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Church teaching on St Joseph 

 

Date Pope Church 
Document/Decree 

etc 

What happened 

1480 Sixtus IV  Extended 19th March as date 
of feast to Roman Calendar 

1726 (19 December) Benedict XIII Decree St Joseph added to The Litany 
of the Saints. 

1847 Pius IX  Feast extended to the whole 
Church 

1870 Pius IX Quemadmodum 
Deus (Decree by The 
Sacred Congregation 

of Rites) 

Declared St Joseph as the 
Parton of the Universal 

Church, and promoted his 
Feast to the rank of double of 

the first class. 

1871 Pius IX Inclytum 
Patriarchum 

Summary of past history of 
devotion to St Joseph. 

1879   Apparitions at Knock in 
Ireland. St Joseph appears 

with Our Lady and St John the 
Baptist 

1889 (15 August) Leo XIII Quamquam Pluries 
(Encyclical) 

Theology of St Joseph. 
Prelude to Rerum Novarum 
(1891). Prayer to St Joseph 
added to Rosary (especially 

October). Indulgence 
attached.  

1909 (18 March) Pius X  Litany of St Joseph approved 
for use. Partial indulgence 

attached. 

1911  First Plenary Council 
of Quebec 

Includes St Joseph in the 
Divine Praises (see 1921) 

1908-1912 Pius X  Basilica of St Joseph (San 
Giuseppe al Trionfale) built in 

Rome by St Luigi Guanella. 

1917   Apparitions at Fatima. The 
miracle of the Sun is followed 

by the appearance of St 
Joseph and Our Lord blessing 

the world. 

1919 Benedict XV  Preface of St Jospeh added to 
the Missal. 

1920 (25 July) Benedict XV Bonum Sane (Motu 
Proprio) 

50th Anniversary of 
Quemadmodum Deus. Follow 
St Joseph rather than political 

ideologies. 

1921 (23 February) Benedict XV  St Joseph added to Divine 
Praises for the entire Church 



1921 (26 October) Benedict XV  Feast of the Holy Family 
becomes part of the General 

Roman Calendar 

1937 (19 March) Pius XI Divini Redemptoris 
(Encyclical) 

In warning of the dangers of 
Communism, Pope Pius XI 
holds up St Joseph as an 

antidote to atheistic 
Communism. 

1955 Pius XII  St Joseph the Worker feast 
established. 

1959 John XXIII  Prayers for workers ACLI 

1960 (25/26 July) John XXIII Rubricarum 
Instructum (Motu 
Proprio) Novum 

Rubricarum (Decree) 

Feast of the Holy Family 
raised in rank. 

1961 (19 March) John XXIII Le Voci (Apostolic 
Epistle) 

Names St Joseph as Patron of 
Vatican II and outlines history 

of devotion. 

1961 (29 September) John XXIII Il religioso Convegno 
(Apostolic Letter) 

The Pope’s final thoughts in 
Part 1 about the rosary were 

for St Joseph. 

1962 (13 November) John XXIII Decree/Motu 
Proprio 

St Joseph added to the 
Roman Canon (Eucharistic 

Prayer I) 

1963-1969 Paul VI Holmilies – esp 1969 Paul VI preached every year 
on March 19 concerning 
Joseph  - see especially 

homily for 1969. 

1989 (15 August) John Paul II Redemptoris Custos 
(Apostolic 

Exhortation) 

100th Anniversary of 
Quamquam Pluries. The 
model of a loving father. 

2006 (19 March) Benedict XVI Angelus Address  

2013 (19th March) Francis Sermon for Papal 
Inauguration 

Inaugurated as Pope – homily 
focuses on St Joseph 

2013 (1st May) Francis Paternas Vices 
(Decree) 

St Joseph added to Eucharistic 
Prayers II, III, and IV 

2020 (8th December) Francis Patris Corde 150th Anniversary of 
Quemadmodum Deus. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



St Joseph – Papal Teaching 

 

Quemadmodum Deus – Blessed Pope Pius IX – 1870. 

Pius IX was the longest reigning Pope in history aside from St Peter with a papacy 
stretching from 1846 to 1878. This decree was published by The Sacred Congregation 
of Rites on the feast of the Immaculate Conception, December 8, 1870. This was one 
year to the day after the First Vatican Council was convened and seven weeks after it 
was adjourned. In this decree Pope Pius IX declared that St Joseph was to become the 
Patron of the Universal Church. The date of his feast, 19 March, was also promoted in 
rank to a double of the first class. 
 
It is worthwhile having an understanding of the wider context of St Joseph being 
declared the Patron of the Church. Blessed Pope Pius IX refers to ‘troublesome times’ 
in this document. The Nineteenth Century saw a rise of liberalism and moral 
relativism which challenged as never before the moral teachings of the Church. In 
addition, the rise of Nationalism combined with the outworking of the ideas of the so-
called ‘Enlightenment’ meant that many European nations became hostile to the 
Church. In particular France which traditionally had defended the Papal States no 
longer were doing so, and the rise of Italian nationalism and unification meant the 
Pope and Papal States were under threat. The Pope consulted with a number of 
foreign nations to ask if they would shelter the Pope if he sought asylum there. In 
September 1870, the First Vatican Council had to be adjourned (never to be 
reconvened) after Rome was occupied by the new Kingdom of Italy. The Pope was 
now ‘prisoner in the Vatican’. He and his successors were unable to leave the Vatican 
until 1929. Blessed Pope Pius IX in the face of these threats to the Church from all 
sides invoked St Joseph as the Church’s Patron as he and the Church faced an 
existential threat. Just as St Joseph had been a protector for Our Blessed Lady and 
Our Lord, even taking them into exile in Egypt while threatened by Herod the Great so 
the Church needed a protector to help her through the most dangerous of days. 
 
As almighty God appointed Joseph, son of the patriarch Jacob, over all the land of 
Egypt to save grain for the people, so when the fullness of time had come and He 
was about to send to earth His only-begotten Son, the Saviour of the world, He chose 
another Joseph, of whom the first had been the type, and He made him the lord and 
chief of His household and possessions, the guardian of His choicest treasures. 

Indeed, he had as his spouse the Immaculate Virgin Mary, of whom was born by the 
Holy Spirit, Jesus Christ our Lord, who deigned to be reputed in the sight of men as 
the son of Joseph, and was subject to him. 



Him whom countless kings and prophets had desired to see, Joseph not only saw but 
conversed with, and embraced in paternal affection, and kissed. He most diligently 
reared Him whom the faithful were to receive as the bread that came down from 
heaven whereby they might obtain eternal life. 

Because of this sublime dignity which God conferred on his most faithful servant, the 
Church has always most highly honoured and praised blessed Joseph next to his 
spouse, the Virgin Mother of God, and has besought his intercession in times of 
trouble. 

And now therefore, when in these most troublesome times the Church is beset by 
enemies on every side, and is weighed down by calamities so heavy that ungodly 
men assert that the gates of hell have at length prevailed against her, the venerable 
prelates of the whole Catholic world have presented to the Sovereign Pontiff their 
own petitions and those of the faithful committed to their charge, praying that he 
would deign to constitute St. Joseph Patron of the Church. And this time their prayer 
and desire was renewed by them even more earnestly at the Sacred Ecumenical 
Council of the Vatican. 

Accordingly, it has now pleased our Most Holy Sovereign, Pope Pius IX, in order to 
entrust himself and all the faithful to the Patriarch St. Joseph’s most powerful 
patronage, has chosen to comply with the prelates’ desire and has solemnly declared 
him Patron of the Catholic Church. 

He has also ordered that his feast on March 19th by henceforth celebrated as a 
double of the first class, without any Octave, however, because of Lent. He arranged, 
moreover, that a declaration to this effect be promulgated through the present 
decree of The Sacred Congregation of Rites on this day sacred to the Immaculate 
Virgin Mother of God, the most chaste Joseph’s Spouse. All things to the contrary 
notwithstanding. 

 

 

 

 



Inclytum Patriarcham – Blessed Pope Pius IX - 1871 

This useful document outlines some of the history of Joseph in the liturgy following 
Quemadmodum Deus the previous year when he was proclaimed universal Patron of 
the Church. This document also sets out various guidelines for feasts.  

 
The Catholic Church rightly honours with a very full cultus and venerates with a 
feeling of deep reverence the illustrious patriarch blessed Joseph, now crowned with 
glory and honour in heaven. On earth Almighty God, in preference to all His saints, 
willed him to be the chaste and true spouse of the Immaculate Virgin Mary as well as 
the putative father of His only-begotten Son. He indeed enriched him and filled him 
to overflowing with entirely unique graces, enabling him to execute more faithfully 
the duties of so sublime a state. 

Wherefore, the Roman Pontiffs, Our Predecessors, in order that they might daily 
increase and more ardently stimulate in the hearts of the Christian faithful a 
reverence and devotion toward the holy patriarch, and that they might exhort them 
to implore his intercession with God with the utmost confidence, have not failed to 
decree new and ever greater tokens of public veneration for him whenever the 
occasion was fitting. 

Among these let it suffice to call to mind Our predecessors of happy memory, Sixtus 
IV, who wished the feast of St. Joseph inserted in the Roman missal and breviary; 
Gregory XV, who by a decree of May 8, 1621, ordered that the feast should be 
observed in the whole world under a double precept; Clement X, who on December 
6, 1670, accorded the feast the rite of a double of the second class; Clement XI, who 
by a decree of February 4, 1714, adorned the feast with a complete proper mass and 
office; and finally Benedict XIII, who by a decree published on December 19, 1726, 
ordered the name of the holy patriarch added to the Litany of the Saints. 

We Ourselves, raised to the supreme Chair of Peter by the inscrutable design of God, 
and moved by the example of Our illustrious predecessors, as well as by the singular 
devotion which from youth itself We entertained toward the holy patriarch, have 
with great joy of the soul, by a decree of September 10, 1847, extended to the whole 
Church under the rite of double of the second class the feast of his patronage, a feast 
which has already been celebrated in many places by a special indult of the Holy See. 

However, in these latter times in which a monstrous and most abominable war has 
been declared against the Church of Christ, the devotion of the faithful toward St. 
Joseph has grown and progressed to such an extent that from every direction 
innumerable and fervent petitions have reached Us. These were recently renewed 



during the Sacred Ecumenical Council of the Vatican by groups of the faithful, and, 
what is more important, by many of Our venerable brethren, the cardinals and 
bishops of the Holy Roman Church. 

In their petitions they begged of Us that in these mournful days, as a safeguard 
against the evils which disturb us on every side, We should more efficaciously 
implore the compassion of God through the merits and intercession of Saint Joseph, 
declaring him Patron of the Universal Church. Accordingly, moved by these requests 
and after having invoked the divine light, We deemed it right that desires in such 
numbers and of such piety should be granted. 

Hence, by a special decree of Our Congregation of Sacred Rites (which We ordered to 
be proclaimed during high mass in Our patriarchal basilicas, the Lateran, Vatican and 
Liberian, on December 8, of the past year 1870, the holy day of the immaculate 
conception of his spouse) We solemnly declared the blessed patriarch Joseph patron 
of the universal church, and We ordered that his feast occurring on the 19th of 
March should henceforth be celebrated in the whole world under the rite of a double 
of the first class, yet without an octave on account of Lent. 

Now, after our declaration of the holy patriarch as patron of the universal church, 
We think it but proper that in the public veneration of the church each and every 
privilege of honour should be accorded him which belongs to special patron saints 
according to the general rubrics of the Roman breviary and missal. Therefore, after 
consultation with Our venerable brethren, the cardinals of the holy Roman church 
who are entrusted with the supervision of the sacred rites, We, confirming and also 
amplifying with Our present letter the aforesaid regulation of that decree, do 
command and enjoin the following: 

We desire that the Creed be always added in the mass on the natal feast of St. 
Joseph as well as on the feast of his patronage, even though these feasts should 
occur on some day other than Sunday. Moreover, we desire that in the oration A 
Cunctis, whenever it is to be recited, the commemoration of St. Joseph shall be 
added in the following words, “with blessed Joseph,” which words are to be 
introduced after the invocation of the Blessed Virgin Mary and before all other 
patron saints, with the exception of the angels and of St. John the Baptist. Finally, we 
desire that, while this order is to be observed in the suffrages of the saints whenever 
they are prescribed by the rubrics, the following commemoration should be added in 
honour of St. Joseph: 

The Antiphon at Vespers: Behold the faithful and prudent servant whom the Lord has 
set over his household. V. Glory and riches are in his house. R. And his justice 
remains for ever. 



The Antiphon at Lauds: Jesus himself, when he began his work, was about thirty 
years of age, being as was supposed the son of Joseph. V. The mouth of the just man 
shall meditate wisdom. R. And his tongue shall speak judgment. 

The Oration: O God, who in your ineffable providence was pleased to choose blessed 
Joseph as the spouse of your most holy mother, grant, we beseech you, that we may 
be made worthy to have him for our intercessor in heaven whom we venerate as our 
protector on earth.… 

Given in Rome at St. Peter’s, under the Fisherman’s Seal, July 7, 1871, the twenty-
sixth year of our pontificate. 

 

Explanatory note: The A Cunctis referred to in the above document is one of the three 
prayers of Pope Innocent III for the defence and tranquility of the Catholic Church. 

A cunctis nos, quǽsumus, Dómine, mentis et córporis defénde perículis: et, 
intercedénte beáta et gloriósa semper Vírgine Dei Genitríce María, cum beáto 
Joseph, beátis Apóstolos tuis Petro et Paulo, atque beáto N., et ómnibus Sanctis, 
salútem nobis tríbue benígnus et pacem; ut, destrúctis adversitátibus et erróribus 
univérsis, Ecclésia tua secúra tibi sérviat libertate. Per eúmdem Dóminum… 

Defend us, we beseech Thee, O Lord, from all dangers of mind and body; that 
through the intercession of the blessed and glorious ever Virgin Mary, Mother of 
God, together with blessed Joseph, Thy blessed apostles Peter and Paul, and 
blessed N., and all the saints, mercifully grant us safety and peace; that all adversities 
and errors being overcome, Thy Church may serve Thee in security and freedom. 
Through the same.... 

 

 

 

 

 



Quamquam pluries – Pope Leo XIII – 1889 

This Encyclical was written in a similar climate to the documents above written by 
Blessed Pope Pius IX. The Church and the world are still in a state of turmoil and 
moral values have been in decline. The focus on St Joseph concentrates on his fatherly 
care for the Holy Family of Our Lady and Our Lord. Six years previously on 1st 
September 1883 Pope Leo XIII began the dedication of October to the Holy Rosary, 
and in this encyclical he again encourages this practice. Pope Leo also explores the 
typology between Joseph in Genesis and St Joseph which was briefly touched upon by 
Blessed Pope Pius IX in Quemadmodum Deus above. Just as St Joseph was a protector 
and guide for the infant Jesus and his mother so as their family has spread 
throughout the whole world he is now protector of their whole family, the Church. 
Pope Leo also commends St Joseph as an example to all fathers. If fathers follow St 
Joseph’s example then the Church will be helped because the family is the building 
block of society more widely and morality and virtue will be the trademarks of those 
families where the father follows St Joseph. His example of work should also be an 
example of good fatherhood. Of royal blood and a toiler, St Joseph is an example for 
all levels of society. 
 
Towards the end of Quamquam Pluries Leo XIII commends that the attached prayer 
to St Joseph be appended to the rosary recited in October. An indulgence is attached 
to this and this will recur every year. In addition he encourages the month of March 
to be dedicated to devotion to St Joseph and, where the 19th March is not of 
obligation, that churches perform a triduo (three day devotion) to St Joseph. The 
Triduo is found elsewhere in this CTS booklet. 
 
To Our Venerable Brethren the Patriarchs, Primates, 
Archbishops, and other Ordinaries, in Peace and Union with Holy See. 
Although We have already many times ordered special prayers to be offered up in 
the whole world, that the interests of Catholicism might be insistently recommended 
to God, none will deem it matter for surprise that We consider the present moment 
an opportune one for again inculcating the same duty. During periods of stress and 
trial – chiefly when every lawlessness of act seems permitted to the powers of 
darkness – it has been the custom in the Church to plead with special fervour and 
perseverance to God, her author and protector, by recourse to the intercession of 
the saints – and chiefly of the Blessed Virgin, Mother of God – whose patronage has 
ever been the most efficacious. The fruit of these pious prayers and of the 
confidence reposed in the Divine goodness, has always, sooner or later, been made 
apparent. Now, Venerable Brethren, you know the times in which we live; they are 
scarcely less deplorable for the Christian religion than the worst days, which in time 
past were most full of misery to the Church. We see faith, the root of all the Christian 
virtues, lessening in many souls; we see charity growing cold; the young generation 
daily growing in depravity of morals and views; the Church of Jesus Christ attacked 



on every side by open force or by craft; a relentless war waged against the Sovereign 
Pontiff; and the very foundations of religion undermined with a boldness which 
waxes daily in intensity. These things are, indeed, so much a matter of notoriety that 
it is needless for Us to expatiate on the depths to which society has sunk in these 
days, or on the designs which now agitate the minds of men. In circumstances so 
unhappy and troublous, human remedies are insufficient, and it becomes necessary, 
as a sole resource, to beg for assistance from the Divine power. 

2. This is the reason why We have considered it necessary to turn to the Christian 
people and urge them to implore, with increased zeal and constancy, the aid of 
Almighty God. At this proximity of the month of October, which We have already 
consecrated to the Virgin Mary, under the title of Our Lady of the Rosary, We 
earnestly exhort the faithful to perform the exercises of this month with, if possible, 
even more piety and constancy than heretofore. We know that there is sure help in 
the maternal goodness of the Virgin, and We are very certain that We shall never 
vainly place Our trust in her. If, on innumerable occasions, she has displayed her 
power in aid of the Christian world, why should We doubt that she will now renew 
the assistance of her power and favour, if humble and constant prayers are offered 
up on all sides to her? Nay, We rather believe that her intervention will be the more 
marvellous as she has permitted Us to pray to her, for so long a time, with special 
appeals. But We entertain another object, which, according to your wont, Venerable 
Brethren, you will advance with fervour. That God may be more favourable to Our 
prayers, and that He may come with bounty and promptitude to the aid of His 
Church, We judge it of deep utility for the Christian people, continually to invoke 
with great piety and trust, together with the Virgin-Mother of God, her chaste 
Spouse, the Blessed Joseph; and We regard it as most certain that this will be most 
pleasing to the Virgin herself. On the subject of this devotion, of which We speak 
publicly for the first time to-day, We know without doubt that not only is the people 
inclined to it, but that it is already established, and is advancing to full growth. We 
have seen the devotion to St. Joseph, which in past times the Roman Pontiffs have 
developed and gradually increased, grow into greater proportions in Our time, 
particularly after Pius IX., of happy memory, Our predecessor, proclaimed, yielding to 
the request of a large number of bishops, this holy patriarch the patron of the 
Catholic Church. And as, moreover, it is of high importance that the devotion to St. 
Joseph should engraft itself upon the daily pious practices of Catholics, We desire 
that the Christian people should be urged to it above all by Our words and authority. 

