
Letters from a Friend 

NOT QUITE WAS I WAS PLANNING 

 

I guess we’ll never know what it might have been like.  I guess we’ll never 

know what he might have done.  I’m guessing he would have had some dreams 

and ideas.  Maybe he’d own his own carpentry business one day, one that his 

sons would inherit and take over.  Sons… yes… He would have sons - that was 

really important to him.  He hoped for daughters too, of course…but it would 

be his sons who followed him into the business.  It would be his sons who 

would carry his name.  It would be through his sons that he would become 

known, and it would be through the business carried on by his sons that his 

name would be remembered!  

I’m guessing he was really looking forward to his marriage to Mary.  Marriage, 

of course, was expected of him…and a family too.  It would be a big deal, a big 

celebration, and although he might not have been one for the limelight, he 

would be looking forward to the celebration.  After all, he knew how important 

it was to be a new family. And it wasn’t just that his credibility and standing 

depended on a good marriage, it was something he wanted. And he and Mary 

would get on just fine! 

Then he could get on with his work, grow his family, train his sons and live a 

quiet but content life.  Maybe, one day, he would own a boat so he could go 

fishing occasionally on the lake.  Perhaps Joseph’s six word life story might be 

this: ‘Not quite what I was planning!’ 

18 
This is how the birth of Jesus the Messiah came about: His mother 

Mary was pledged to be married to Joseph, but before they came 

together, she was found to be pregnant through the Holy Spirit. 
19 

Because Joseph her husband was faithful to the law, and yet did not 

want to expose her to public disgrace, he had in mind to divorce her 

quietly. 

20 
But after he had considered this, an angel of the Lord appeared to him 

in a dream and said, “Joseph son of David, do not be afraid to take Mary 



home as your wife, because what is conceived in her is from the Holy 

Spirit. 
21 

She will give birth to a son, and you are to give him the name 

Jesus, because he will save his people from their sins.” 

22 
All this took place to fulfil what the Lord had said through the prophet: 

23 
“The virgin will conceive and give birth to a son, and they will call him 

Immanuel” (which means “God with us”). 

24 
When Joseph woke up, he did what the angel of the Lord had 

commanded him and took Mary home as his wife. 
25 

But he did not 

consummate their marriage until she gave birth to a son. And he gave 

him the name Jesus. (Mathew 1 v 18-25) 

Whatever Joseph was planning, it certainly wasn’t this!  Suddenly, 

dramatically, frighteningly, Joseph’s life story becomes: ‘Not quite what I was 

planning!’  Perhaps – truth is – some of us have this in common with Joseph 

and we know what it’s like.  Suddenly, everything changes and the future looks 

quite different! 

Have you ever wondered why Mathew starts his gospel with a riveting list of 

names, a genealogy?  Well, Mathew was writing to a Jewish audience, and a 

Jewish audience knew that the Messiah would be a true descendant of 

Abraham – the father of the Jewish nation.  Mathew wants the Jews to be sure 

that the baby Jesus comes from the line of Abraham.  So he writes down the 

genealogy, which of course, includes some famous names like Abraham, Isaac, 

Jacob and King David. 

There are some seemingly very ordinary names in the list too though, names 

like Zerubbabel, Eliakin and Elihud.  Perhaps this speaks of the truth that God’s 

story includes not only the famous and the well- known, but the seemingly 

ordinary too!  Perhaps it speaks of the truth that God’s story includes ordinary 

people like me and like you.     

Mathew’s genealogy ends with a seemingly ordinary man, whose name is 

Joseph.  Joseph, an ordinary Jew, with plans and dreams, and about to be 

married.   

‘Not quite what I was planning!’ 

In Jewish tradition betrothal was a serious business. A couple would be 

betrothed for a year and at the end of that year would marry.  In effect, as we 

would understand it, they were married for a year without consummating the 



marriage.  A betrothal was a binding agreement, the couple absolutely 

committed to formally being married at the end of a year.   

Have you ever wondered how Mary broke the news to Joseph that she was 

pregnant?  “Joseph, Hi! I’ve some good news and some bad news.  The bad 

news is I’m pregnant and you’re not the father.  The good news, is well… 

neither is anyone else…the father that is!”  Joseph’s world has been turned 

upside down! ‘Not quite what I was planning!’ 

Joseph, we know from Mathew’s genealogy, is a true Jew, and in this most 

shocking moment it means he has some options.  Whatever is happening with 

Mary, it has absolutely nothing to do with him, of that he is certain.  The 

question he must now wrestle with is: what does he do with Mary and this 

unborn child?  This could just be one of the most important decisions anyone, 

anywhere is the bible, has faced. 

As a righteous Jew, Joseph would be a faithful follower of God’s law – so he 

could follow the law.  The law said that if a man slept with another man’s wife, 

both the man and the woman should be put to death.  If Joseph was to expose 

Mary for her apparent transgression, she could face death by stoning.  In 

Joseph’s day that was unlikely to happen, but the law allowed for Joseph to 

divorce Mary.  Because of the seriousness of the law, and the seriousness of 

betrothal, he could do that very publically leaving her future uncertain. 

The law also allowed for him to divorce her quietly, leaving her reputation 

intact.  Whatever the options, it was not quite what Joseph was planning.  

While Joseph is trying to figure out what he’s going to do, God speaks to him in 

a dream and presents another option!  “Joseph, take Mary as your wife and 

name the son that will be born to you, Jesus.”  

