the young boys of Bethlehem, and the flight to Egypt follow. 
When Herod is dead, they return, not to Bethlehem but to 
Nazareth. 
 
In Luke, Joseph and Mary live in Nazareth. A census takes them to 
Bethlehem, the manger, the angels, and the shepherds.  
 
In today’s gospel lesson, Mary has been formally betrothed to 
Joseph, but he has not yet taken her to his own home as his wife. 
Joseph becomes aware that Mary is with child—not his. He is 
gentle in regard to her situation, one which would require 

                            
4 Ernst Käsemann, Jesus Means Freedom (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1969), 190. Quotation 
from Joel Marcus, Mark 1–8, Anchor Bible 27 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
2000), 418. 
5 Luz, 11. 
6 Raymond E. Brown, The Death of the Messiah: From Gethsemane to the Grave, 2 vols. 
(Doubleday: New York, 1994), II:945–47. 
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punishment for adultery—stoning if the law were applied strictly.7 
Shaping this story and the story of their flight to Egypt and return 
is the story of Joseph who had dreamed dreams about the future 
and could interpret the future dreams of others. 
 
The late Jesuit New Testament scholar Daniel Harrington wrote, 
“Whereas moderns look to dreams as clues to their past and 
present, ancients considered dreams as guides to the future.”8  
 
I think it’s worth noting that in Luke, if one reads it carefully, Mary 
is not given a choice about being the mother of Jesus. In Matthew, 
Joseph is ordered not to be afraid, and he does what the angel tells 
him to do. 
 
The other day I had a conversation with Father Jay Smith about 
what to call today’s narrative. The late Raymond Brown called it, 
“The Annunciation to Joseph.” Professor Ulrich Luz calls it the, 
“Birth of . . . the Messianic Child,” but notes that, “Although it 
deals with the virgin birth, it is not a description of the birth”9—no 
details, manger, no swaddling cloths. Again Luz, it’s the 
announcement of Jesus’ birth and the giving and interpreting of 
the name”10 that matters. I now think Jay is right; it really is about 
the Annunciation to Joseph. It’s worth noting that in the Hebrew 
world of Jesus’ time, not to mention among Orthodox Jews in our 
own time, women have no voice in matters of divorce. 
 

                            
7 See Deuteronomy 22:13–30. 
8 Daniel J. Harrington, The Gospel of Matthew, Sacra Pagina, (Collegeville: Liturgical 
Press, 2007), 37. 
9 Luz, 90. 
10 Ibid. 
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For a while I have been taking the meaning of the name Jesus 
from a footnote in the edition of the Revised Standard Version of 
the Bible that I use. It says, “The Hebrew and Aramaic forms of 
Jesus and [the words] he will save are similar. The point could be 
suggested by translating [the name], ‘You shall call his name 
“Savior” because he will save.’ ”11 
 
Father Harrington noted that “Jesus” is the Greek form of 
“Joshua” and originally meant “Yahweh helps” or “God saves.”12 
But the really important word for Matthew, I think it is fair to say, 
is “Emmanuel,” that is, “God with us.” It is in Matthew’s gospel 
that Jesus says, “For where two or three are gathered in my name, 
there am I in the midst of them.”13 The last words of Matthew’s 
gospel are, “I am with you always, to the close of the age.”14 God 
is with us is the message of the angel for Joseph, for Mary, and for 
us. 
 

In the Name of the Father, and of the Son,  
    and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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