3. The special motives for which St. Joseph has been proclaimed Patron of the 
Church, and from which the Church looks for singular benefit from his patronage and 
protection, are that Joseph was the spouse of Mary and that he was reputed the 
Father of Jesus Christ. From these sources have sprung his dignity, his holiness, his 
glory. In truth, the dignity of the Mother of God is so lofty that naught created can 
rank above it. But as Joseph has been united to the Blessed Virgin by the ties of 



marriage, it may not be doubted that he approached nearer than any to the eminent 
dignity by which the Mother of God surpasses so nobly all created natures. For 
marriage is the most intimate of all unions which from its essence imparts a 
community of gifts between those that by it are joined together. Thus in giving 
Joseph the Blessed Virgin as spouse, God appointed him to be not only her life’s 
companion, the witness of her maidenhood, the protector of her honour, but also, by 
virtue of the conjugal tie, a participator in her sublime dignity. And Joseph shines 
among all mankind by the most august dignity, since by divine will, he was the 
guardian of the Son of God and reputed as His father among men. Hence it came 
about that the Word of God was humbly subject to Joseph, that He obeyed him, and 
that He rendered to him all those offices that children are bound to render to their 
parents. From this two-fold dignity flowed the obligation which nature lays upon the 
head of families, so that Joseph became the guardian, the administrator, and the 
legal defender of the divine house whose chief he was. And during the whole course 
of his life he fulfilled those charges and those duties. He set himself to protect with a 
mighty love and a daily solicitude his spouse and the Divine Infant; regularly by his 
work he earned what was necessary for the one and the other for nourishment and 
clothing; he guarded from death the Child threatened by a monarch’s jealousy, and 
found for Him a refuge; in the miseries of the journey and in the bitternesses of exile 
he was ever the companion, the assistance, and the upholder of the Virgin and of 
Jesus. Now the divine house which Joseph ruled with the authority of a father, 
contained within its limits the scarce-born Church. From the same fact that the most 
holy Virgin is the mother of Jesus Christ is she the mother of all Christians whom she 
bore on Mount Calvary amid the supreme throes of the Redemption; Jesus Christ is, 
in a manner, the first-born of Christians, who by the adoption and Redemption are 
his brothers. And for such reasons the Blessed Patriarch looks upon the multitude of 
Christians who make up the Church as confided specially to his trust – this limitless 
family spread over the earth, over which, because he is the spouse of Mary and the 
Father of Jesus Christ he holds, as it were, a paternal authority. It is, then, natural 
and worthy that as the Blessed Joseph ministered to all the needs of the family at 
Nazareth and girt it about with his protection, he should now cover with the cloak of 
his heavenly patronage and defend the Church of Jesus Christ. 

4. You well understand, Venerable Brethren, that these considerations are confirmed 
by the opinion held by a large number of the Fathers, to which the sacred liturgy 
gives its sanction, that the Joseph of ancient times, son of the patriarch Jacob, was 
the type of St. Joseph, and the former by his glory prefigured the greatness of the 
future guardian of the Holy Family. And in truth, beyond the fact that the same 
name-a point the significance of which has never been denied-was given to each, you 
well know the points of likeness that exist between them; namely, that the first 
Joseph won the favour and especial goodwill of his master, and that through Joseph’s 
administration his household came to prosperity and wealth; that (still more 
important) he presided over the kingdom with great power, and, in a time when the 



harvests failed, he provided for all the needs of the Egyptians with so much wisdom 
that the King decreed to him the title “Saviour of the world.” Thus it is that We may 
prefigure the new in the old patriarch. And as the first caused the prosperity of his 
master’s domestic interests and at the same time rendered great services to the 
whole kingdom, so the second, destined to be the guardian of the Christian religion, 
should be regarded as the protector and defender of the Church, which is truly the 
house of the Lord and the kingdom of God on earth. These are the reasons why men 
of every rank and country should fly to the trust and guard of the blessed Joseph. 
Fathers of families find in Joseph the best personification of paternal solicitude and 
vigilance; spouses a perfect example of love, of peace, and of conjugal fidelity; virgins 
at the same time find in him the model and protector of virginal integrity. The noble 
of birth will earn of Joseph how to guard their dignity even in misfortune; the rich 
will understand, by his lessons, what are the goods most to be desired and won at 
the price of their labour. As to workmen, artisans, and persons of lesser degree, their 
recourse to Joseph is a special right, and his example is for their particular imitation. 
For Joseph, of royal blood, united by marriage to the greatest and holiest of women, 
reputed the father of the Son of God, passed his life in labour, and won by the toil of 
the artisan the needful support of his family. It is, then, true that the condition of the 
lowly has nothing shameful in it, and the work of the labourer is not only not 
dishonouring, but can, if virtue be joined to it, be singularly ennobled. Joseph, 
content with his slight possessions, bore the trials consequent on a fortune so 
slender, with greatness of soul, in imitation of his Son, who having put on the form of 
a slave, being the Lord of life, subjected himself of his own free-will to the spoliation 
and loss of everything. 

5. Through these considerations, the poor and those who live by the labour of their 
hands should be of good heart and learn to be just. If they win the right of emerging 
from poverty and obtaining a better rank by lawful means, reason and justice uphold 
them in changing the order established, in the first instance, for them by the 
Providence of God. But recourse to force and struggles by seditious paths to obtain 
such ends are madnesses which only aggravate the evil which they aim to suppress. 
Let the poor, then, if they would be wise, trust not to the promises of seditious men, 
but rather to the example and patronage of the Blessed Joseph, and to the maternal 
charity of the Church, which each day takes an increasing compassion on their lot. 

6. This is the reason why – trusting much to your zeal and episcopal authority, 
Venerable Brethren, and not doubting that the good and pious faithful will run 
beyond the mere letter of the law – We prescribe that during the whole month of 
October, at the recitation of the Rosary, for which We have already legislated, a 
prayer to St. Joseph be added, the formula of which will be sent with this letter, and 
that this custom should be repeated every year. To those who recite this prayer, We 
grant for each time an indulgence of seven years and seven Lents. It is a salutary 
practice and very praiseworthy, already established in some countries, to consecrate 



the month of March to the honour of the holy Patriarch by daily exercises of piety. 
Where this custom cannot be easily established, it is as least desirable, that before 
the feast-day, in the principal church of each parish, a triduo of prayer be celebrated. 
In those lands where the 19th of March – the Feast of St. Joseph – is not a Festival of 
Obligation, We exhort the faithful to sanctify it as far as possible by private pious 
practices, in honour of their heavenly patron, as though it were a day of Obligation. 

7. And in token of heavenly favours, and in witness of Our good-will, We grant most 
lovingly in the Lord, to you, Venerable Brethren, to your clergy and to your people, 
the Apostolic blessing. 

Given from the Vatican, August 15th, 1889, the 11th year of Our Pontificate. 
LEO XIII 
 

Prayer to Saint Joseph 

To thee, O blessed Joseph, we have recourse in our affliction, and having implored 
the help of thy thrice holy Spouse, we now, with hearts filled with confidence, 
earnestly beg thee also to take us under thy protection. By that charity wherewith 
thou wert united to the Immaculate Virgin Mother of God, and by that fatherly love 
with which thou didst cherish the Child Jesus, we beseech thee and we humbly pray 
that thou wilt look down with gracious eye upon that inheritance which Jesus Christ 
purchased by His blood, and wilt succour us in our need by thy power and strength. 

Defend, O most watchful guardian of the Holy Family, the chosen off-spring of Jesus 
Christ. Keep from us, O most loving Father, all blight of error and corruption. Aid us 
from on high, most valiant defender, in this conflict with the powers of darkness. And 
even as of old thou didst rescue the Child Jesus from the peril of His life, so now 
defend God's Holy Church from the snares of the enemy and from all adversity. 
Shield us ever under thy patronage, that, following thine example and strengthened 
by thy help, we may live a holy life, die a happy death, and attain to everlasting bliss 
in Heaven. Amen. 

See Triduo to St Joseph elsewhere. 

 

 

 

 

 



Bonum Sane – Benedict XV - 1920  

Fifty years after Quemadmodum Deus, Benedict XV wrote this Motu Proprio – a papal 

document written on the Pope’s own initiative. The Pope is still ‘prisoner of the 

Vatican’ and many of the social and political problems and challenges to the Catholic 

faith continued. This has now been exacerbated however by the recent World War 

which has dealt an extra blow to family life with many children having spent years 

with only one parent and parents without their spouse. The extent of the death toll 

meant that this situation has become permanent for millions. Family life was 

therefore facing unprecedented challenges. Extreme forms of socialism have risen 

and many workers have turned to socialism and deserted the Church. St Joseph 

therefore emerges as the Church’s response to Communism as an example of a true 

worker with Christ at the centre. An increase in devotion to St Joseph will lead also to 

a greater devotion to Our Lady and to Christ: St Joseph is the gateway to the Holy 

Family. Devotions which Pope Benedict particularly highlights are Wednesdays (the 

day devoted to St Joseph) and March (as the month of St Joseph), as well as prayers 

for a holy death. 

Motu Proprio 

Of His Holiness 

Benedict XV 
BONUM SANE 

Devotion to St. Joseph, 

Half a century as 

Patron of the Catholic Church 

It was a good and salutary thing for the Christian people that Our Predecessor of 
immortal memory Pius IX decreed the most chaste Spouse of the Virgin Mother of 
God and Custodian of the Word Incarnate, Joseph, to be patron of the Catholic 
Church, and as the 50th anniversary of the auspicious event occurs next December, 
we believe it useful that it would be solemnly celebrated by the entire world. 
If We look over this period of time, it displays to us a long series of pious institutions 
which attest that the cult of the most holy Patriarch has gradually grown among 
Christ’s faithful to the present. If we also consider the calamities that afflict the 
human race at present, it appears all the more necessary that this cult be 
substantially increased among the people and more widespread everywhere. 
In fact, after the grave tensions of the war, we have indicated in Our recent Encyclical 
“On the Reconciliation of Christian Peace” what was missing to re-establish a 
tranquility of order everywhere, particularly in the relations that exist between 
peoples and between individuals in the civil sphere. And now it is necessary to 



consider another cause of disturbance, much deeper, that lurks in the inmost bowels 
of human society. Namely, when the scourge of war struck the human race, people 
were already deeply infected with naturalism, that great pestilence of the century 
that, where it takes root, diminishes the desire for heavenly things, extinguishes the 
flame of divine charity, and takes from man the grace of Christ that heals and 
elevates, and — finally taking away the light of Faith and leaving him only the corrupt 
forces of nature — leaves him at the mercy of his wildest passions. Thus it happened 
that many people dedicated themselves only to the acquisition of earthly goods, and 
while the strife between the proletarians and the owners grew more acute, this class 
hatred increased all the more with the duration and atrocity of the war, which on the 
one hand caused intolerable economic hardship to the masses, and other hand made 
spectacular fortunes flow into the hands of a very few. 
 
It should be added that the sanctity of faith in marriage and many people’s respect 
for paternal authority have been not a little wounded by the war, both because the 
absence of one spouse has diminished in the other the bond of duty, and also 
because the absence of a vigilant eye has furnished the occasion for rashness, 
especially for the woman, to live too freely according to one’s own tastes. Therefore 
we cannot fail to notice with true pain that popular morals are now quite a bit more 
depraved and corrupt than before, and that therefore the so-called “social question” 
has been getting worse to the point of threatening irreparable ruin. 
 
Indeed, in the votes and the expectations of the most seditious, an idea has matured 
of a certain universal republic to come, founded on the absolute equality of men and 
on the communion of goods, in which there would no longer be any distinctions of 
nationality, and in which is recognized neither the authority of the father over his 
children, nor the public authority over the citizens, nor the authority of God over 
men united in a civil consortium. All things which, if they were realized, would 
necessarily give rise to tremendous societal convulsions, such as that which is now 
devastating a not small portion of Europe. And precisely to bring about a similar 
condition of things among other peoples, we see that the common people are 
agitated by the fury and the impudence of a few, and here and there we see riots. 
We however, concerned more than anything by the course of these events, did not 
neglect, when the opportunity offered itself, to remind the sons of the Church their 
duty, as we recently did with the letter addressed to the Bishop of Bergamo and to 
the bishops of the Veneto region. And now with the same motive, that is to 
remember the duty to the men on our side who earn their bread with labour, 
however many and wherever they are, to keep them immune from the contagion of 
socialism, the bitter enemy of Christian principles, We with great solicitude offer 
them in a particular way St. Joseph—that they might follow him as their special guide 
and honour him as their heavenly Patron. 
 



He, in fact, lived a life similar to theirs, so much so that Jesus, God, despite being the 
Only Begotten of the Eternal Father, willed to be called “the carpenter’s son.” But he 
knew how to adorn that humble and poor condition of his with so much and so many 
types of virtue! Above all, those virtues were to shine in the spouse of Mary 
Immaculate, and in the putative father of Our Lord Jesus. Therefore, at the school of 
Joseph, all will learn to consider passing current events in the light of their futures 
that last eternally, and consoling the inevitable hardships of the human condition 
with the hope of the good things of heaven, they should aspire to the latter through 
obeying the divine will, living soberly, according to the dictates of justice and piety. 
As regards the workers specially, it pleases Us to restate here the words proclaimed 
by our Predecessor of happy memory Leo XIII, since they are such that, in Our 
opinion, nothing can be said better about the matter: 
“Through these considerations, the poor and those who live by the labour of their 
hands should be of good heart and learn to be just. If they win the right of emerging 
from poverty and obtaining a better rank by lawful means, reason and justice uphold 
them in changing the order established, in the first instance, for them by the 
Providence of God. But recourse to force and struggles by seditious paths to obtain 
such ends are madnesses which only aggravate the evil which they aim to suppress. 
Let the poor, then, if they would be wise, trust not to the promises of seditious men, 
but rather to the example and patronage of the Blessed Joseph, and to the maternal 
charity of the Church, which each day takes an increasing compassion on their lot.” 
With the flourishing of the faithful’s devotion to St. Joseph, there will simultaneously 
increase as a consequence their devotion to the Holy Family of Nazareth, of which he 
was the august Head, the two devotions spontaneously welling up one from the 
other. In fact, through Joseph we go directly to Mary, and through Mary, to Jesus, 
the origin of all holiness, who consecrated the domestic virtues with His obedience 
to Joseph and Mary. 
 
We therefore desire that Christian families be fully inspired by these marvellous 
examples of virtue and conform to them. In this way, since the family is the fulcrum 
and the basis of human unity, strengthening domestic society with the defence of 
holy purity, harmony, and fidelity, with all these a new vigour and, we might even 
say, a new blood would circulate through the veins of human society, by virtue of 
Christ, and there will follow not only an amelioration of private morals, but also in 
the discipline of community and civil life. 
 
We, therefore, full of trust in the patronage of him, to whose vigilant providence God 
was pleased to grant custody of his Incarnate Only Begotten and of the Virgin 
Mother of God, we strongly exhort all the Bishops in the Catholic world so that, in 
these stormy times for Christianity, they will lead the faithful to implore with greater 
commitment the valuable help of St. Joseph. And because there are many ways 
approved by this Apostolic See by which one can venerate the Holy Patriarch, 
especially on all the Wednesdays of the year and in the entire month consecrated to 



him, We desire that, by request of each Bishop, all these devotions be practised in 
every diocese as much as possible. But in a particular way, because he is justly held 
as the most efficacious protector of the dying, having expired with the assistance of 
Jesus and Mary, holy Pastors should take care to inculcate and favour with all the 
prestige of their authority those pious associations instituted to supplicate Joseph in 
favour of the dying, such as those “of a Happy Death”, of the “Transit of St. Joseph”, 
and “for the Dying.” 
 
To commemorate the aforementioned Pontifical Decree, we order and enjoin that 
within a year, beginning at the 8th of December, in all the Catholic world there will 
be celebrated, in honour of St. Joseph, Spouse of the Blessed Virgin Mary, Patron of 
the Catholic Church, a solemn ceremony, how and when each Bishop deems 
appropriate: and to all those who assist you, We grant now, with the usual 
conditions, a Plenary Indulgence. 
 
Given at Rome, at St. Peter’s, on July 25, the feast of St. James the Apostle, 1920, in 
the sixth year of Our pontificate. 

BENEDICTUS PP. XV 

 

Prayer to Saint Joseph for a Happy Death 
 
O Blessed Joseph, you gave your last breath in the loving embrace of Jesus and Mary. 
When the seal of death shall close my life, come with Jesus and Mary to aid me. 
Obtain for me this solace for that hour - to die with their holy arms around me. Jesus, 
Mary and Joseph, I commend my soul, living and dying, into your sacred arms. Amen. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Le Voci – Pope John XXIII - 1961 
 

Pope St John XXIII had as one of his baptismal names Giuseppe (Joseph). He had a 
great devotion to St Joseph and even considered taking Joseph as his papal name 
before concluding that it was not a name that had been used as a papal name before 
and for good reason. He wrote this Apostolic Letter ahead of the Second Vatican 
Council to name St Joseph as the Patron of the Council. He begins by summarising the 
history of devotion to St Joseph and finished by exhorting people to pray to him for 
the success of the Council and the flourishing of the Church. Pope St John XXIII also 
underwent pilgrimages to Assisi and Loreto before the Council started and 
highlighted the importance of St Joseph for those places. The Pope notes how this 
Council will be truly worldwide representatives from every continent and every colour 
and race. How more important St Joseph is then to come out of the shadows where 
he has been for much of the Church’s history, into the light in our modern times to 
help and to guide all our deliberations. 
 
The Pope draws attention to the altar of St Joseph in St Peter’s Basilica at the Vatican 
and vows to renew that altar with ‘more solemn splendour’. You can read about this 
elsewhere in this CTS booklet. Above the altar a new mosaic copied from a 1575 
painting by Achille Funi was created by the Vatican Mosaic Workshop and installed 
two years later. In 1962 Pope St John XXIII added St Joseph to the Roman Canon 
(Eucharistic Prayer I). 
 
APOSTOLIC EPISTLE OF POPE JOHN XXIII 
To the local ordinaries and faithful of the Catholic world 

Venerable brethren and beloved sons! Countless expressions of joy and expectation 
and of best wishes for the success of the Second Vatican Council have come to Us 
from every corner of the globe. They are stirring Us more and more to avail 
Ourselves of the good dispositions of all the many simple and sincere hearts whom 
We see so lovingly and generously devoting themselves to begging for God’s help, to 
growing in religious fervour, to achieving a clearer understanding of all that the 
celebration of the Council will require beforehand and will subsequently produce in 
the form of a development of the interior and exterior life of the Church, and of a 
spiritual revival throughout the whole world. 

And now, as a new spring breaks into view and we stand on the threshold of the 
Sacred Easter Liturgy, we find ourselves face to face with the kind and gentle St. 
Joseph, stately spouse of Mary, a figure so dear to the minds and hearts of those 
who are most responsive to the appeal of Christian asceticism and the forms of 
religious devotion that are quiet and unobtrusive, but all the sweeter and more 
pleasing for being so. 



Increase of devotion to Joseph 
In the Holy Church’s worship, right from the beginning, Jesus, the Word of God made 
man, has enjoyed the adoration that belongs to Him, incommunicable as the 
splendour of the substance of His Father, a splendour reflected in the glory of His 
saints. Mary, His Mother, was close behind Him from the earliest times, in the 
pictures in the Catacombs and the basilicas, where she was devoutly venerated as 
“Holy Mother of God.” 

But Joseph, except for some slight sprinkling of references to him here and there in 
the writings of the Fathers, for long centuries remained in the background that was 
so typical of him, like a kind of ornamental detail in the overall picture of the 
Saviour’s life. It took time for devotion to him to go beyond those passing glances 
and take root in the hearts of the faithful, and then surge forth in the form of special 
prayers and of a profound sense of trust and confidence. The fervent joy of pouring 
forth these deepest feelings of the heart in so many impressive ways has been saved 
for modern times; and it gives Us special pleasure to draw upon these treasures now 
for something quite pertinent and meaningful. 