 If Joseph chooses this option his life will be anything but what he was 

planning.  If Joseph takes Mary as his wife, it would expose him to the severest 

ridicule.  In a culture where shame was a powerful force, his plans, his 

reputation and his business could be ruined – his sons would have nothing to 

inherit! 

Could he imagine the shame of walking down the road with Mary on his arm, 

holding a son that everybody knew wasn’t his?  Whatever he chooses, this is 

not quite what he was planning – it is a mess!   

For God’s story, what Joseph chooses to do is really, really important.  

Whatever is going on in his mind and his heart, Joseph ultimately and 



importantly chooses to believe that whatever else is true, God is present in the 

mess.  Joseph chooses to live in the mess, believing that God dwells with him 

and is at work in it!  I’m sure that Joseph still had many questions, many things 

of which he was unsure. And I wonder what he was thinking the night of the 

birth… 

…Well, this is not quite what I was planning!  I never thought this baby, for all 

the mess that surrounds it, would be born in a stable!  Surely it could have 

been the temple, with the priests all gathered, and the crowds waiting outside 

for the announcement: “The Messiah is born!”  How come nobody is here…just 

me and some animals.  It would have been nice to have the family here at 

least.  God, I sometimes wonder what on earth you are up to! 

Why do we have to be so far away from home?  It just doesn’t seem right… or 

fair… on me or Mary.  Makes me wonder about what kind of a husband I am … 

and I will be.  I feel like I’ve let her down, coming all this way and now finding 

ourselves alone.  I’m wondering what I missed here!  Surely this isn’t what you 

planned for the coming of the Messiah, is it?  Shouldn’t everybody know, 

shouldn’t they have at least been told?   

How am I supposed to bring up my son…. or is he your son… how should I 

describe him?  I’m sorry, I’m just not finding this very easy.  If I’m honest it all 

seems a little bizarre. And what about the future… how am I going to cope with 

that? 

I guess I’m going to have to trust you with all that too, aren’t I?  So I’m going to 

believe you are present in this mess, especially since you told me his name 

should be Immanuel ‘God with us!’  

 Joseph, in all the wondering, in all the chaos, in all the confusion, in all the 

uncertainty and despite the consequences, chose to do what he knew in his 

heart to be right. He chose to embrace the mess and believe that God was 

present and at work in it.   In God’s story the mess becomes the place where 

new life is born! 

Joseph’s story is often our story…isn’t it?  Don’t we too face circumstances that 

are beyond our control?  Don’t we too face circumstance and situations that 

we would not have chosen?  Aren’t we tempted too, at times, to question 

what God is doing?  Aren’t we too sometimes tempted to divorce ourselves 

from believing that God is present in the mess?  



Do we not too, have to face the truth that Joseph faced: that it may not be 

what we were planning, but it may be a place where God can be born, and live 

and bring new life? 

Perhaps that’s the challenge Joseph brings us: to choose to embrace the mess 

even though it’s not quite what we were planning, to believe that God is 

present in that mess, and to open ourselves to the possibility that in the mess 

God is born and in the mess bring about new life.  Joseph, it seems, had a 

choice to make.  Maybe we do too! 

What would God write to Joseph and maybe to you too? 

 

Dear Joseph, 

To all those of you who can say life has turned out not quite as you were 

planning… 

 

To those of you who feel like you are living in the mess… 

 

Thank you. That’s what I most want to say. Thank you! 

 

Thank you for choosing to follow me even in the hardest and most confusing of 

times. Thank you for choosing to follow me even when the future is uncertain. 

Thank you for choosing to follow me when the consequences may be difficult 

for you and you don’t know how others will react and respond to you. Thank 

you for choosing to do what you believe to be right and for following my voice. 

 

I want to tell you that I know you have dreams and plans. I also know how 

those dreams and plans can be broken or changed or taken away and that it 

can happen in the blink of an eye. I want you to know and remember that I 

came to be with you in the mess. I know how hard it is, believe me, when life is 

out of our control and when promises are broken. I understand how hard it is 

to make choices when none of the choices are the ones we would really like to 

make. And I fully know what it’s like to make a choice that leaves us vulnerable 

and open to ridicule, criticism and judgement from others. 

 

I know this is going to sound a bit odd, but I hope you’ll hear what I’m trying to 

say. It’s just that, because there’s a bigger story at work in the world, it is often 

in the mess of life that I am free to do my very best work. 



 

A betrothed, pregnant young women, accepted and loved by you Joseph gave 

me the opportunity to be with you and love you and, ultimately bring new life. 

And new life not just for you, but for all people. 

 

And if you have the courage to seek me in the mess, when life not quite what 

you were planning, then it can be the place where I can do my best work in and 

through you. 

 

So when you are tempted to give up, when you are tempted to walk away 

from the faith you have known, when you are tempted to do what everyone 

else might do, when you are tempted to think that I have abandoned you, 

here’s what I’d invite you to remember: “Do not be afraid. I am with you in the 

mess. I am with you when you cannot see the way ahead. I am with you when 

the future is uncertain. I am with you, always! And we can write the next part 

of my story together, a story where new life is possible.” 

 

And I want you to know that I am always looking for people, just like you, who 

will choose to follow me, even when life is not quite how they were planning. If 

you want to hear me, you will hear me speaking to you. 
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