Saint Joseph in the words of the pontiffs of the last 100 years 
The first two postulata that the Fathers of the First Vatican Council presented to Pius 
IX when they met in Rome (1869-1870) had to do with St. Joseph. Their first request 
was that devotion to him be accorded a higher place in the Sacred Liturgy; this 
document bore the signatures of 153 bishops. The other one, which had been signed 
by 43 superiors-general of religious orders, asked for the solemn proclamation of St. 
Joseph as Patron of the Universal Church. 

Pius IX 
Pius IX greeted both requests with joy. At the very beginning of his pontificate [on 
September 10, 1847], he had set aside the third Sunday after Easter for the feast of 
the Patronage of St. Joseph. As early as 1854, in a devout and stirring talk, he had 
pointed to St. Joseph as the surest hope of the Church after the Blessed Virgin; and 
on December 8, 1870, when the Vatican Council had been suspended because of 
political events, he seized the occasion of the feast of the Immaculate Conception to 
issue a more solemn and official proclamation that St. Joseph was the Patron of the 
Universal Church and to elevate the feast of March 19th to the liturgical rank of 
double of the first class. 

The decree of December 8, 1870, issued Urbi et Orbi, was brief but beautiful and 
wonderful and really worthy of the Ad perpetuam memoriam, and it opened a vein 
of rich and precious inspirations for the successors of Pius IX. 

Leo XIII 



For the feast of the Assumption in 1889, the immortal Leo XIII issued the letter 
Quamquam pluries, the richest and fullest document that a pope ever issued in 
honour of the foster father of Jesus; it pointed up his characteristic role as the model 
for fathers of families and for workers. This was the origin of the beautiful prayer, 
“To thee, O Blessed Joseph,” that did so much to enrich the time of Our childhood. 

St. Pius X 
The Holy Pontiff Pius X added many new expressions of devotion and love for St. 
Joseph to those of Pope Leo, and he was more than happy to permit a work on this 
devotion to be dedicated to him. He also added to the treasure of indulgences 
attached to reciting the litanies that are so dear to Us and so comforting to say. 

What a beautiful sound the words of his grant have! “Our most holy Lord Pius to the 
renowned Patriarch St. Joseph, foster father of the Divine Redeemer, most pure 
husband of the Mother of God, and powerful patron of the Catholic Church before 
God” — just look at the depth of personal feeling — “whose glorious name has 
adorned it from the time of its birth, and whom it has embraced with a special 
constant love and devotion.” And the other words he used to give the reasons for 
granting the new favours: “to increase devotion to St. Joseph, the patron of the 
Universal Church.” 

Benedict XV 
At the outbreak of the first great European war, when the eyes of St. Pius X had 
closed on life here below, Divine Providence raised up Pope Benedict XV to move 
across the years from 1914 to 1918 like a kindly star bringing universal consolation. 

He too was quick to promote devotion to the Holy Patriarch. It is to him that we owe 
the introduction of two new prefaces into the Canon of the Mass; the preface of St. 
Joseph and the one for Masses for the Dead; he wisely linked them together by 
issuing the two decrees on the same day, April 9, 1919, as if to remind men of the 
way in which sorrows and consolations are mingled and shared in two families; the 
heavenly one of Nazareth that had St. Joseph for its legal head and the immense 
human family that had suffered universal grief because of the countless victims 
claimed by devastating war. What a sorrowing but at the same time consoling and 
fitting combination: St. Joseph on one side and St. Michael, the standard-bearer, on 
the other, each presenting the souls of the dead to the Lord into the holy light. 

The following year — on July 25, 1920 — Pope Benedict returned to the subject 
while preparations were being made for the fiftieth anniversary of Pius IX’s 
proclamation of St. Joseph as patron of the Universal Church, and he came back to it 
again from a theological point of view in the Motu proprio “Bonum sane,” that 
seemed to breathe an air of tenderness and unwavering trust. Oh! what a beautiful 



thing it was to throw new light on the meek and kindly figure of our saint and to have 
the Christian people call upon him, first of all to protect the Church militant at the 
very moment when they were beginning to rededicate their finest efforts to spiritual 
and material reconstruction in the wake of so many calamities; and second, to offer 
consolation to all the millions and millions of human victims, poised on the threshold 
of eternity, for whom Pope Benedict asked the bishops and the many pious societies 
throughout the world to offer up their prayers to St. Joseph, the patron of the dying. 

Pius XI and Pius XII 
The last two pontiffs — Pius XI and Pius XII — of dear and venerated memory — 
showed a deep and edifying fidelity in following this same path of recommending 
fervent devotion to the Holy Patriarch in all of their appeals, their exhortations, and 
their inspiring words. 

At least four different times in solemn allocutions dealing with new saints, and very 
often at the annual celebrations of March 19th, for example in 1928, and again in 
1935 and 1937, Pius XI took the opportunity to exalt the many glories that shone 
forth from the spiritual image of the Guardian of Jesus, the most chaste spouse of 
Mary, the pious and modest worker of Nazareth, and the patron of the universal 
Church, our powerful shield of defence against the efforts of world atheism, intent 
on wiping out Christian nations. 

Pius XII picked up this keynote from his predecessor and made it echo forth in the 
same tones, in so many allocutions that were always beautiful, vibrant, and timely. 
As on the 10th of April in 1940, when he invited newlyweds to place themselves 
under the gentle, protective mantle of the Spouse of Mary; and in 1945, when he 
called upon the members of Christian associations for workingmen to honour Joseph 
as their lofty model and the staunch guardian of their ranks; and ten years later, in 
1955, when he announced that the annual feast of St. Joseph the Worker had been 
instituted. This recently established feast, celebrated on May 1st, takes the place of 
the one on Wednesday of the second week after Easter, while the traditional feast of 
March 19th will henceforth mark the solemn celebration of St. Joseph’s Patronage of 
the Universal Church. 

The same Holy Father, Pius XII, was pleased to adorn the breast of St. Joseph with a 
most precious garland in the form of a fervent prayer recommended for use by 
priests and faithful throughout the world in their devotions, and he enriched it with 
many indulgences. It is a prayer of a professional and social nature for the most part, 
and hence well-suited for those who find themselves subject to the law of work 
which is, for everyone, a “law of honour, of a peaceful and holy life, and a prelude to 
eternal happiness.” You find there these words among others: “be with us, St. 
Joseph, in times of prosperity, when everything seems to be inviting us to enjoy the 



honest fruits of our labours, but most of all be with us and sustain us in the hours of 
sadness, when it looks as if the heavens are about to close over us, and as if even the 
tools of our labour are about to fly from our hands.” 

March 19th: Definite date for the feast of the Patronage 
Venerable brethren and beloved sons! We felt that this particular March 19th would 
be a good time to recall these points of history and of religious devotion and offer 
them for devout consideration by you whose souls have been trained to a fine sense 
of how a Christian and Catholic should live and act and feel. We say this particular 
March 19th, because the feast of St. Joseph this year coincides with the beginning of 
passiontide and so helps prepare us to enjoy a deeper intimacy with the most 
profound and salutary mysteries of the sacred liturgy. 

The dispositions that lead us to cover the images of Jesus Crucified, of Mary, and of 
the saints with a veil for the two weeks that come before Easter also invite us to holy 
inner recollection and to communicating with the Lord through a prayer that ought 
to involve both meditation and frequent, lively supplication. Our Lord, the Blessed 
Virgin, and the saints are waiting for us to express our trusting, heartfelt prayers; and 
it is only natural for these prayers to centre on the things that most closely 
correspond to the needs of the Catholic Church universal. 

Anticipation and the Ecumenical Council 
There can be no doubt that the Ecumenical Council of the Vatican stands at the 
centre and in first place among these needs and cares; it is now eagerly awaited by 
all those who believe in Jesus, the Redeemer, and belong to our Mother the Catholic 
Church, or to one of the various groups that are separated from it and yet still 
anxious — at least as far as many are concerned — for a return to peace and unity 
that will be in full accord with Christ’s teaching and His prayer to His Heavenly 
Father. 

It is only natural for Us to have as Our aim, in thus recalling the words of the popes of 
the last century, to stir up the Catholic world to work for the success of this great 
plan for order, for spiritual improvement, and for peace, which constitute the 
purpose and goal of an Ecumenical Council. 

The Council at the service of all souls 
Everything about the Church as Jesus established it is great and worthy of attention. 
The celebration of a Council gathers the most distinguished persons of the 
ecclesiastical world together around the Fathers — those who are most richly 
endowed with the gifts of theological and juridical learning, of organizing ability, of 
apostolic zeal and fervour. This is what a Council is: the Pope at the summit and 
around him and with him the cardinals, bishops from every rite and every country, 



the best-qualified scholars and teachers from various levels and from various fields, 
in which they specialize. 

But the Council is meant for the whole Christian people; they have an interest in it, 
for they will share in the more perfect communication of grace and of Christian 
vitality that will make it easier for them to acquire more quickly the truly precious 
goods of the present life and thus assure themselves of the riches of the eternal 
ages. 

And so everyone has an interest in the Council, clerics and laymen, the great and the 
small from every part of the world, every social class, every race, every colour; and 
since we need a heavenly protector on high during this period of preparation and of 
development to ask for that divine power that will enable it to live up to its promise 
and be an epoch-making event in the history of the Church in our times, there is no 
saint in heaven who can better be trusted with the task than St. Joseph, the stately 
head of the Family of Nazareth and protector of the Holy Church. 

Pius XI on Joseph 
Whenever We listen to the echoes of the voices of the popes of this last century of 
our history, as We have just done, Our heart is particularly moved by the words of 
Pius XI, which were so typical of him on their calm and carefully thought out way of 
expressing things. They come down to us from a talk he gave on March 19, 1928 — a 
few words in honour of St. Joseph, or as he liked to call him, dear and blessed St. 
Joseph — that he just could not and would not hold back. 

“It is very thought-provoking,” he said, “to see two magnificent figures who were 
close to each other in the beginnings of the Church now standing alongside each 
other here close by and shining brilliantly: St. John the Baptist, who comes to us from 
the desert, sometimes with a thundering voice and sometimes with meekness and 
gentleness, sometimes like a roaring lion and at others like a friend basking in the 
glory of the bridegroom, and offering the wonderful testimony of his martyrdom to 
the whole world; then the powerful Peter who hears those magnificent words from 
the Divine Master: ‘go and preach to the whole world;’ and to himself personally: 
‘thou art Peter and upon this rock I will build my Church.’ A great mission, with divine 
magnificence and acclaim.” 

This was what Pius XI had to say. And then he went on in these wonderful words: “In 
between these two great personages and these two missions, you can make out the 
person and the mission of St. Joseph, as he moves along quietly and thoughtfully, 
almost unobserved and unrecognized in his humility and silence, a silence upon 
which light would be shed only later, a silence that was bound to be succeeded by a 
long, loud cry of acclaim and glory through the ages.” 



Oh! the invocation of St. Joseph, the devotion to St. Joseph to bring his protection 
down on the Second Ecumenical Council of the Vatican. 

Purpose of this letter 
Venerable brethren and children of Rome, beloved children of the whole world! 

This is what we wanted to lead up to and this is why we are sending this apostolic 
letter on the 19th of March; We wanted the celebration of the feast of St. Joseph, 
the Patron of the Universal Church, to bring your souls the inspiration for an 
extraordinary renewal of fervour, that will come from a more lively, more ardent, 
and more constant prayerful participation in the cares of the Holy Church, your 
teacher and mother, your instructor and guide for this extraordinary event — the 
Twenty-first Ecumenical Council and the Second of the Vatican — to which the public 
press of the whole world has been devoting lively interest and respectful attention. 

Needs of the Council 
You know very well that the first phase of organizing the Council is moving along 
calmly, effectively and in encouraging fashion. Distinguished prelates and clergymen 
by the hundreds have come from every part of the world and are now meeting here 
in the City; they have been divided up into various well-organized sections, each with 
responsibility for some important work all its own; they are following the lines laid 
down by the priceless contents of a series of imposing volumes that have gathered 
together the thoughts and experience and suggestions that are the fruit of wisdom, 
intelligence and apostolic zeal that constitutes the real wealth and treasure of the 
Catholic Church of the past, present, and the future. 

All the Ecumenical Council needs in order to reach a successful conclusion is the light 
of truth and of grace, the discipline of study and of silence, and a serene peace and 
trust in minds and hearts. This is on the human side. On the other hand, the Christian 
people must call down God’s aid from on high through their prayers and through 
their efforts to lead model lives that will be a forestate and a first evidence of the 
firm determination that each one of the faithful must make to apply and put into 
practice the teaching and directives that will be proclaimed at the end of the eagerly-
awaited event — which is now well on its way to what promises to be a successful 
conclusion. 

The altar of Saint Joseph 
Venerable brethren and beloved children! That brilliant thought of Pope Pius XI on 
March 19, 1928 is still pursuing us. 

Here in Rome, the sacrosanct Basilica of the Lateran always reflects the glory of the 
Baptist. 



But the massive temple of St. Peter, where relics and reminders that are precious to 
all Christendom are venerated, also has an altar to St. Joseph; and today, March 19, 
1961, We wish to express Our intention of seeing that altar of St. Joseph take on a 
new and fuller and more solemn splendour, and of having it become a point of 
attraction and of religious devotion for individual souls and for countless crowds. 

For beneath these heavenly vaults of the Vatican temple, the ranks of those who 
make up the Apostolic College, drawn from every corner of the globe — even the 
most distant ones — will assemble around the Head of the Church for the 
Ecumenical Council. 

Invocation to Saint Joseph 
O St. Joseph! Here, here is where you belong as Protector Universalis Ecclesiae! Our 
intention was to use the words and the documents of Our immediate predecessors 
over the last century — from Pius IX to Pius XII — to offer you a garland of honour, 
which would crystallize the expressions of affection and veneration that are now 
rising everywhere — from Catholic nations and in mission regions. 

Always be our protector. May thy inner spirit of peace, of silence, of good work, and 
of prayer for the cause of Holy Church always be an inspiration to us and bring us joy 
in union with thy blessed spouse, our most sweet and gentle and Immaculate 
Mother, and in the strong yet tender love of Jesus, the glorious and immortal King of 
all ages and peoples. Amen. 

Given at Rome, at St. Peter’s, March 19, 1961, the third year of Our Pontificate. 

  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



The following is lifted from internet - 
On March 19, 1961, in his apostolic 
epistle, Le Voci, naming St. Joseph 
patron of the second Vatican Council, 
Pope John XXIII also called for the St. 
Joseph altar in St. Peter’s Basilica in 
Rome to “take on a new and fuller 
and more solemn splendour….” On 
March 19, 1963, the Holy Father 
blessed the new mosaic, pictured 
here. Following the blessing, he 
commented: “Upon entering the 
basilica today We dedicated the new 
image of St. Joseph over the Saint’s 
altar. We were urged to perform this 
ceremony Ourself as an act of piety 
towards the most chaste Spouse of 
Mary and the Guardian of Jesus, in 
order to fulfill Our most earnest wish 
to promote within this great temple 
of Christendom devotion to St. 
Joseph, protector of the Holy Church 
and patron of the Second Vatican 
Council. ” 
The mosaic, over nine feet high and 
made of individual tiles all less then 
half an inch square, reproduces a 
painting of the Milanese artist, 
Achille Funi (born c. 1892). St. Joseph 
stands on a classical marble 

pedestal, with Jesus in arm and flowering staff in his left hand. The Child affectionately holds 
and looks toward his earthly father. At St. Joseph’s feet an angel kneels offering him St. 
Peter’s boat with supplicant expression. A human person also kneels offering him an olive 
branch with a plea for true peace. Another angel flies down from heaven with a banner that 
reads Tu eris super domum meam, “You shall be over my house.” In a word, St. Joseph’s 
image in the mother church of all Christendom recalls his role as protector of the entire 
Church. St. Joseph hears the prayers of all who invoke him, whether in the humblest little 
chapel or the world’s greatest basilica. 
 

 

 

 

 



Homily by Pope St Paul VI 

Homily on the Feast of Saint Joseph – Pope St Paul VI - 27 

March 1969 

Dearest brethren, sons and daughters! 

Today’s feast invites us to meditate about Saint Joseph, Our Lord Jesus’ legal and 
foster father. Because of that function which he performed in regard to Christ during 
his childhood and youth, he has been declared Patron or Protector of the Church, 
which continues Christ’s image and mission in time and reflects them in history. 

At first sight there seems to be no material for a meditation on Joseph, for what do 
we know of him, apart from his name and a few events that occurred in Our Lord’s 
childhood? The Gospel does not record a single word from him; his language is 
silence. It was his attention to the angelic voices which spoke in his sleep; it was that 
prompt and generous obedience which was demanded from him; it was manual 
labour, in the most modest and fatiguing of forms, which earned Jesus the 
reputation of being “the son of the carpenter” (Mt. 13:55). There, is nothing else 
known of him, and it might well be said that he lived an unknown life, the life of a 
simple artisan, with no sign of personal greatness. 

But that humble figure which was so near to Jesus and Mary, Christ’s Virgin Mother, 
he who was so intimately connected with their life and so closely linked with the 
genealogy of the Messias as to be the fateful and conclusive representative of the 
descendants of David (Mt. 1, 20), is revealed as being full of significance if we look at 
him attentively. He is seen truly to possess those qualities which the Church 
attributes to him in her liturgy, which the devotion of the faithful also attributes to 
him, and which gave rise to a series of invocations that have taken the form of a 
litany. 

A celebrated modern shrine of the saint, erected through the efforts of a simple lay 
brother, Brother André of the Congregation of the Holy Cross, at Montreal in Canada, 
illustrates those qualities in a series of chapels arranged behind the high altar. All the 
chapels are dedicated to Saint Joseph in honour of the many titles which have been 
offered to him, such as Protector of Childhood, Protector of Spouses, Protector of 
the Family, Protector of the Workers, Protector of Virgins, Protector of Fugitives, 
Protector of the Dying… 

If we look carefully into this life that was apparently so unremarkable, we shall find 
that it was greater and more adventurous, more full of exciting events, than we are 



accustomed to assume in our hasty perusal of the Gospel story. The Gospel describes 
Saint Joseph as a Just Man (Mt. 1:19). No greater praise of virtue and no higher 
tribute to merit could be applied to a man of humble social condition who was 
apparently far from being equipped to perform great deeds. A poor, honest, 
hardworking, perhaps even timorous man, but one with unfathomable interior life, 
from which very singular directions and consolations came, bringing him also the 
logic and strength that belong to simple and clear souls, and giving him the power of 
making great decisions, such as that decision to put his liberty at once at the 
disposition of the divine designs, to make over to them also his legitimate human 
calling, his conjugal happiness, to accept the conditions, the responsibility and the 
burden of a family, but, through an incomparable virginal love, to renounce that 
natural conjugal love that is the foundation and the nourishment of the family; in this 
way he offered the whole of his existence in a total sacrifice to the imponderable 
demands raised by the astonishing coming of the Messias, to whom he was to give 
the everlastingly blessed name of Jesus (Mt. 1:21), whom he was to acknowledge as 
the effect of the Holy Spirit, and his own son only in a juridical and domestic way. 

So Saint Joseph was a “committed” man, as we might say nowadays. 

And what commitment! Total commitment to Mary, the elect of all the women of 
the earth and of history, always his virgin spouse, never his wife physically, and total 
commitment to Jesus, who was his offspring only by legal descendance, not by the 
flesh. He had the burdens, the responsibilities, the risks and the labours Surrounding 
the holy family. His was the service, the work, the sacrifice, in the shadows of that 
gospel picture in which we love to meditate on him; and we are certainly not 
mistaken, for we all know him now and call him Blessed. 

This is Gospel in which the values of human existence take on a different dimension 
from that with which we are accustomed to appreciate them. What is little becomes 
big, and in this connection we do well to remember Jesus’ fervent words in the 
eleventh chapter of Saint Matthew: “I give thee praise, O Father, Lord of Heaven and 
earth, because thou hast hidden these things (the things or the kingdom of the 
Messias!) from the wise and learned, but hast revealed them to little ones”. 

In the Gospel’s account, what is lowly becomes worthy to be the social condition of 
the Son of God made son of man; that which is elementary and the product of 
fatiguing and rudimentary handwork served to train the maker and continuator of 
the cosmos in the skills of human hands (cf. Jn. 1:3; 5:17), and to give humble bread 
to him who was to describe Himself as “the Bread of Life” (Jn. 6:48); what was lost 
for love of Christ is here rediscovered (cf. Mt. 10:39), and whoever sacrifices his own 
life for Him in this world saves it for everlasting life (Jn. 12:25). 



Saint Joseph was the type of the message of that Gospel that Jesus was to announce 
as the programme in the redemption of mankind, once he left the little workshop at 
Nazareth and began his mission as prophet and teacher. Saint Joseph is the model of 
those humble ones that Christianity raises to great destinies, and he is the proof that 
in order to be good and genuine followers of Christ there is no need of “great 
things”; it is enough to have the common, simple, human virtues, but they need to 
be true and authentic. 

Our meditation now shifts from the humble Saint to our own personal 
circumstances, as is usual in the practice of mental prayer. We now turn to make a 
comparison and I contrast between him and ourselves; we have no reason to feel 
proud of the comparison, but we can derive some good suggestion from it for 
imitating him in some way which our own life condition allows, in our spirit and in 
concrete practice of those virtues which are so vigorously depicted in the Saint, and 
one especially, poverty, of which there is so much talk nowadays. And let us not be 
upset by the difficulties which poverty brings with it today, in this world which is all 
devoted to conquest of economic wealth, as if poverty were in contradiction with the 
line of progress which must be followed, a paradox, an unreality in a society of 
welfare and consumption. 

Let us think again of Saint Joseph in his poverty and hard work, all his energy 
engaged in the effort of earning something to live on, and let us then remember that 
economic goods are indeed worthy of our Christian interest, on condition that they 
do not become ends in themselves, but are understood and used as means to keep 
going life which is directed towards other and higher goods, on condition that 
economic goods are not sought after with greedy egoism, but be rather a source and 
stimulus of provident charity, on condition again that they be not used as 
authorization for soft and easy indulgence in the so-called pleasures of life but rather 
be used for the broad and honest interests of the common good. 

This Saint’s laborious and dignified poverty, can still be in excellent guide for us to 
follow the path traced by Christ’s footsteps in the modern world, and can also 
eloquently instruct us in positive and honest wellbeing, so that we may avoid losing 
Christ’s path in the complicated and giddy world of economics, to avoid going too far 
on one side into tempting ambitions of conquest of temporal riches, and too far on 
the other side, into making use of poverty for ideological ends, as a power to rouse 
social hatred and systematic subversion. 

So, Saint Joseph is an example for us, and let us try to imitate him; and we shall call 
upon him as our protector, as the Church has been wont to do in these recent times, 
for herself in the first place, for spontaneous theological reflection on the marriage 
of divine with human action in the great economy of the Redemption, in which 



economy the first, the divine one is wholly sufficient to itself, but the second, human 
action, which is ours, though capable of nothing (cf. Jn. 15:5), is never dispensed 
from humble but conditional and ennobling collaboration. 

The Church also calls upon him as her Protector because of a profound and most 
present desire to reinvigorate her ancient life with true evangelical virtues, such as 
shine forth in Saint Joseph. Finally, the Church invokes him as her Patron and 
Protector through her unshakeable trust that he to whom Christ willed to confide the 
care and protection of His. own frail human childhood, will continue from heaven to 
perform his protective task in order to guide and defend the Mystical Body of Christ 
Himself, which is always weak, always under attack, always in a state of peril. Finally, 
we call upon Saint Joseph for the world, trusting that the heart of the humble 
working man of Nazareth, now overflowing with immeasurable wisdom and power, 
still harbours and will always harbour a singular and precious fellow-feeling for the 
whole of mankind. So may it be 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Redemptoris Custos – Pope St John Paul II – 1989 

Far from St Joseph being a figure of paternal domination, Pope St John Paul II in Redemptoris 
Custor shows him to be a loving spouse and father to the Blessed Virgin and her child. This 
monumental Apostolic Exhortation  unveils St Joseph’s role in the Redemption of humanity 
and should be read in conjunction with the Marian encyclical Redemptoris Mater. Pope St 
John Paul II dwells not so much on St Joseph’s silence as others have done but more on his 
activity, tracing his movements through the accounts of Matthew and Luke in particular, 
where St Joseph plays a decisive role in the story of Redemption. As well as being a loving 
father and husband he plays a significant part in the fulfilment of Old Testament prophecy. 

ON THE PERSON AND MISSION OF SAINT JOSEPH 
IN THE LIFE OF CHRIST AND OF THE CHURCH 

JOHN PAUL II 

Apostolic Exhortation 
August 15, 1989 

To Bishops 
To Priests and Deacons 

To Men and Women Religious 
And to all the Lay Faithful 

Introduction 

1. “JOSEPH DID as the angel of the Lord commanded him and took his wife” 
(cf. Mt 1:24). 

Inspired by the Gospel, the Fathers of the Church from the earliest centuries stressed 
that just as Saint Joseph took loving care of Mary and gladly dedicated himself to 
Jesus Christ’s upbringing, he likewise watches over and protects Christ’s Mystical 
Body, that is, the Church, of which the Virgin Mary is the exemplar and model. 

On the occasion of the centenary of Pope Leo XIII’s Encyclical Epistle Quamquam 
Pluries, and in line with the veneration given to Saint Joseph over the centuries, I 
wish to offer for your consideration, dear brothers and sisters, some reflections 
concerning him “to whose custody God entrusted his most precious treasures.” I 
gladly fulfil this pastoral duty so that all may grow in devotion to the Patron of the 
Universal Church and in love for whom he served in such an exemplary manner. 



In this way the whole Christian people not only will turn to Saint Joseph with greater 
fervour and invoke his patronage with trust, but also will always keep before their 
eyes his humble, mature way of serving and of “taking part” in the plan of salvation. 

I am convinced that by reflecting upon the way that Mary’s spouse shared in the 
divine mystery, the Church–on the road towards the future with all of humanity–will 
be enabled to discover ever anew her own identity within this redemptive 
plan, which is founded on the mystery of the Incarnation. 

This is precisely the mystery in which Joseph of Nazareth “shared” like no other 
human being except Mary, the Mother of the Incarnate Word. He shared in it with 
her; he was involved in the same salvific event; he was the guardian of the same 
love, through the power of which the eternal Father “destined us to be his sons 
through Jesus Christ” (Eph 1:5). 

I. The Gospel Portrait 

Marriage to Mary 

2. “Joseph, Son of David, do not fear to take Mary your wife, for that which is 
conceived in her is of the Holy Spirit; she will bear a son, and you shall call his name 
Jesus, for he will save his people from their sins” (Mt 1:20-21). 

In these words we find the core of biblical truth about Saint Joseph; they refer to that 
moment in his life to which the Fathers of the Church make special reference. 

The Evangelist Matthew explains the significance of this moment while also 
describing how Joseph lived it. However, in order to understand fully both its content 
and context, it is important to keep in mind the parallel passage in the Gospel of 
Luke. In Matthew we read: “Now the birth of Jesus Christ took place in this way. 
When his mother Mary had been betrothed to Joseph, before they came together 
she was found to be with child of the Holy Spirit” (Mt 1:18). However, the origin of 
Mary’s pregnancy “of the Holy Spirit” is described more fully and explicitly in what 
Luke tells us about the annunciation of Jesus’ birth: “The angel Gabriel was sent from 
God to a city of Galilee named Nazareth, to a virgin betrothed to a man whose name 
was Joseph, of the house of David; and the virgin’s name was Mary” (Lk 1:26-27). The 
Angel’s greeting: “Hail, full of grace, the Lord is with you” (Lk 1:28) created an inner 
turmoil in Mary and also moved her to reflect. Then the messenger reassured the 
Virgin and at the same time revealed God’s special plan for her: “Do not be afraid, 
Mary, for you have found favour with God. And behold, you will conceive in your 
womb and bear a son, and you shall call his name Jesus. He will be great, and will be 



called the Son of the Most High; and the Lord God will give to him the throne of his 
father David” (Lk 1:30-32). 

A little earlier the Gospel writer had stated that at the moment of the Annunciation, 
Mary was “betrothed to a man whose name was Joseph, of the house of David.” The 
nature of this “marriage” is explained indirectly when Mary, after hearing what the 
messenger says about the birth of the child, asks, “How can this be, since I do not 
know man?” (Lk 1:34). The Angel responds: “The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and 
the power of the Most High will overshadow you; therefore the child to be born will 
be called holy, the Son of God” (Lk 1:35). Although Mary is already “wedded” to 
Joseph, she will remain a virgin, because the child conceived in her at the 
Annunciation was conceived by the power of the Holy Spirit. 

At this point Luke’s text coincides with Matthew 1:18 and serves to explain what we 
read there. If, after her marriage to Joseph, Mary “is found to be with child of the 
Holy Spirit,” this fact corresponds to all that the Annunciation means, in particular to 
Mary’s final words: “Let it be to me according to your word” (Lk 1:38). In response to 
what is clearly the plan of God, with the passing of days and weeks Mary’s 
“pregnancy” is visible to the people and to Joseph; she appears before them as one 
who must give birth and carry within herself the mystery of motherhood. 

3. In these circumstances, “her husband Joseph, being a just man and unwilling to 
put her to shame, resolved to send her away quietly” (Mt 1:19). He did not know how 
to deal with Mary’s “astonishing” motherhood. He certainly sought an answer to this 
unsettling question, but above all he sought a way out of what was for him a difficult 
situation. “But as he considered this, behold, an angel of the Lord appeared to him in 
a dream, saying, ‘Joseph, son of David, do not fear to take Mary your wife, for that 
which is conceived in her is of the Holy Spirit; she will bear a son, and you shall call 
his name Jesus, for he will save his people from their sins'” (Mt 1:20-21) . 

There is a strict parallel between the “annunciation” in Matthew’s text and the one 
in Luke. The divine messenger introduces [inducit] Joseph to the mystery of Mary’s 
motherhood. While remaining a virgin, she who by law is his “spouse” has become a 
mother through the power of the Holy Spirit. And when the Son in Mary’s womb 
comes into the world, he must receive the name Jesus. This was a name known 
among the Israelites and sometimes given to their sons. In this case, however, it is 
the Son who, in accordance with the divine promise, will bring to perfect fulfillment 
the meaning of the name Jesus–Yehosua’–which means “God saves.” 

Joseph is visited by the messenger as “Mary’s spouse,” as the one who in due time 
must give this name to the Son to be born of the Virgin of Nazareth who is married to 



him. It is to Joseph, then, that the messenger turns, entrusting to him the 
responsibilities of an earthly father with regard to Mary’s Son. 

“When Joseph woke from sleep, he did as the angel of the Lord commanded him and 
took Mary his wife” (cf. Mt 1:24). He took her in all the mystery of her motherhood. 
He took her together with the Son who had come into the world by the power of the 
Holy Spirit. In this way, he showed a readiness of will like Mary’s with regard to what 
God asked of him through the Angel. 

II. The Guardian of the Mystery of God 

4. When, soon after the Annunciation, Mary went to the house of Zechariah to visit 
her kinswoman Elizabeth, even as she offered her greeting she heard the words of 
Elizabeth, who was “filled with the Holy Spirit” (Lk 1:41). Besides offering a salutation 
which recalled that of the angel at the Annunciation, Elizabeth also said: “And 
blessed is she who believed that there would be a fulfillment of what was spoken to 
her from the Lord” (Lk 1:45). These words were the guiding thought of the 
Encyclical Redemptoris Mater, in which I sought to deepen the teaching of the 
Second Vatican Council, which stated: “The Blessed Virgin advanced in her pilgrimage 
of faith, and faithfully preserved her union with her Son even to the cross,” 
“preceding” all those who follow Christ by faith. 

Now at the beginning of this pilgrimage, the faith of Mary meets the faith of Joseph. 
If Elizabeth said of the Redeemer’s Mother, “blessed is she who believed,” in a 
certain sense this blessedness can be referred to Joseph as well, since he responded 
positively to the word of God when it was communicated to him at the decisive 
moment. While it is true that Joseph did not respond to the Angel’s “announcement” 
in the same way as Mary, he “did as the angel of the Lord commanded him and took 
his wife.” What he did is the clearest “obedience of faith”(cf. Rom 1:5; 16:26; 
2 Cor 10:5-6). 

One can say that what Joseph did united him in an altogether special way to the faith 
of Mary. He accepted as a truth coming from God the very thing that she had already 
accepted at the Annunciation. The Council teaches: “‘The obedience of faith’ must be 
given to God as he reveals himself. By this obedience of faith man freely commits 
himself entirely to God, making ‘the full submission of his intellect and will to God 
who reveals,’ and willingly assenting to the revelation given by him.” This 
statement, which touches the very essence of faith, is perfectly applicable to Joseph 
of Nazareth. 



5. Therefore he became a unique guardian of the mystery “hidden for ages in God” 
(Eph 3:9), as did Mary in that decisive moment which Saint Paul calls “the fullness of 
time,” when “God sent forth his Son, born of woman… to redeem those who were 
under the law, so that we might receive adoption as sons” (Gal 4:4-5). In the words 
of the Council: “It pleased God, in his goodness and wisdom, to reveal himself and to 
make known the mystery of his will (cf. Eph 1:9). His will was that men should have 
access to the Father, through Christ, the Word made flesh, in the Holy Spirit, and 
become sharers in the divine nature (cf. Eph 2:18; 2 Pt 1:4).” 

Together with Mary, Joseph is the first guardian of this divine mystery. Together with 
Mary, and in relation to Mary, he shares in this final phase of God’s self-revelation in 
Christ, and he does so from the very beginning. Looking at the Gospel texts of both 
Matthew and Luke, one can also say that Joseph is the first to share in the faith of the 
Mother of God, and that in doing so he supports his spouse in the faith of the divine 
annunciation. He is also the first to be placed by God on the path of Mary’s 
“pilgrimage of faith.” It is a path along which-especially at the time of Calvary and 
Pentecost-Mary will precede in a perfect way. 

6. The path that was Joseph’s-his pilgrimage of faith-ended first, that is to say, before 
Mary stood at the foot of the Cross on Golgotha, and before that time after Christ 
returned to the Father, when she was present in the Upper Room on Pentecost, the 
day the Church was manifested to the world, having been born in the power of the 
Spirit of truth. Nevertheless, Joseph’s way of faith moved in the same direction: it 
was totally determined by the same mystery, of which he, together with Mary, had 
been the first guardian. The Incarnation and Redemption constitute an organic and 
indissoluble unity, in which “the plan of revelation is realized by words and deeds 
which are intrinsically bound up with each other.” Precisely because of this unity, 
Pope John XXIII, who had a great devotion to Saint Joseph, directed that Joseph’s 
name be inserted in the Roman Canon of the Mass–which is the perpetual memorial 
of redemption–after the name of Mary and before the Apostles, Popes and Martyrs. 

The Service of Fatherhood 

7. As can be deduced from the Gospel texts, Joseph’s marriage to Mary is the 
juridical basis of his fatherhood. It was to assure fatherly protection for Jesus that 
God chose Joseph to be Mary’s spouse. It follows that Joseph’s fatherhood–a 
relationship that places him as close as possible to Christ, to whom every election 
and predestination is ordered (cf. Rom 8: 28-29)–comes to pass through marriage to 
Mary, that is, through the family. 

While clearly affirming that Jesus was conceived by the power of the Holy Spirit, and 
that virginity remained intact in the marriage (cf. Mt 1:18-25; Lk 1:26-38), the 



Evangelists refer to Joseph as Mary’s husband and to Mary as his wife (cf. Mt 1:16, 
18-20, 24; Lk 1:27; 2:5). 

And while it is important for the Church to profess the virginal conception of Jesus, it 
is no less important to uphold Mary’s marriage to Joseph, because juridically 
Joseph’s fatherhood depends on it. Thus one understands why the generations are 
listed according to the genealogy of Joseph: “Why,” Saint Augustine asks, “should 
they not be according to Joseph? Was he not Mary’s husband?… Scripture states, 
through the authority of an Angel, that he was her husband. Do not fear, says the 
Angel, to take Mary your wife, for that which is conceived in her is of the Holy 
Spirit. Joseph was told to name the child, although not born from his seed. She 
will bear a son, the Angel says, and you will call him Jesus. Scripture recognizes that 
Jesus is not born of Joseph’s seed, since in his concern about the origin of Mary’s 
pregnancy, Joseph is told that it is of the Holy Spirit. Nonetheless, he is not deprived 
of his fatherly authority from the moment that he is told to name the child. Finally, 
even the Virgin Mary, well aware that she has not conceived Christ as a result of 
conjugal relations with Joseph, still calls him Christ’s father.” 

The Son of Mary is also Joseph’s Son by virtue of the marriage bond that unites them: 
“By reason of their faithful marriage both of them deserve to be called Christ’s 
parents, not only his mother, but also his father, who was a parent in the same way 
that he was the mother’s spouse: in mind, not in flesh.” In this marriage none of the 
requisites of marriage were lacking: “In Christ’s parents all the goods of marriage 
were realized–offspring, fidelity, the sacrament: the offspring being the Lord Jesus 
himself; fidelity, since there was no adultery; the sacrament, since there was no 
divorce.” 

Analyzing the nature of marriage, both Saint Augustine and Saint Thomas always 
identify it with an “indivisible union of souls,” a “union of hearts,” with “consent.” 
These elements are found in an exemplary manner in the marriage of Mary and 
Joseph. At the culmination of the history of salvation, when God reveals his love for 
humanity through the gift of the Word, it is precisely the marriage of Mary and 
Joseph that brings to realization in full “freedom” the “spousal gift of self” in 
receiving and expressing such a love. “In this great undertaking which is the renewal 
of all things in Christ, marriage–it too purified and renewed–becomes a new reality, a 
sacrament of the New Covenant. We see that at the beginning of the New 
Testament, as at the beginning of the Old, there is a married couple. But whereas 
Adam and Eve were the source of evil which was unleashed on the world, Joseph and 
Mary are the summit from which holiness spreads all over the earth. The Saviour 
began the work of salvation by this virginal and holy union, wherein is manifested his 
all-powerful will to purify and sanctify the family–that sanctuary of love and cradle of 
life.” 



How much the family of today can learn from this! “The essence and role of the 
family are in the final analysis specified by love. Hence the family has the mission to 
guard, reveal and communicate love, and this is a living reflection of and a real 
sharing in God’s love for humanity and the love of Christ the Lord for the Church his 
bride.” This being the case, it is in the Holy Family, the original “Church in miniature 
(Ecclesia domestica),” that every Christian family must be reflected. “Through God’s 
mysterious design, it was in that family that the Son of God spent long years of a 
hidden life. It is therefore the prototype and example for all Christian families.” 

8. Saint Joseph was called by God to serve the person and mission of Jesus 
directly through the exercise of his fatherhood. It is precisely in this way that, as the 
Church’s Liturgy teaches, he “cooperated in the fullness of time in the great mystery 
of salvation” and is truly a “minister of salvation.” His fatherhood is expressed 
concretely “in his having made his life a service, a sacrifice to the mystery of the 
Incarnation and to the redemptive mission connected with it; in having used the legal 
authority which was his over the Holy Family in order to make a total gift of self, of 
his life and work; in having turned his human vocation to domestic love into a 
superhuman oblation of self, an oblation of his heart and all his abilities into love 
placed at the service of the Messiah growing up in his house.” 

In recalling that “the beginnings of our redemption” were entrusted “to the faithful 
care of Joseph,” the Liturgy specifies that “God placed him at the head of his family, 
as a faithful and prudent servant, so that with fatherly care he might watch over his 
only begotten Son.” Leo XIII emphasized the sublime nature of this mission: “He 
among all stands out in his august dignity, since by divine disposition he was 
guardian, and according to human opinion, father of God’s Son. Whence it followed 
that the Word of God was subjected to Joseph, he obeyed him and rendered to him 
that honour and reverence that children owe to their father.” 

Since it is inconceivable that such a sublime task would not be matched by the 
necessary qualities to adequately fulfil it, we must recognize that Joseph showed 
Jesus “by a special gift from heaven, all the natural love, all the affectionate 
solicitude that a father’s heart can know.” 

Besides fatherly authority over Jesus, God also gave Joseph a share in the 
corresponding love, the love that has its origin in the Father “from whom every 
family in heaven and on earth is named” (Eph 3:15). 

The Gospels clearly describe the fatherly responsibility of Joseph toward Jesus. For 
salvation–which comes through the humanity of Jesus–is realized in actions which 
are an everyday part of family life, in keeping with that “condescension” which is 
inherent in the economy of the Incarnation. The Gospel writers carefully show how 



in the life of Jesus nothing was left to chance, but how everything took place 
according to God’s predetermined plan. The oft-repeated formula, “This happened, 
so that there might be fulfilled…,” in reference to a particular event in the Old 
Testament, serves to emphasize the unity and continuity of the plan which is fulfilled 
in Christ. 

With the Incarnation, the “promises” and “figures” of the Old Testament become 
“reality:” places, persons, events and rites interrelate according to precise divine 
commands communicated by Angels and received by creatures who are particularly 
sensitive to the voice of God. Mary is the Lord’s humble servant, prepared from 
eternity for the task of being the Mother of God. Joseph is the one whom God chose 
to be the “overseer of the Lord’s birth,” the one who has the responsibility to look 
after the Son of God’s “ordained” entry into the world, in accordance with divine 
dispositions and human laws. All of the so-called “private” or “hidden” life of Jesus is 
entrusted to Joseph’s guardianship. 

The Census 

9. Journeying to Bethlehem for the census in obedience to the orders of legitimate 
authority, Joseph fulfilled for the child the significant task of officially inserting the 
name “Jesus, son of Joseph of Nazareth” (cf. Jn 1:45) in the registry of the Roman 
Empire. This registration clearly shows that Jesus belongs to the human race as a 
man among men, a citizen of this world, subject to laws and civil institutions, but also 
“saviour of the world.” Origen gives a good description of the theological significance, 
by no means marginal, of this historical fact: “Since the first census of the whole 
world took place under Caesar Augustus, and among all the others Joseph too went 
to register together with Mary his wife, who was with child, and since Jesus was born 
before the census was completed: to the person who makes a careful examination it 
will appear that a kind of mystery is expressed in the fact that at the time when all 
people in the world presented themselves to be counted, Christ too should be 
counted. By being registered with everyone, he could sanctify everyone; inscribed 
with the whole world in the census, he offered to the world communion with 
himself, and after presenting himself he wrote all the people of the world in the book 
of the living, so that as many as believed in him could then be written in heaven with 
the saints of God, to whom be glory and power for ever and ever. Amen.” 

The Birth at Bethlehem 

10. As guardian of the mystery “hidden for ages in the mind of God,” which begins to 
unfold before his eyes “in the fullness of time,” Joseph, together with Mary, is a 
privileged witness to the birth of the Son of God into the world on Christmas night in 
Bethlehem. Luke writes: “And while they were there, the time came for her to be 



delivered. And she gave birth to her first-born son and wrapped him in swaddling 
cloths, and laid him in a manger, because there was no place for them in the inn” 
(Lk 2:6-7). 

Joseph was an eyewitness to this birth, which took place in conditions that, humanly 
speaking, were embarrassing–a first announcement of that “self-emptying” 
(cf. Phil 2:5-8) which Christ freely accepted for the forgiveness of sins. Joseph 
also witnessed the adoration of the shepherds who arrived at Jesus’ birthplace after 
the Angel had brought them the great and happy news (cf. Lk 2:15-16). Later he 
also witnessed the homage of the Magi who came from the East (cf. Mt_2:11). 

The Circumcision 

11. A son’s circumcision was the first religious obligation of a father, and with this 
ceremony (cf. Lk 2:21) Joseph exercised his right and duty with regard to Jesus. 

The principle which holds that all the rites of the Old Testament are a shadow of the 
reality (cf. Heb 9:9f; 10:1) serves to explain why Jesus would accept them. As with all 
the other rites, circumcision too is “fulfilled” in Jesus. God’s covenant with Abraham, 
of which circumcision was the sign (cf. Gen 17:13), reaches its full effect and perfect 
realization in Jesus, who is the “yes” of all the ancient promises (cf. 2 Cor 1:20). 

Conferral of the Name 

12. At the circumcision Joseph names the child “Jesus.” This is the only name in 
which there is salvation (cf. Acts 4:12). Its significance had been revealed to Joseph at 
the moment of his “annunciation:” “You shall call the child Jesus, for he will save his 
people from their sins” (cf. Mt 1:21). In conferring the name, Joseph declares his own 
legal fatherhood over Jesus, and in speaking the name he proclaims the child’s 
mission as Saviour. 

The Presentation of Jesus in the Temple 

13. This rite, to which Luke refers (2:22ff), includes the ransom of the first-born and 
sheds light on the subsequent stay of Jesus in the Temple at the age of twelve. 

The ransoming of the first-born is another obligation of the father, and it is fulfilled 
by Joseph. Represented in the first-born is the people of the covenant, ransomed 
from slavery in order to belong to God. Here too Jesus–who is the true “price” of 
ransom (cf. 1 Cor 6:20; 7:23; 1 Pt 1:19)–not only “fulfills” the Old Testament rite, but 



at the same time transcends it, since he is not a subject to be redeemed, but the very 
author of redemption. 

The Gospel writer notes that “his father and his mother marvelled at what was said 
about him” (Lk 2:23), in particular at what Simeon said in his canticle to God, when 
he referred to Jesus as the “salvation which you have prepared in the presence of all 
people, a light for revelation to the Gentiles, and for glory to your people Israel” and 
as a “sign that is spoken against” (cf. Lk 2:30-34). 

The Flight into Egypt 

14. After the presentation in the Temple the Evangelist Luke notes: “And when they 
had performed everything according to the law of the Lord, they returned to Galilee, 
to their own city, Nazareth. And the child grew and became strong, filled with 
wisdom; and the favour of God was upon him” (Lk 2:39-40). 

But according to Matthew’s text, a very important event took place before the return 
to Galilee, an event in which divine providence once again had recourse to Joseph. 
We read: “now when [the Magi] had departed, behold, an angel of the Lord 
appeared to Joseph in a dream and said, ‘Rise, take the child and his mother, and flee 
to Egypt, and remain there till I tell you; for Herod is about to search for the child and 
destroy him'” (Mt 2:13). Herod learned from the Magi who came from the East about 
the birth of the “king of the Jews” (Mt 2:2). And when the Magi departed, he “sent 
and killed all the male children in Bethlehem and in all that region who were two 
years old or under” (Mt 2:16). By killing them all, he wished to kill the new-born “king 
of the Jews” of whom he had come to learn. And so, Joseph, having been warned in a 
dream, “took the child and his mother by night, and departed to Egypt, and remained 
there until the death of Herod. This was to fulfil what the Lord had spoken by the 
prophet, ‘Out of Egypt have I called my son'” (Mt 2:14-15; cf. Hos 11:1). 

And so Jesus’ way back to Nazareth from Bethlehem passed through Egypt. Just as 
Israel had followed the path of the exodus “from the condition of slavery” in order to 
begin the Old Covenant, so Joseph, guardian and cooperator in the providential 
mystery of God, even in exile watched over the one who brings about the New 
Covenant. 

Jesus’ Stay in the Temple 

15. From the time of the Annunciation, both Joseph and Mary found themselves, in a 
certain sense, at the heart of the mystery hidden for ages in the mind of God, a 
mystery which had taken on flesh: “The Word became flesh and dwelt among us” 



(Jn 1:14). He dwelt among men, within the surroundings of the Holy Family of 
Nazareth–one of the many families in the small town in Galilee, one of the many 
families of the land of Israel. There Jesus “grew and became strong, filled with 
wisdom; and the favour of God was upon him” (Lk 2:40). The Gospels summarize in a 
few words the long period of the “hidden” life, during which Jesus prepared himself 
for his messianic mission. Only one episode from this “hidden time” is described in 
the Gospel of Luke: the Passover in Jerusalem when Jesus was twelve years old. 

Together with Mary and Joseph, Jesus took part in the feast as a young pilgrim. “And 
when the feast was ended, as they were returning, the boy Jesus stayed behind in 
Jerusalem. His parents did not know it” (Lk 2:43). After a day’s journey, they noticed 
his absence and began to search “among their kinsfolk and acquaintances.” “After 
three days they found him in the temple, sitting among the teachers, listening to 
them and asking them questions; and all who heard him were amazed at his 
understanding and his answers” (Lk 2:47). Mary asked: “Son, why have you treated 
us so? Behold your father and I have been looking for you anxiously” (Lk 2:48). The 
answer Jesus gave was such that “they did not understand the saying which he spoke 
to them.” He had said, “How is it that you sought me? Did you not know that I must 
be in my Father’s house?” (Lk 2:49-50). 

Joseph, of whom Mary had just used the words “your father,” heard this answer. 
That, after all, is what all the people said and thought: Jesus was “the son (as was 
supposed) of Joseph” (Lk 3:23). Nonetheless, the reply of Jesus in the Temple 
brought once again to the mind of his “presumed father” what he had heard on that 
night twelve years earlier: “Joseph… do not fear to take Mary your wife, for that 
which is conceived in her is of the Holy Spirit.” From that time onwards he knew that 
he was a guardian of the mystery of God, and it was precisely this mystery that the 
twelve year old Jesus brought to mind: “I must be in my Father’s house.” 

The Support and Education of Jesus of Nazareth 

16. The growth of Jesus “in wisdom and in stature, and in favour with God and man” 
(Lk 2:52) took place within the Holy Family under the eyes of Joseph, who had the 
important task of “raising” Jesus, that is, feeding, clothing and educating him in the 
Law and in a trade, in keeping with the duties of a father. 

In the Eucharistic Sacrifice, the Church venerates the memory of Mary the ever Virgin 
Mother of God and the memory of Saint Joseph, because “he fed him whom the 
faithful must eat as the bread of eternal life.” 



For his part, Jesus “was obedient to them” (Lk 2:51), respectfully returning the 
affection of his “parents.” In this way he wished to sanctify the obligations of the 
family and of work, which he performed at the side of Joseph. 

III. A Just Man – A Husband 

17. In the course of that pilgrimage of faith which was his life, Joseph, like Mary, 
remained faithful to God’s call until the end. While Mary’s life was the bringing to 
fullness of that fiat first spoken at the Annunciation, at the moment of Joseph’s own 
“annunciation” he said nothing; instead he simply “did as the angel of the Lord 
commanded him” (Mt 1:24). And this first “doing” became the beginning of “Joseph’s 
way.” The Gospels do not record any word ever spoken by Joseph along that way. 
But the silence of Joseph has its own special eloquence, for thanks to that silence we 
can understand the truth of the Gospel’s judgement that he was “a just man” 
(Mt 1:19). 

One must come to understand this truth, for it contains one of the most important 
testimonies concerning man and his vocation. Through many generations the Church 
has read this testimony with ever greater attention and with deeper understanding, 
drawing, as it were, “what is new and what is old” (Mt 13:52) from the storehouse of 
the noble figure of Joseph. 

18. Above all, the “just” man of Nazareth possesses the clear characteristics of a 
husband. Luke refers to Mary as “a virgin betrothed to a man whose name was 
Joseph” (Lk 1:27). Even before the “mystery hidden for ages” (Eph 3:9) began to be 
fulfilled, the Gospels set before us the image of husband and wife. According to 
Jewish custom, marriage took place in two stages: first, the legal, or true marriage 
was celebrated, and then, only after a certain period of time, the husband brought 
the wife into his own house. Thus, before he lived with Mary, Joseph was already her 
“husband.” Mary, however, preserved her deep desire to give herself exclusively to 
God. One may well ask how this desire of Mary’s could be reconciled with a 
“wedding.” The answer can only come from the saving events as they unfold, from 
the special action of God himself. From the moment of the Annunciation, Mary knew 
that she was to fulfil her virginal desire to give herself exclusively to God by becoming 
the Mother of God’s Son. Becoming a Mother by the power of the Holy Spirit was the 
form taken by her gift of self: a form which God himself expected of the Virgin Mary, 
who was “betrothed” to Joseph. Mary uttered her fiat. 

The fact that Mary was “betrothed” to Joseph was part of the very plan of God. This 
is pointed out by Luke and especially by Matthew. The words spoken to Joseph are 
very significant: “Do not fear to take Mary your wife, for that which has been 
conceived in her is of the Holy Spirit” (Mt 1:20). These words explain the mystery of 



Joseph’s wife: In her motherhood Mary is a virgin. In her, “the Son of the Most High” 
assumed a human body and became “the Son of Man.” 

Addressing Joseph through the words of the Angel, God speaks to him as the 
husband of the Virgin of Nazareth. What took place in her through the power of the 
Holy Spirit also confirmed in a special way the marriage bond which already existed 
between Joseph and Mary. God’s messenger was clear in what he said to Joseph: “Do 
not fear to take Mary your wife into your home.” Hence, what had taken place 
earlier, namely, Joseph’s marriage to Mary, happened in accord with God’s will and 
was meant to endure. In her divine motherhood Mary had to continue to live as “a 
virgin, the wife of her husband” (cf. Lk 1:27). 

19. In the words of the “annunciation” by night, Joseph not only heard the divine 
truth concerning his wife’s indescribable vocation; he also heard once again the truth 
about his own vocation. This “just” man, who, in the spirit of the noblest traditions of 
the Chosen People, loved the Virgin of Nazareth and was bound to her by a 
husband’s love, was once again called by God to this love. 

“Joseph did as the angel of the Lord commanded him; he took his wife” into his 
home (Mt 1:24); what was conceived in Mary was “of the Holy Spirit.” From 
expressions such as these are we not to suppose that his love as a man was also 
given new birth by the Holy Spirit? Are we not to think that the love of God which has 
been poured forth into the human heart through the Holy Spirit (cf. Rom 5:5), 
moulds every human love into perfection? This love of God also moulds–in a 
completely unique way–the love of husband and wife, deepening within it everything 
that bespeaks an exclusive gift of self, a covenant between persons, and an authentic 
communion according to the model of the Blessed Trinity. 

“Joseph… took his wife; but he knew her not, until she had borne a son” (Mt 1:24-25). 
These words indicate another kind of closeness in marriage. The deep spiritual 
closeness arising from marital union and the interpersonal contact between man and 
woman have their definitive origin in the Spirit, the Giver of Life (cf. Jn 6:63). Joseph, 
in obedience to the Spirit, found in the Spirit the source of love, the conjugal love 
which he experienced as a man. And this love proved to be greater than this “just 
man” could ever have expected within the limits of his human heart. 

20. In the Liturgy, Mary is celebrated as “united to Joseph, the just man, by a bond of 
marital and virginal love.” There are really two kinds of love here, both of 
which together represent the mystery of the Church–virgin and spouse–as 
symbolized in the marriage of Mary and Joseph. “Virginity or celibacy for the sake of 
the Kingdom of God not only does not contradict the dignity of marriage but 
presupposes and confirms it. Marriage and virginity are two ways of expressing and 



living the one mystery of the Covenant of God with his people,” the Covenant which 
is a communion of love between God and human beings. 

Through his complete self-sacrifice, Joseph expressed his generous love for the 
Mother of God, and gave her a husband’s “gift of self.” Even though he decided to 
draw back so as not to interfere in the plan of God which was coming to pass in 
Mary, Joseph obeyed the explicit command of the angel and took Mary into his 
home, while respecting the fact that she belonged exclusively to God. 

On the other hand, it was from his marriage to Mary that Joseph derived his singular 
dignity and his rights in regard to Jesus. “It is certain that the dignity of the Mother of 
God is so exalted that nothing could be more sublime; yet because Mary was united 
to Joseph by the bond of marriage, there can be no doubt but that Joseph 
approached as no other person ever could that eminent dignity whereby the Mother 
of God towers above all creatures. Since marriage is the highest degree of 
association and friendship, involving by its very nature a communion of goods, it 
follows that God, by giving Joseph to the Virgin, did not give him to her only as a 
companion for life, a witness of her virginity and protector of her honour: he also 
gave Joseph to Mary in order that he might share, through the marriage pact, in her 
own sublime greatness.” 

21. This bond of charity was the core of the Holy Family’s life, first in the poverty of 
Bethlehem, then in their exile in Egypt, and later in the house of Nazareth. The 
Church deeply venerates this Family, and proposes it as the model of all families. 
Inserted directly in the mystery of the Incarnation, the Family of Nazareth has its 
own special mystery. And in this mystery of the Incarnation, one finds a true 
fatherhood: the human form of the family of the Son of God, a true human family, 
formed by the divine mystery. In this family, Joseph is the father: his fatherhood is 
not one that derives from begetting offspring; but neither is it an “apparent” or 
merely “substitute” fatherhood. Rather it is one that fully shares in authentic human 
fatherhood and the mission of a father in the family. This is a consequence of the 
hypostatic union: humanity taken up into the unity of the Divine Person of the Word-
Son, Jesus Christ. Together with human nature, all that is human, and especially the 
family–as the first dimension of man’s existence in the world–is also taken up in 
Christ. Within this context, Joseph’s human fatherhood was also “taken up” in the 
mystery of Christ’s Incarnation. 

On the basis of this principle, the words which Mary spoke to the twelve-year-old 
Jesus in the Temple take on their full significance: “Your father and I… have been 
looking for you.” This is no conventional phrase: Mary’s words to Jesus show the 
complete reality of the Incarnation present in the mystery of the Family of Nazareth. 
From the beginning, Joseph accepted with the “obedience of faith” his human 



fatherhood over Jesus. And thus, following the light of the Holy Spirit who gives 
himself to human beings through faith, he certainly came to discover ever more fully 
the indescribable gift that was his human fatherhood. 

IV. Work as an Expression of Love 

22. Work was the daily expression of love in the life of the Family of Nazareth. The 
Gospel specifies the kind of work Joseph did in order to support his family; he was 
a carpenter. This simple word sums up Joseph’s entire life. For Jesus, these were 
hidden years, the years to which Luke refers after recounting the episode that 
occurred in the Temple: “And he went down with them and came to Nazareth, and 
was obedient to them” (Lk 2:51). This “submission” or obedience of Jesus in the 
house of Nazareth should be understood as a sharing in the work of Joseph. Having 
learned the work of his presumed father, he was known as “the carpenter’s son.” If 
the Family of Nazareth is an example and model for human families in the order of 
salvation and holiness, so too, by analogy, is Jesus’ work at the side of Joseph the 
carpenter. In our own day, the Church has emphasized this by instituting the 
liturgical memorial of St. Joseph the Worker on May_1. Human work, and especially 
manual labour, receive special prominence in the Gospel. Along with the humanity of 
the Son of God, work too has been taken up in the mystery of the Incarnation, and 
has also been redeemed in a special way. At the workbench where he plied his trade 
together with Jesus, Joseph brought human work closer to the mystery of 
Redemption. 

23. In the human growth of Jesus “in wisdom, age and grace,” the virtue of 
industriousness played a notable role, since “work is a human good” which 
“transforms nature” and makes man “in a sense, more human.” 

The importance of work in human life demands that its meaning be known and 
assimilated in order to “help all people to come closer to God, the Creator and 
Redeemer, to participate in his salvific plan for man and the world, and to deepen… 
friendship with Christ in their lives, by accepting, through faith, a living participation 
in his threefold mission as Priest, Prophet, and King.” 

24. What is crucially important here is the sanctification of daily life, a sanctification 
which each person must acquire according to his or her own state, and one which 
can be promoted according to a model accessible to all people: “St. Joseph is the 
model of those humble ones that Christianity raises up to great destinies;… he is the 
proof that in order to be a good and genuine follower of Christ, there is no need of 
great things–it is enough to have the common, simple and human virtues, but they 
need to be true and authentic.” 



V. The Primacy of the Interior Life 

25. The same aura of silence that envelops everything else about Joseph also shrouds 
his work as a carpenter in the house of Nazareth. It is, however, a silence that reveals 
in a special way the inner portrait of the man. The Gospels speak exclusively of what 
Joseph “did.” Still, they allow us to discover in his “actions”–shrouded in silence as 
they are–an aura of deep contemplation. Joseph was in daily contact with the 
mystery “hidden from ages past,” and which dwelt under his roof. This explains, for 
example, why St. Teresa of Jesus, the great reformer of the Carmelites, promoted the 
renewal of veneration to St. Joseph in Western Christianity. 

26. The total sacrifice, whereby Joseph surrendered his whole existence to the 
demands of the Messiah’s coming into his home, becomes understandable only in 
the light of his profound interior life. It was from this interior life that “very singular 
commands and consolations came, bringing him also the logic and strength that 
belong to simple and clear souls, and giving him the power of making great 
decisions–such as the decision to put his liberty immediately at the disposition of the 
divine designs, to make over to them also his legitimate human calling, his conjugal 
happiness, to accept the conditions, the responsibility and the burden of a family, 
but, through an incomparable virginal love, to renounce that natural conjugal love 
that is the foundation and nourishment of the family.” 

This submission to God, this readiness of will to dedicate oneself to all that serves 
him, is really nothing less than that exercise of devotion which constitutes one 
expression of the virtue of religion. 

27. The communion of life between Joseph and Jesus leads us to consider once again 
the mystery of the Incarnation, precisely in reference to the humanity of Jesus as the 
efficacious instrument of his divinity for the purpose of sanctifying man: “By virtue of 
this divinity, Christ’s human actions were salvific for us, causing grace within us, 
either by merit or by a certain efficacy.” 

Among those actions, the Gospel writers highlight those which have to do with the 
Paschal Mystery, but they also underscore the importance of physical contact with 
Jesus for healing (cf. for example, Mk 1:41), and the influence Jesus exercised upon 
John the Baptist when they were both in their mothers’ wombs (cf. Lk 1:41-44). 

As we have seen, the apostolic witness did not neglect the story of Jesus’ birth, his 
circumcision, his presentation in the Temple, his flight into Egypt and his hidden life 
in Nazareth. It recognized the “mystery” of grace present in each of these saving 
“acts,” inasmuch as they all share the same source of love: the divinity of Christ. If 



through Christ’s humanity this love shone on all mankind, the first beneficiaries were 
undoubtedly those whom the divine will had most intimately associated with itself: 
Mary, the Mother of Jesus, and Joseph, his presumed father. 

Why should the “fatherly” love of Joseph not have had an influence upon the “filial” 
love of Jesus? And vice versa, why should the “filial” love of Jesus not have had an 
influence upon the “fatherly” love of Joseph, thus leading to a further deepening of 
their unique relationship? Those souls most sensitive to the impulses of divine love 
have rightly seen in Joseph a brilliant example of the interior life. 

Furthermore, in Joseph, the apparent tension between the active and the 
contemplative life finds an ideal harmony that is only possible for those who possess 
the perfection of charity. Following St. Augustine’s well known distinction between 
the love of the truth (caritas veritatis) and the practical demands of love (necessitas 
caritatis) , we can say that Joseph experienced both love of the truth–that pure 
contemplative love of the divine Truth which radiated from the humanity of Christ–
and the demands of love–that equally pure and selfless love required for his vocation 
to safeguard and develop the humanity of Jesus, which is inseparably linked to his 
divinity. 

VI. Patron of the Church in our Day 

28. At a difficult time in the Church’s history, Pope Pius IX, wishing to place her under 
the powerful patronage of the holy patriarch Joseph, declared him “Patron of the 
Catholic Church.” For Pius IX this was no idle gesture, since by virtue of the sublime 
dignity which God has granted to his most faithful servant Joseph, “the Church, after 
the Blessed Virgin, his spouse, has always held him in great honor and showered him 
with praise, having recourse to him amid tribulations.” 

What are the reasons for such great confidence? Leo XIII explained it in this way: 
“The reasons why Saint Joseph must be considered the special patron of the Church, 
and the Church in turn draws exceeding hope from his care and patronage, chiefly 
arise from his having been the husband of Mary and the presumed father of Jesus … 
Joseph was in his day the lawful and natural guardian, head and defender of the Holy 
Family … It is thus fitting and most worthy of Joseph’s dignity that in the same way 
that he once kept unceasing holy watch over the family of Nazareth, so now does he 
protect and defend with his heavenly patronage the Church of Christ.” 

29. This patronage must be invoked as ever necessary for the Church, not only as a 
defense against all dangers, but also, and indeed primarily, as an impetus for her 
renewed commitment to evangelization in the world and to re-evangelization in 



those land and nations where–as I wrote in the Apostolic Exhortation Christifideles 
Laici–“religion and the Christian life were formerly flourishing and… are now put to a 
hard test.” In order to bring the first proclamation of Christ, or to bring it anew 
wherever it has been neglected or forgotten, the Church has need of special “power 
from on high” (cf. Lk 24:49; Acts 1:8): a gift of the Spirit of the Lord, a gift which is not 
unrelated to the intercession and example of his saints. 

30. Besides trusting in Joseph’s sure protection, the Church also trusts in his noble 
example, which transcends all individual states of life and serves as a model for the 
entire Christian community, whatever the condition and duties of each of its 
members may be. 

As the Constitution on Divine Revelation of the Second Vatican Council has said, the 
basic attitude of the entire Church must be that of “hearing the word of God with 
reverence,” an absolute readiness to serve faithfully God’s salvific will revealed in 
Jesus. Already at the beginning of human redemption, after Mary, we find the model 
of obedience made incarnate in Saint Joseph, the man known for having faithfully 
carried out God’s commands. 

Pope Paul VI invited us to invoke Joseph’s patronage “as the Church has been wont 
to do in these recent times, for herself in the first place, with a spontaneous 
theological reflection on the marriage of divine and human action in the great 
economy of the Redemption, in which economy the first–the divine one–is wholly 
sufficient unto itself, while the second–the human action which is ours–though 
capable of nothing (cf. Jn 15:5), is never dispensed from a humble but conditional 
and ennobling collaboration. The Church also calls upon Joseph as her protector 
because of a profound and ever present desire to reinvigorate her ancient life with 
true evangelical virtues, such as shine forth in Saint Joseph.” 

31. The Church transforms these needs into prayer. Recalling that God wished to 
entrust the beginnings of our redemption to the faithful care of Saint Joseph, she 
asks God to grant that she may faithfully cooperate in the work of salvation; that she 
may receive the same faithfulness and purity of heart that inspired Joseph in serving 
the Incarnate Word; and that she may walk before God in the ways of holiness and 
justice, following Joseph’s example and through his intercession. 

One hundred years ago, Pope Leo XIII had already exhorted the Catholic world to 
pray for the protection of Saint Joseph, Patron of the whole Church. The Encyclical 
Epistle Quamquam Pluries appealed to Joseph’s “fatherly love… for the child Jesus” 
and commended to him, as the “provident guardian of the divine Family,” “the 
beloved inheritance which Jesus Christ purchased by his blood.” Since that time–as I 
recalled at the beginning of this Exhortation–the Church has implored the protection 



of St. Joseph on the basis of “that sacred bond of charity which united him to the 
Immaculate Virgin Mother of God,” and the Church has commended to Joseph all of 
her cares, including those dangers which threaten the human family. 

Even today we have many reasons to pray in a similar way: “Most beloved father, 
dispel the evil of falsehood and sin… graciously assist us from heaven in our struggle 
with the powers of darkness… and just as once you saved the Child Jesus from mortal 
danger, so now defend God’s Holy Church from the snares of her enemies and from 
all adversity.” Today we still have good reason to commend everyone to Saint Joseph. 

32. It is my heartfelt wish that these reflections on the person of Saint Joseph will 
renew in us the prayerful devotion which my Predecessor called for a century ago. 
Our prayers and the very person of Joseph have renewed significance for the Church 
in our day in light of the Third Christian Millennium. 

The Second Vatican Council made all of us sensitive once again to the “great things 
which God has done,” and to that “economy of salvation” of which Saint Joseph was 
a special minister. Commending ourselves, then, to the protection of him to whose 
custody God “entrusted his greatest and most precious treasures,” let us at the same 
time learn from him how to be servants of the “economy of salvation.” May Saint 
Joseph become for all of us an exceptional teacher in the service of Christ’s saving 
mission, a mission which is the responsibility of each and every member of the 
Church: husbands and wives, parents, those who live by the work of their hands or 
by any other kind of work, those called to the contemplative life and those called to 
the apostolate. 

This just man, who bore within himself the entire heritage of the Old Covenant, was 
also brought into the “beginning” of the New and Eternal Covenant in Jesus 
Christ. May he show us the paths of this saving Covenant as we stand at the 
threshold of the next Millennium, in which there must be a continuation and further 
development of the “fullness of time” that belongs to the ineffable mystery of the 
Incarnation of the Word. 

May Saint Joseph obtain for the Church and for the world, as well as for each of us, 
the blessing of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit. 

Given at Rome, in St. Peter’s, on 15 August– the Solemnity of the Assumption of the 
Blessed Virgin Mary–in the year 1989, the eleventh of my Pontificate. 

Joannes Paulus II 
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Angelus Address – Pope Benedict XVI – March 19, 2006 
 
Pope Benedict was just a few hours old when his father took him to the local Church 
and had him baptized at the Easter Vigil on 16 April, 1927. He was given the 
baptismal name Joseph, joining the popes St Pius X, Ven. Pius XII, and St John XXIII in 
having Joseph (Giuseppe) as a baptismal name. In this short Angelus address Pope 
Benedict calls us to ponder on the vows consecrated persons take of chastity, poverty, 
and obedience present also in St Joseph. He asks that priests too should look to his 
example and that all workers may see in him a supreme model. 
 

POPE BENEDICT XVI 

Today, March 19, is the solemnity of St. Joseph, but as it coincides with the third 
Sunday of Lent, its liturgical celebration is postponed until tomorrow. However, the 
Marian context of the Angelus invites us to reflect with veneration on the figure of 
the Most Holy Virgin Mary’s spouse, patron of the universal Church. I like to recall 
that our beloved Pope John Paul II was also very devoted to St. Joseph, to whom he 
dedicated the apostolic exhortation “Redemptoris Custos,” Guardian of the 
Redeemer, and who surely experienced his assistance at the hour of death. 

The figure of this great saint, even though remaining somewhat hidden, is of 
fundamental importance in the history of salvation. Above all, belonging to the tribe 
of Judah, he united Jesus to the Davidic lineage, so that, realizing the promises about 
the Messiah, the son of the Virgin Mary may really be called “son of David.” 

The Gospel of Matthew highlights in a special way the messianic prophecies which 
found their 54ulfilment through Joseph’s role: the birth of Jesus in Bethlehem (2:13-
15); the byname “Nazarene” (2:22-23). In all this he showed himself, as his spouse 
Mary, authentic heir of Abraham’s faith: faith in God who guides the events of 
history according to his mysterious salvific plan. His greatness, like Mary’s, stands out 
even more because his mission was developed in humility and in the hiddenness of 
the house of Nazareth. Moreover, God himself, in the person of his incarnate Son, 
chose this way and style of life in his earthly existence. 

From the example of St. Joseph we all receive a strong invitation to develop with 
fidelity, simplicity and modesty the task that providence has assigned to us. I am 
thinking above all of fathers and mothers of families, and I pray that they will always 
be able to appreciate the beauty of a simple and industrious life, cultivating the 
conjugal relationship with care and fulfilling with enthusiasm the great and not easy 
educational mission. 



To priests, who exercise paternity over ecclesial communities, may St. Joseph obtain 
that they love the Church with affection and complete dedication, and support 
consecrated persons in their joyous and faithful observance of the evangelical 
counsels of poverty, chastity and obedience. May he protect workers worldwide so 
that they contribute with their different professions to the progress of the whole of 
humanity, and may he help every Christian to realize the will of God with confidence 
and love, thus cooperating in the fulfilment of the work of salvation. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Pope Francis – Inaugural Homily – 19 March 2013  

Dear Brothers and Sisters, I thank the Lord that I can celebrate this Holy Mass for the 
inauguration of my Petrine ministry on the solemnity of St Joseph, the spouse of the 
Virgin Mary and the patron of the universal Church. It is a significant coincidence, 
and it is also the name-day of my venerable predecessor: we are close to him with 
our prayers, full of affection and gratitude. I offer a warm greeting to my brother 
cardinals and bishops, the priests, deacons, men and women religious, and all the lay 
faithful. I thank the representatives of the other churches and ecclesial communities, 
as well as the representatives of the Jewish community and the other religious 
communities, for their presence. My cordial greetings go to the Heads of State and 
Government, the members of the official Delegations from many countries 
throughout the world, and the Diplomatic Corps. In the Gospel we heard that 
“Joseph did as the angel of the Lord commanded him and took Mary as his wife” (Mt 
1:24). These words already point to the mission which God entrusts to Joseph: he is 
to be the custos, the protector. The protector of whom? Of Mary and Jesus; but this 
protection is then extended to the Church, as Blessed John Paul II pointed out: “Just 
as Saint Joseph took loving care of Mary and gladly dedicated himself to Jesus 
Christ’s upbringing, he likewise watches over and protects Christ’s Mystical Body, the 
Church, of which the Virgin Mary is the exemplar and model” (Redemptoris Custos, 
1). How does Joseph exercise his role as protector? Discreetly, humbly and silently, 
but with an unfailing presence and utter fidelity, even when he finds it hard to 
understand. From the time of his betrothal to Mary until the finding of the twelve-
year-old Jesus in the Temple of Jerusalem, he is there at every moment with loving 
care. As the spouse of Mary, he is at her side in good times and bad, on the journey 
to Bethlehem for the census and in the anxious and joyful hours when she gave birth; 
amid the drama of the flight into Egypt and during the frantic search for their child in 
the Temple; and later in the day-to-day life of the home of Nazareth, in the workshop 
where he taught his trade to Jesus. How does Joseph respond to his calling to be the 
protector of Mary, Jesus and the Church? By being constantly attentive to God, open 
to the signs of God’s presence and receptive to God’s plans, and not simply to his 
own. This is what God asked of David, as we heard in the first reading. God does not 
want a house built by men, but faithfulness to his word, to his plan. It is God himself 
who builds the house, but from living stones sealed by his Spirit. Joseph is a 
“protector” because he is able to hear God’s voice and be guided by his will; and for 
this reason he is all the more sensitive to the persons entrusted to his safekeeping. 
He can look at things realistically, he is in touch with his surroundings, he can make 
truly wise decisions. In him, dear friends, we learn how to respond to God’s call, 
readily and willingly, but we also see the core of the Christian vocation, which is 
Christ! Let us protect Christ in our lives, so that we can protect others, so that we can 
protect creation! The vocation of being a “protector”, however, is not just something 
involving us Christians alone; it also has a prior dimension which is simply human, 
involving everyone. It means protecting all creation, the beauty of the created world, 



as the Book of Genesis tells us and as Saint Francis of Assisi showed us. It means 
respecting each of God’s creatures and respecting the environment in which we live. 
It means protecting people, showing loving concern for each and every person, 
especially children, the elderly, those in need, who are often the last we think about. 
It means caring for one another in our families: husbands and wives first protect one 
another, and then, as parents, they care for their children, and children themselves, 
in time, protect their parents. It means building sincere friendships in which we 
protect one another in trust, respect, and goodness. In the end, everything has been 
entrusted to our protection, and all of us are responsible for it. Be protectors of 
God’s gifts! Whenever human beings fail to live up to this responsibility, whenever 
we fail to care for creation and for our brothers and sisters, the way is opened to 
destruction and hearts are hardened. Tragically, in every period of history there are 
“Herods” who plot death, wreak havoc, and mar the countenance of men and 
women. Please, I would like to ask all those who have positions of responsibility in 
economic, political and social life, and all men and women of goodwill: let us be 
“protectors” of creation, protectors of God’s plan inscribed in nature, protectors of 
one another and of the environment. Let us not allow omens of destruction and 
death to accompany the advance of this world! But to be “protectors”, we also have 
to keep watch over ourselves! Let us not forget that hatred, envy and pride defile our 
lives! Being protectors, then, also means keeping watch over our emotions, over our 
hearts, because they are the seat of good and evil intentions: intentions that build up 
and tear down! We must not be afraid of goodness or even tenderness! Here I would 
add one more thing: caring, protecting, demands goodness, it calls for a certain 
tenderness. In the Gospels, Saint Joseph appears as a strong and courageous man, a 
working man, yet in his heart we see great tenderness, which is not the virtue of the 
weak but rather a sign of strength of spirit and a capacity for concern, for 
compassion, for genuine openness to others, for love. We must not be afraid of 
goodness, of tenderness! Today, together with the feast of Saint Joseph, we are 
celebrating the beginning of the ministry of the new Bishop of Rome, the Successor 
of Peter, which also involves a certain power. Certainly, Jesus Christ conferred power 
upon Peter, but what sort of power was it? Jesus’ three questions to Peter about 
love are followed by three commands: feed my lambs, feed my sheep. Let us never 
forget that authentic power is service, and that the Pope too, when exercising 
power, must enter ever more fully into that service which has its radiant culmination 
on the Cross. He must be inspired by the lowly, concrete and faithful service which 
marked Saint Joseph and, like him, he must open his arms to protect all of God’s 
people and embrace with tender affection the whole of humanity, especially the 
poorest, the weakest, the least important, those whom Matthew lists in the final 
judgment on love: the hungry, the thirsty, the stranger, the naked, the sick and those 
in prison (cf. Mt 25:31- 46). Only those who serve with love are able to protect! In 
the second reading, Saint Paul speaks of Abraham, who, “hoping against hope, 
believed” (Rom 4:18). Hoping against hope! Today too, amid so much darkness, we 
need to see the light of hope and to be men and women who bring hope to others. 



To protect creation, to protect every man and every woman, to look upon them with 
tenderness and love, is to open up a horizon of hope; it is to let a shaft of light break 
through the heavy clouds; it is to bring the warmth of hope! For believers, for us 
Christians, like Abraham, like Saint Joseph, the hope that we bring is set against the 
horizon of God, which has opened up before us in Christ. It is a hope built on the rock 
which is God. To protect Jesus with Mary, to protect the whole of creation, to protect 
each person, especially the poorest, to protect ourselves: this is a service that the 
Bishop of Rome is called to carry out, yet one to which all of us are called, so that the 
star of hope will shine brightly. Let us protect with love all that God has given us! I 
implore the intercession of the Virgin Mary, Saint Joseph, Saints Peter and Paul, and 
Saint Francis, that the Holy Spirit may accompany my ministry, and I ask all of you to 
pray for me! Amen. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Paternas vices – Pope Francis – 2013  

On May 1, 2013, the Memorial of St. Joseph the Worker, Pope Francis issued his first decree 
on liturgical matters, entitled Paternas vices. In this important document, he decrees that 
the name of St. Joseph should be inserted into Eucharistic Prayers II, III, and IV, effective 
immediately. 

DECREE 

Exercising his paternal care over Jesus, Saint Joseph of Nazareth, set over the Lord’s 
family, marvelously fulfilled the office he received by grace. Adhering firmly to the 
mystery of God’s design of salvation in its very beginnings, he stands as an exemplary 
model of the kindness and humility that the Christian faith raises to a great destiny, 
and demonstrates the ordinary and simple virtues necessary for men to be good and 
genuine followers of Christ. Through these virtues, this Just man, caring most lovingly 
for the Mother of God and happily dedicating himself to the upbringing of Jesus 
Christ, was placed as guardian over God the Father’s most precious treasures. 
Therefore he has been the subject of assiduous devotion on the part of the People of 
God throughout the centuries, as the support of that mystical body, which is the 
Church. 

The faithful in the Catholic Church have shown continuous devotion to Saint Joseph 
and have solemnly and constantly honoured his memory as the most chaste spouse 
of the Mother of God and as the heavenly Patron of the universal Church. For this 
reason Blessed Pope John XXIII, in the days of the Most Holy Second Ecumenical 
Council of the Vatican, decreed that Saint Joseph’s name be added to the ancient 
Roman Canon. In response to petitions received from places throughout the world, 
the Supreme Pontiff Benedict XVI deemed them worthy of implementation and 
graciously approved them. The Supreme Pontiff Francis likewise has recently 
confirmed them. In this the Pontiffs had before their eyes the full communion of the 
Saints who, once pilgrims in this world, now lead us to Christ and unite us with him. 

Accordingly, mature consideration having been given to all the matters mentioned 
here above, this Congregation for Divine Worship and the Discipline of the 
Sacraments, by virtue of the faculties granted by the Supreme Pontiff Francis, is 
pleased to decree that the name of Saint Joseph, Spouse of the Blessed Virgin Mary 
is henceforth to be added to Eucharistic Prayers II, III, and IV, as they appear in the 
third typical edition of the Roman Missal, after the name of the Blessed Virgin Mary, 
as follows: in Eucharistic Prayer II: “ut cum beáta Dei Genetríce Vírgine María, beáto 
Ioseph, eius Sponso, beátis Apóstolis”; in Eucharistic Prayer III: “cum beatíssima 
Vírgine, Dei Genetríce, María, cum beáto Ioseph, eius Sponso, cum beátis Apóstolis”; 
and in Eucharistic Prayer IV: “cum beáta Vírgine, Dei Genetríce, María, cum beáto 
Ioseph, eius Sponso, cum Apóstolis”. 



As regards the Latin text, these formulas are hereby declared typical. The 
Congregation itself will soon provide vernacular translations in the more widespread 
western languages; as for other languages, translations are to be prepared by the 
Bishops’ Conferences, according to the norm of law, to be confirmed by the Holy See 
through this Dicastery. 

All things to the contrary notwithstanding. 

From the offices of the Congregation for Divine Worship and the Discipline of the 
Sacraments, 1 May 2013, on the Memorial of Saint Joseph the Worker. 

Antonio Card. Cañizares Llovera 
Prefect 

Arthur Roche 
Archbishop Secretary 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Patris Corde – Pope Francis - 2020  

Patris Corde is the most recent addition to magisterial teaching on St Joseph and was 
released at the beginning of the 2020-21 year of St Joseph on the 150th anniversary of 
Blessed Pope Pius IX’s Quemadmodum Deus. Pope Francis observes that it was with a 
father’s heart that St Joseph protected his wife and foster child. But he challenges us 
to ask how well we all follow in St Joseph’s footsteps in protecting Mary and Jesus. In 
the way in which we live our lives and in the way we interact with others do we 
defend them as Joseph did? 

 

APOSTOLIC LETTER 

PATRIS CORDE 

OF THE HOLY FATHER 
FRANCIS 

ON THE 150th ANNIVERSARY 
OF THE PROCLAMATION OF SAINT JOSEPH 
AS PATRON OF THE UNIVERSAL CHURCH 

  

WITH A FATHER’S HEART: that is how Joseph loved Jesus, whom all four Gospels 
refer to as “the son of Joseph”.[1] 

Matthew and Luke, the two Evangelists who speak most of Joseph, tell us very little, 
yet enough for us to appreciate what sort of father he was, and the mission 
entrusted to him by God’s providence. 

We know that Joseph was a lowly carpenter (cf. Mt 13:55), betrothed to Mary 
(cf. Mt 1:18; Lk 1:27). He was a “just man” (Mt 1:19), ever ready to carry out God’s 
will as revealed to him in the Law (cf. Lk 2:22.27.39) and through four dreams 
(cf. Mt 1:20; 2:13.19.22). After a long and tiring journey from Nazareth to Bethlehem, 
he beheld the birth of the Messiah in a stable, since “there was no place for them” 
elsewhere (cf. Lk 2:7). He witnessed the adoration of the shepherds (cf. Lk 2:8-20) 
and the Magi (cf. Mt 2:1-12), who represented respectively the people of Israel and 
the pagan peoples. 

Joseph had the courage to become the legal father of Jesus, to whom he gave the 
name revealed by the angel: “You shall call his name Jesus, for he will save his people 
from their sins” (Mt 1:21). As we know, for ancient peoples, to give a name to a 

http://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/apost_letters/documents/papa-francesco-lettera-ap_20201208_patris-corde.html#_ftn1


person or to a thing, as Adam did in the account in the Book of Genesis (cf. 2:19-20), 
was to establish a relationship. 

In the Temple, forty days after Jesus’ birth, Joseph and Mary offered their child to 
the Lord and listened with amazement to Simeon’s prophecy concerning Jesus and 
his Mother (cf. Lk 2:22-35). To protect Jesus from Herod, Joseph dwelt as a foreigner 
in Egypt (cf. Mt 2:13-18). After returning to his own country, he led a hidden life in 
the tiny and obscure village of Nazareth in Galilee, far from Bethlehem, his ancestral 
town, and from Jerusalem and the Temple. Of Nazareth it was said, “No prophet is to 
rise” (cf. Jn 7:52) and indeed, “Can anything good come out of Nazareth?” 
(cf. Jn 1:46). When, during a pilgrimage to Jerusalem, Joseph and Mary lost track of 
the twelve-year-old Jesus, they anxiously sought him out and they found him in the 
Temple, in discussion with the doctors of the Law (cf. Lk 2:41-50). 

After Mary, the Mother of God, no saint is mentioned more frequently in the papal 
magisterium than Joseph, her spouse. My Predecessors reflected on the message 
contained in the limited information handed down by the Gospels in order to 
appreciate more fully his central role in the history of salvation. Blessed Pius 
IX declared him “Patron of the Catholic Church”,[2] Venerable Pius XII proposed him 
as “Patron of Workers”[3] and Saint John Paul II as “Guardian of the 
Redeemer”.[4] Saint Joseph is universally invoked as the “patron of a happy 
death”.[5] 

Now, one hundred and fifty years after his proclamation as Patron of the Catholic 
Church by Blessed Pius IX (8 December 1870), I would like to share some personal 
reflections on this extraordinary figure, so close to our own human experience. For, 
as Jesus says, “out of the abundance of the heart the mouth speaks” (Mt 12:34). My 
desire to do so increased during these months of pandemic, when we experienced, 
amid the crisis, how “our lives are woven together and sustained by ordinary people, 
people often overlooked. People who do not appear in newspaper and magazine 
headlines, or on the latest television show, yet in these very days are surely shaping 
the decisive events of our history. Doctors, nurses, storekeepers and supermarket 
workers, cleaning personnel, caregivers, transport workers, men and women working 
to provide essential services and public safety, volunteers, priests, men and women 
religious, and so very many others. They understood that no one is saved alone… 
How many people daily exercise patience and offer hope, taking care to spread not 
panic, but shared responsibility. How many fathers, mothers, grandparents and 
teachers are showing our children, in small everyday ways, how to accept and deal 
with a crisis by adjusting their routines, looking ahead and encouraging the practice 
of prayer. How many are praying, making sacrifices and interceding for the good of 
all”.[6] Each of us can discover in Joseph – the man who goes unnoticed, a daily, 
discreet and hidden presence – an intercessor, a support and a guide in times of 
trouble. Saint Joseph reminds us that those who appear hidden or in the shadows 

http://www.vatican.va/content/pius-ix/en.html
http://www.vatican.va/content/pius-ix/en.html
http://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/apost_letters/documents/papa-francesco-lettera-ap_20201208_patris-corde.html#_ftn2
http://www.vatican.va/content/pius-xii/en.html
http://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/apost_letters/documents/papa-francesco-lettera-ap_20201208_patris-corde.html#_ftn3
http://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en.html
http://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/apost_letters/documents/papa-francesco-lettera-ap_20201208_patris-corde.html#_ftn4
http://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/apost_letters/documents/papa-francesco-lettera-ap_20201208_patris-corde.html#_ftn5
http://www.vatican.va/content/pius-ix/en.html
http://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/apost_letters/documents/papa-francesco-lettera-ap_20201208_patris-corde.html#_ftn6


can play an incomparable role in the history of salvation. A word of recognition and 
of gratitude is due to them all. 

1. A beloved father 

The greatness of Saint Joseph is that he was the spouse of Mary and the father of 
Jesus. In this way, he placed himself, in the words of Saint John Chrysostom, “at the 
service of the entire plan of salvation”.[7] 

Saint Paul VI pointed out that Joseph concretely expressed his fatherhood “by 
making his life a sacrificial service to the mystery of the incarnation and its 
redemptive purpose. He employed his legal authority over the Holy Family to devote 
himself completely to them in his life and work. He turned his human vocation to 
domestic love into a superhuman oblation of himself, his heart and all his abilities, a 
love placed at the service of the Messiah who was growing to maturity in his 
home”.[8] 

Thanks to his role in salvation history, Saint Joseph has always been venerated as a 
father by the Christian people. This is shown by the countless churches dedicated to 
him worldwide, the numerous religious Institutes, Confraternities and ecclesial 
groups inspired by his spirituality and bearing his name, and the many traditional 
expressions of piety in his honour. Innumerable holy men and women were 
passionately devoted to him. Among them was Teresa of Avila, who chose him as her 
advocate and intercessor, had frequent recourse to him and received whatever 
graces she asked of him. Encouraged by her own experience, Teresa persuaded 
others to cultivate devotion to Joseph.[9] 

Every prayer book contains prayers to Saint Joseph. Special prayers are offered to 
him each Wednesday and especially during the month of March, which is 
traditionally dedicated to him.[10] 

Popular trust in Saint Joseph is seen in the expression “Go to Joseph”, which evokes 
the famine in Egypt, when the Egyptians begged Pharaoh for bread. He in turn 
replied: “Go to Joseph; what he says to you, do” (Gen 41:55). Pharaoh was referring 
to Joseph the son of Jacob, who was sold into slavery because of the jealousy of his 
brothers (cf. Gen 37:11-28) and who – according to the biblical account – 
subsequently became viceroy of Egypt (cf. Gen 41:41-44). 

As a descendant of David (cf. Mt 1:16-20), from whose stock Jesus was to spring 
according to the promise made to David by the prophet Nathan (cf. 2 Sam 7), and as 
the spouse of Mary of Nazareth, Saint Joseph stands at the crossroads between the 
Old and New Testaments. 

2. A tender and loving father 

http://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/apost_letters/documents/papa-francesco-lettera-ap_20201208_patris-corde.html#_ftn7
http://www.vatican.va/content/paul-vi/en.html
http://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/apost_letters/documents/papa-francesco-lettera-ap_20201208_patris-corde.html#_ftn8
http://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/apost_letters/documents/papa-francesco-lettera-ap_20201208_patris-corde.html#_ftn9
http://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/apost_letters/documents/papa-francesco-lettera-ap_20201208_patris-corde.html#_ftn10


Joseph saw Jesus grow daily “in wisdom and in years and in divine and human 
favour” (Lk 2:52). As the Lord had done with Israel, so Joseph did with Jesus: he 
taught him to walk, taking him by the hand; he was for him like a father who raises 
an infant to his cheeks, bending down to him and feeding him (cf. Hos 11:3-4). 

In Joseph, Jesus saw the tender love of God: “As a father has compassion for his 
children, so the Lord has compassion for those who fear him” (Ps 103:13). 

In the synagogue, during the praying of the Psalms, Joseph would surely have heard 
again and again that the God of Israel is a God of tender love,[11] who is good to all, 
whose “compassion is over all that he has made” (Ps 145:9). 

The history of salvation is worked out “in hope against hope” (Rom 4:18), through 
our weaknesses. All too often, we think that God works only through our better 
parts, yet most of his plans are realized in and despite our frailty. Thus Saint Paul 
could say: “To keep me from being too elated, a thorn was given me in the flesh, a 
messenger of Satan to torment me, to keep me from being too elated. Three times I 
appealed to the Lord about this, that it would leave me, but he said to me: ‘My grace 
is sufficient for you, for power is made perfect in weakness’” (2 Cor 12:7-9). 

Since this is part of the entire economy of salvation, we must learn to look upon our 
weaknesses with tender mercy.[12] 

The evil one makes us see and condemn our frailty, whereas the Spirit brings it to 
light with tender love. Tenderness is the best way to touch the frailty within us. 
Pointing fingers and judging others are frequently signs of an inability to accept our 
own weaknesses, our own frailty. Only tender love will save us from the snares of the 
accuser (cf. Rev 12:10). That is why it is so important to encounter God’s mercy, 
especially in the Sacrament of Reconciliation, where we experience his truth and 
tenderness. Paradoxically, the evil one can also speak the truth to us, yet he does so 
only to condemn us. We know that God’s truth does not condemn, but instead 
welcomes, embraces, sustains and forgives us. That truth always presents itself to us 
like the merciful father in Jesus’ parable (cf. Lk 15:11-32). It comes out to meet us, 
restores our dignity, sets us back on our feet and rejoices for us, for, as the father 
says: “This my son was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found” (v. 24). 

Even through Joseph’s fears, God’s will, his history and his plan were at work. Joseph, 
then, teaches us that faith in God includes believing that he can work even through 
our fears, our frailties and our weaknesses. He also teaches us that amid the 
tempests of life, we must never be afraid to let the Lord steer our course. At times, 
we want to be in complete control, yet God always sees the bigger picture. 

3. An obedient father 
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As he had done with Mary, God revealed his saving plan to Joseph. He did so by using 
dreams, which in the Bible and among all ancient peoples, were considered a way for 
him to make his will known.[13] 

Joseph was deeply troubled by Mary’s mysterious pregnancy. He did not want to 
“expose her to public disgrace”,[14] so he decided to “dismiss her quietly” (Mt 1:19). 

In the first dream, an angel helps him resolve his grave dilemma: “Do not be afraid to 
take Mary as your wife, for the child conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit. She will 
bear a son, and you are to name him Jesus, for he will save his people from their 
sins” (Mt 1:20-21). Joseph’s response was immediate: “When Joseph awoke from 
sleep, he did as the angel of the Lord commanded him” (Mt 1:24). Obedience made it 
possible for him to surmount his difficulties and spare Mary. 

In the second dream, the angel tells Joseph: “Get up, take the child and his mother, 
and flee to Egypt, and remain there until I tell you; for Herod is about to search for 
the child, to destroy him” (Mt 2:13). Joseph did not hesitate to obey, regardless of 
the hardship involved: “He got up, took the child and his mother by night, and went 
to Egypt, and remained there until the death of Herod” (Mt 2:14-15). 

In Egypt, Joseph awaited with patient trust the angel’s notice that he could safely 
return home. In a third dream, the angel told him that those who sought to kill the 
child were dead and ordered him to rise, take the child and his mother, and return to 
the land of Israel (cf. Mt 2:19-20). Once again, Joseph promptly obeyed. “He got up, 
took the child and his mother, and went to the land of Israel” (Mt 2:21). 

During the return journey, “when Joseph heard that Archelaus was ruling over Judea 
in place of his father Herod, he was afraid to go there. After being warned in a 
dream” – now for the fourth time – “he went away to the district of Galilee. There he 
made his home in a town called Nazareth” (Mt 2:22-23). 

The evangelist Luke, for his part, tells us that Joseph undertook the long and difficult 
journey from Nazareth to Bethlehem to be registered in his family’s town of origin in 
the census of the Emperor Caesar Augustus. There Jesus was born (cf. Lk 2:7) and his 
birth, like that of every other child, was recorded in the registry of the Empire. Saint 
Luke is especially concerned to tell us that Jesus’ parents observed all the 
prescriptions of the Law: the rites of the circumcision of Jesus, the purification of 
Mary after childbirth, the offering of the firstborn to God (cf. 2:21-24).[15] 

In every situation, Joseph declared his own “fiat”, like those of Mary at the 
Annunciation and Jesus in the Garden of Gethsemane. 

In his role as the head of a family, Joseph taught Jesus to be obedient to his parents 
(cf. Lk 2:51), in accordance with God’s command (cf. Ex 20:12). 

http://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/apost_letters/documents/papa-francesco-lettera-ap_20201208_patris-corde.html#_ftn13
http://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/apost_letters/documents/papa-francesco-lettera-ap_20201208_patris-corde.html#_ftn14
http://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/apost_letters/documents/papa-francesco-lettera-ap_20201208_patris-corde.html#_ftn15


During the hidden years in Nazareth, Jesus learned at the school of Joseph to do the 
will of the Father. That will was to be his daily food (cf. Jn 4:34). Even at the most 
difficult moment of his life, in Gethsemane, Jesus chose to do the Father’s will rather 
than his own,[16] becoming “obedient unto death, even death on a cross” 
(Phil 2:8).  The author of the Letter to the Hebrews thus concludes that Jesus 
“learned obedience through what he suffered” (5:8). 

All this makes it clear that “Saint Joseph was called by God to serve the person and 
mission of Jesus directly through the exercise of his fatherhood” and that in this way, 
“he cooperated in the fullness of time in the great mystery of salvation and is truly a 
minister of salvation.”[17] 

4. An accepting father 

Joseph accepted Mary unconditionally. He trusted in the angel’s words.  “The nobility 
of Joseph’s heart is such that what he learned from the law he made dependent on 
charity. Today, in our world where psychological, verbal and physical violence 
towards women is so evident, Joseph appears as the figure of a respectful and 
sensitive man. Even though he does not understand the bigger picture, he makes a 
decision to protect Mary’s good name, her dignity and her life. In his hesitation about 
how best to act, God helped him by enlightening his judgment”.[18] 

Often in life, things happen whose meaning we do not understand. Our first reaction 
is frequently one of disappointment and rebellion. Joseph set aside his own ideas in 
order to accept the course of events and, mysterious as they seemed, to embrace 
them, take responsibility for them and make them part of his own history. Unless we 
are reconciled with our own history, we will be unable to take a single step forward, 
for we will always remain hostage to our expectations and the disappointments that 
follow. 

The spiritual path that Joseph traces for us is not one that explains, but accepts. Only 
as a result of this acceptance, this reconciliation, can we begin to glimpse a broader 
history, a deeper meaning. We can almost hear an echo of the impassioned reply of 
Job to his wife, who had urged him to rebel against the evil he endured: “Shall we 
receive the good at the hand of God, and not receive the bad?” (Job 2:10). 

Joseph is certainly not passively resigned, but courageously and firmly proactive. In 
our own lives, acceptance and welcome can be an expression of the Holy Spirit’s gift 
of fortitude. Only the Lord can give us the strength needed to accept life as it is, with 
all its contradictions, frustrations and disappointments. 

Jesus’ appearance in our midst is a gift from the Father, which makes it possible for 
each of us to be reconciled to the flesh of our own history, even when we fail to 
understand it completely. 
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Just as God told Joseph: “Son of David, do not be afraid!” (Mt 1:20), so he seems to 
tell us: “Do not be afraid!” We need to set aside all anger and disappointment, and to 
embrace the way things are, even when they do not turn out as we wish. Not with 
mere resignation but with hope and courage. In this way, we become open to a 
deeper meaning. Our lives can be miraculously reborn if we find the courage to live 
them in accordance with the Gospel. It does not matter if everything seems to have 
gone wrong or some things can no longer be fixed. God can make flowers spring up 
from stony ground. Even if our heart condemns us, “God is greater than our hearts, 
and he knows everything” (1 Jn 3:20). 

Here, once again, we encounter that Christian realism which rejects nothing that 
exists. Reality, in its mysterious and irreducible complexity, is the bearer of 
existential meaning, with all its lights and shadows. Thus, the Apostle Paul can say: 
“We know that all things work together for good, for those who love God” 
(Rom 8:28). To which Saint Augustine adds, “even that which is called evil (etiam illud 
quod malum dicitur)”.[19] In this greater perspective, faith gives meaning to every 
event, however happy or sad. 

Nor should we ever think that believing means finding facile and comforting 
solutions. The faith Christ taught us is what we see in Saint Joseph. He did not look 
for shortcuts, but confronted reality with open eyes and accepted personal 
responsibility for it. 

Joseph’s attitude encourages us to accept and welcome others as they are, without 
exception, and to show special concern for the weak, for God chooses what is weak 
(cf. 1 Cor 1:27). He is the “Father of orphans and protector of widows” (Ps 68:6), who 
commands us to love the stranger in our midst.[20]  I like to think that it was from 
Saint Joseph that Jesus drew inspiration for the parable of the prodigal son and the 
merciful father (cf. Lk 15:11-32). 

5. A creatively courageous father 

If the first stage of all true interior healing is to accept our personal history and 
embrace even the things in life that we did not choose, we must now add another 
important element: creative courage. This emerges especially in the way we deal 
with difficulties. In the face of difficulty, we can either give up and walk away, or 
somehow engage with it. At times, difficulties bring out resources we did not even 
think we had. 

As we read the infancy narratives, we may often wonder why God did not act in a 
more direct and clear way. Yet God acts through events and people.  Joseph was the 
man chosen by God to guide the beginnings of the history of redemption. He was the 
true “miracle” by which God saves the child and his mother. God acted by trusting in 
Joseph’s creative courage. Arriving in Bethlehem and finding no lodging where Mary 
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could give birth, Joseph took a stable and, as best he could, turned it into a 
welcoming home for the Son of God come into the world (cf. Lk 2:6-7). Faced with 
imminent danger from Herod, who wanted to kill the child, Joseph was warned once 
again in a dream to protect the child, and rose in the middle of the night to prepare 
the flight into Egypt (cf. Mt 2:13-14). 

A superficial reading of these stories can often give the impression that the world is 
at the mercy of the strong and mighty, but the “good news” of the Gospel consists in 
showing that, for all the arrogance and violence of worldly powers, God always finds 
a way to carry out his saving plan. So too, our lives may at times seem to be at the 
mercy of the powerful, but the Gospel shows us what counts. God always finds a way 
to save us, provided we show the same creative courage as the carpenter of 
Nazareth, who was able to turn a problem into a possibility by trusting always in 
divine providence. 

If at times God seems not to help us, surely this does not mean that we have been 
abandoned, but instead are being trusted to plan, to be creative, and to find 
solutions ourselves. 

That kind of creative courage was shown by the friends of the paralytic, who lowered 
him from the roof in order to bring him to Jesus (cf. Lk 5:17-26). Difficulties did not 
stand in the way of those friends’ boldness and persistence. They were convinced 
that Jesus could heal the man, and “finding no way to bring him in because of the 
crowd, they went up on the roof and let him down with his bed through the tiles into 
the middle of the crowd in front of Jesus. When he saw their faith, he said, ‘Friend, 
your sins are forgiven you’” (vv. 19-20). Jesus recognized the creative faith with 
which they sought to bring their sick friend to him. 

The Gospel does not tell us how long Mary, Joseph and the child remained in Egypt. 
Yet they certainly needed to eat, to find a home and employment. It does not take 
much imagination to fill in those details. The Holy Family had to face concrete 
problems like every other family, like so many of our migrant brothers and sisters 
who, today too, risk their lives to escape misfortune and hunger. In this regard, I 
consider Saint Joseph the special patron of all those forced to leave their native lands 
because of war, hatred, persecution and poverty. 

At the end of every account in which Joseph plays a role, the Gospel tells us that he 
gets up, takes the child and his mother, and does what God commanded him 
(cf. Mt 1:24; 2:14.21). Indeed, Jesus and Mary his Mother are the most precious 
treasure of our faith.[21] 

In the divine plan of salvation, the Son is inseparable from his Mother, from Mary, 
who “advanced in her pilgrimage of faith, and faithfully persevered in her union with 
her Son until she stood at the cross”.[22] 
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We should always consider whether we ourselves are protecting Jesus and Mary, for 
they are also mysteriously entrusted to our own responsibility, care and safekeeping. 
The Son of the Almighty came into our world in a state of great vulnerability. He 
needed to be defended, protected, cared for and raised by Joseph. God trusted 
Joseph, as did Mary, who found in him someone who would not only save her life, 
but would always provide for her and her child. In this sense, Saint Joseph could not 
be other than the Guardian of the Church, for the Church is the continuation of the 
Body of Christ in history, even as Mary’s motherhood is reflected in the motherhood 
of the Church.[23] In his continued protection of the Church, Joseph continues to 
protect the child and his mother, and we too, by our love for the Church, continue to 
love the child and his mother. 

That child would go on to say: “As you did it to one of the least of these who are 
members of my family, you did it to me” (Mt 25:40).  Consequently, every poor, 
needy, suffering or dying person, every stranger, every prisoner, every infirm person 
is “the child” whom Joseph continues to protect. For this reason, Saint Joseph is 
invoked as protector of the unfortunate, the needy, exiles, the afflicted, the poor and 
the dying.  Consequently, the Church cannot fail to show a special love for the least 
of our brothers and sisters, for Jesus showed a particular concern for them and 
personally identified with them. From Saint Joseph, we must learn that same care 
and responsibility. We must learn to love the child and his mother, to love the 
sacraments and charity, to love the Church and the poor. Each of these realities is 
always the child and his mother. 

6. A working father 

An aspect of Saint Joseph that has been emphasized from the time of the first social 
Encyclical, Pope Leo XIII’s Rerum Novarum, is his relation to work. Saint Joseph was a 
carpenter who earned an honest living to provide for his family. From him, Jesus 
learned the value, the dignity and the joy of what it means to eat bread that is the 
fruit of one’s own labour. 

In our own day, when employment has once more become a burning social issue, 
and unemployment at times reaches record levels even in nations that for decades 
have enjoyed a certain degree of prosperity, there is a renewed need to appreciate 
the importance of dignified work, of which Saint Joseph is an exemplary patron. 

Work is a means of participating in the work of salvation, an opportunity to hasten 
the coming of the Kingdom, to develop our talents and abilities, and to put them at 
the service of society and fraternal communion. It becomes an opportunity for the 
fulfilment not only of oneself, but also of that primary cell of society which is the 
family. A family without work is particularly vulnerable to difficulties, tensions, 
estrangement and even break-up. How can we speak of human dignity without 
working to ensure that everyone is able to earn a decent living? 
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Working persons, whatever their job may be, are cooperating with God himself, and 
in some way become creators of the world around us. The crisis of our time, which is 
economic, social, cultural and spiritual, can serve as a summons for all of us to 
rediscover the value, the importance and necessity of work for bringing about a new 
“normal” from which no one is excluded. Saint Joseph’s work reminds us that God 
himself, in becoming man, did not disdain work. The loss of employment that affects 
so many of our brothers and sisters, and has increased as a result of the Covid-19 
pandemic, should serve as a summons to review our priorities. Let us implore Saint 
Joseph the Worker to help us find ways to express our firm conviction that no young 
person, no person at all, no family should be without work! 

7. A father in the shadows 

The Polish writer Jan Dobraczyński, in his book The Shadow of the Father,[24] tells 
the story of Saint Joseph’s life in the form of a novel. He uses the evocative image of 
a shadow to define Joseph. 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. We can think of Moses’ words to Israel: “In the 
wilderness… you saw how the Lord your God carried you, just as one carries a child, 
all the way that you travelled” (Deut 1:31). In a similar way, Joseph acted as a father 
for his whole life.[25] 

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. 
Saint Paul’s words to the Corinthians remain timely: “Though you have countless 
guides in Christ, you do not have many fathers” (1 Cor 4:15). Every priest or bishop 
should be able to add, with the Apostle: “I became your father in Christ Jesus 
through the Gospel” (ibid.). Paul likewise calls the Galatians: “My little children, with 
whom I am again in travail until Christ be formed in you!” (4:19). 

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 
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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. 

Joseph found happiness not in mere self-sacrifice but in self-gift. In him, we never 
see frustration but only trust. His patient silence was the prelude to concrete 
expressions of trust. Our world today needs fathers. It has no use for tyrants who 
would domineer others as a means of compensating for their own needs. It rejects 
those who confuse authority with authoritarianism, service with servility, discussion 
with oppression, charity with a welfare mentality, power with destruction. Every true 
vocation is born of the gift of oneself, which is the fruit of mature sacrifice. The 
priesthood and consecrated life likewise require this kind of maturity. Whatever our 
vocation, whether to marriage, celibacy or virginity, our gift of self will not come to 
fulfilment if it stops at sacrifice; were that the case, instead of becoming a sign of the 
beauty and joy of love, the gift of self would risk being an expression of unhappiness, 
sadness and frustration. 

When fathers refuse to live the lives of their children for them, new and unexpected 
vistas open up. Every child is the bearer of a unique mystery that can only be brought 
to light with the help of a father who respects that child’s freedom. A father who 
realizes that he is most a father and educator at the point when he becomes 
“useless”, when he sees that his child has become independent and can walk the 
paths of life unaccompanied. When he becomes like Joseph, who always knew that 
his child was not his own but had merely been entrusted to his care. In the end, this 
is what Jesus would have us understand when he says: “Call no man your father on 
earth, for you have one Father, who is in heaven” (Mt 23:9). 

In every exercise of our fatherhood, we should always keep in mind that it has 
nothing to do with possession, but is rather a “sign” pointing to a greater fatherhood. 
In a way, we are all like Joseph: a shadow of the heavenly Father, who “makes his 
sun rise on the evil and on the good, and sends rain on the just and on the unjust” 
(Mt 5:45). And a shadow that follows his Son. 

* * * 

“Get up, take the child and his mother” (Mt 2:13), God told Saint Joseph. 

The aim of this Apostolic Letter is to increase our love for this great saint, to 
encourage us to implore his intercession and to imitate his virtues and his zeal. 

Indeed, the proper mission of the saints is not only to obtain miracles and graces, but 
to intercede for us before God, like Abraham[26] and Moses[27], and like Jesus, the 
“one mediator” (1 Tim 2:5), who is our “advocate” with the Father (1 Jn 2:1) and who 
“always lives to make intercession for [us]” (Heb 7:25; cf. Rom 8:34). 

http://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/apost_letters/documents/papa-francesco-lettera-ap_20201208_patris-corde.html#_ftn26
http://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/apost_letters/documents/papa-francesco-lettera-ap_20201208_patris-corde.html#_ftn27


The saints help all the faithful “to strive for the holiness and the perfection of their 
particular state of life”.[28] Their lives are concrete proof that it is possible to put the 
Gospel into practice. 

Jesus told us: “Learn from me, for I am gentle and lowly in heart” (Mt 11:29). The 
lives of the saints too are examples to be imitated. Saint Paul explicitly says this: “Be 
imitators of me!” (1 Cor 4:16).[29] By his eloquent silence, Saint Joseph says the 
same. 

Before the example of so many holy men and women, Saint Augustine asked himself: 
“What they could do, can you not also do?” And so he drew closer to his definitive 
conversion, when he could exclaim: “Late have I loved you, Beauty ever ancient, ever 
new!”[30] 

We need only ask Saint Joseph for the grace of graces: our conversion. 

Let us now make our prayer to him: 

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. 

Given in Rome, at Saint John Lateran, on 8 December, Solemnity of the Immaculate 
Conception of the Blessed Virgin Mary, in the year 2020, the eighth of my Pontificate. 
  

Franciscus 
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DECREE 

The gift of special Indulgences is granted on the occasion of the Year of Saint 

Joseph, announced by Pope Francis to celebrate the 150th anniversary of the 

proclamation of Saint Joseph as Patron of the universal Church. 

Today marks 150 years since the Decree Quemadmodum Deus, with which Bl. Pius IX, 

moved by the grave and sorrowful circumstances in which the Church was 

threatened by mankind’s hostility, declared Saint Joseph the Patron of the Catholic 

Church. 

In order to perpetuate the entrustment of the whole Church to the powerful 

patronage of the Guardian of Jesus, Pope Francis has established that, from today’s 

date, the anniversary of the Decree of the proclamation as well as a day sacred to the 

Blessed Immaculate Virgin and Bride of Joseph most chaste, until 8 December 2021, 

a special Year of Saint Joseph will be celebrated, in which all faithful, after his 

example, may daily reinforce their own life of faith in complete fulfilment of God’s 

will. 

All the faithful will thus have the opportunity to commit themselves, with prayer and 

good works, to obtain, with the help of St Joseph, head of the heavenly Family of 

Nazareth, comfort and relief from the serious human and social tribulations that 

besiege the contemporary world today. 

Devotion to the Guardian of the Redeemer has developed abundantly in the course 

of the history of the Church, which not only attributes to him among the loftiest 
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worship, after that of his Bride, the Mother of God, but has also conferred many 

patronages upon him. The Magisterium of the Church continues to reveal great 

things, old and new, in this treasure that is Saint Joseph, like the householder of the 

Gospel of Matthew “who brings out of his treasure what is new and what is old” (Mt 

13:52). 

The gift of the Indulgences that the Apostolic Penitentiary kindly bestows during the 

Year of Saint Joseph, through this Decree issued according to Pope Francis’ wish, will 

contribute greatly to the perfect accomplishment of the designated purpose. 

The Plenary Indulgence is granted under the customary conditions (sacramental 

confession, Eucharistic communion and prayers according to the Holy Father’s 

intentions) to the faithful who, with a soul detached from any sin, shall participate in 

the Year of Saint Joseph, in the occasions and with the modalities indicated by this 

Apostolic Penitentiary. 

a. Saint Joseph, an authentic man of faith, invites us to rediscover our filial 

relationship with the Father, to renew our  devotion to prayer, to dispose ourselves 

to listen and correspond with profound discernment to God’s will. 

The Plenary Indulgence is granted to those who shall contemplate the Lord’s Prayer 

for at least 30 minutes, or participate in a Spiritual Retreat of at least one day which 

involves a meditation on Saint Joseph; 

b. The Gospel attributes to Saint Joseph the appellation “just man” (cf. Mt 1:19): he, 

guardian of the  intimate secret that lies right at the bottom of the heart and soul” 1, 

depository of the mystery of God and therefore an ideal patron of the internal 

forum, spur us to rediscover the value of silence, prudence and integrity in carrying 

out our duties. The virtue of justice practiced by Saint Joseph in an exemplary 

manner is full adherence to divine law, which is the law of mercy, “for it is the very 

mercy of God that brings true justice to fulfilment” 2. Therefore those who, after the 

example of Saint Joseph, shall  fulfil a work of corporal or spiritual work of 

mercy,  will likewise be able to attain the gift of the Plenary Indulgence; 

c. The primary aspect of Saint Joseph’s vocation was that of being guardian of the 

Holy Family of  Nazareth, spouse of the Blessed Virgin Mary and legal father of Jesus. 

In order that all Christian families may be inspired to recreate the same atmosphere 

of intimate communion, love and prayer that was lived by the Holy Family, 

the Plenary Indulgence is granted for the recitation of the Holy Rosary in families and 

among betrothed; 

d. The Servant of God Pius XII, on 1 May 1955 instituted the Feast of Saint Joseph the 

Worker,  “with the intent that the dignity of work be recognized by all, and that it 

inspires social life and laws, based on the fair distribution of rights and duties3“. 

Therefore the Plenary Indulgence may be obtained by those who shall daily entrust 

their life to the protection of Saint Joseph, and all faithful who shall invoke through 



prayer the intercession of the Worker of Nazareth, so that those in search of work 

may find  employment and the work of all people may be more dignified; 

e. The flight of the Holy Family to Egypt “shows us that God is there where man is in 

danger, where man suffers, where he runs away, where he experiences rejection and 

abandonment4“. The Plenary Indulgence is granted to the faithful who shall recite the 

Litanies to Saint Joseph (for the Latin tradition), or the Akathistos to Saint Joseph, in 

their entirety or at least some part of it (for the Byzantine tradition), or some other 

prayer to Saint Joseph, proper to other liturgical traditions, in favour of the Church 

persecuted ad intra and ad extra and for the relief of all Christians who suffer any 

form of persecution. 

Saint Teresa of  Ávila recognized in Saint Joseph the protector for all the 

circumstances of life: “To other saints, the Lord seems to have given grace to help us 

in some of our necessities. But my experience is that Saint Joseph helps us in them 

all5”. More recently, Saint John Paul II emphasized that the figure of Saint Joseph has 

acquired “a renewed relevance for the Church of our time, in relation to the new 

Christian millennium6“. 

To reaffirm the universality of Saint Joseph’s patronage over the Church, in addition 

to the aforementioned  occasions the Apostolic Penitentiary grants 

the Plenary Indulgence to the faithful who shall recite any prayer legitimately 

approved or act of piety in honour of Saint Joseph, for example, “To you, O Blessed 

Joseph”, especially on the occasions of 19 March and 1 May, on the Feast of the Holy 

Family of Jesus, Mary and Joseph, on the Sunday of Saint Joseph (according to the 

Byzantine tradition), on the 19th of every month and every Wednesday, the day 

dedicated to the Saint’s memory, according to the Latin tradition. 

In the current context of the health emergency, the gift of 

the Plenary Indulgence extends particularly to the elderly, the sick, the suffering and 

all those who for legitimate reasons are unable to leave the house, and who with a 

soul detached from any sin and with the intention to fulfil, as soon as possible, the 

three customary conditions in their own home or wherever the impediment detains 

them, shall recite an act of piety in honour of Saint Joseph, Comfort of the Sick and 

Patron of a Happy Death, faithfully offering to God their suffering and the hardships 

of their life. 

In order to pastorally facilitate the attainment of divine grace through the power of 

the Keys, this Penitentiary prays earnestly that all priests endowed with the 

appropriate faculties may offer themselves with a willing and generous soul to the 

celebration of the Sacrament of Penance and often administer Holy Communion to 

the infirm. 

This Decree is valid for the Year of Saint Joseph, notwithstanding any disposition to 

the contrary. 



Given in Rome, from the See of the Apostolic Penitentiary, 

on 8 December 2020 

Cardinal Mauro Piacenza 

Major Penitentiary 

Krzysztof Nykiel 

Regent 

L. +  S. 
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