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ard
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H
e is the universal patron and protector of the C

atholic 
C

hurch. H
e is the traditional patron of a happy death, 

of fathers and of unborn children, of im
m

igrants and 
w

orkers, of hom
e hunters and people facing doubt and 

hesitation, and of dozens of countries, regions, and cities 
across the w

orld. W
ho is he? St. Joseph, the carpenter 

from
 N

azareth, husband of the Blessed V
irgin M

ary, and 
foster-father of O

ur Lord and Savior, Jesus C
hrist.

W
hy is St. Joseph such a popular patron, such an 

im
portant figure for C

atholics of all tim
es and places? 

W
hat do w

e really know
 about him

? W
hat does he 

have to teach us about w
hat it m

eans to follow
 C

hrist 
and experience the fulfillm

ent that com
es from

 spiritual 
m

aturity, the fulfillm
ent w

e all long for?

T
hose are som

e of the questions w
e w

ill explore in The 
Faithful Stew

ard: A Lenten Retreat G
uide on St. Joseph.

 
�

In the First M
editation, w

e w
ill reflect on how

 the 
C

hurch’s liturgy presents St. Joseph and the lessons 
contained there.

 
�

In the Second M
editation, w

e w
ill look at the artistic 

tradition surrounding St. Joseph, reflecting on the 
w

isdom
 of its beauty and sym

bolism
.

 
�

A
nd in the C

onference, w
e w

ill delve into the 
spiritual discipline of silence—

som
ething present 

in St. Joseph’s exam
ple and too often absent in our 

ow
n pursuit of deeper friendship w

ith C
hrist.

This m
ay seem

 a strange topic for a Lenten Retreat G
uide, 

but reflecting on St. Joseph w
ill bring us back to the 
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spiritual fundam
entals—

and getting back to spiritual 
basics is a great w

ay to live Lent.  Let’s begin by quieting 
our hearts and turning our attention to G

od, w
ho never 

stops paying attention to us. Let’s ask him
 for all the 

graces w
e need, and m

ost especially, for the grace of 
interior renew

al through the exam
ple and intercession 

of St. Joseph, the faithful and prudent stew
ard.

N
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E
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Besides being m
entioned along w

ith the Blessed V
irgin 

M
ary in the Eucharistic Prayers during M

ass, St. Joseph 
m

akes tw
o m

ajor appearances in the C
hurch’s liturgy. 

Every M
arch 19th is a liturgical solem

nity honoring Joseph 
as the H

usband of M
ary. A

nd Every M
ay 1

st is a liturgical 
m

em
orial honoring Joseph as a w

orking m
an and a patron 

of hum
an w

ork in general.

U
nlike m

any other saints, w
e know

 very little about 
Joseph, besides w

hat the B
ible m

entions. B
ut the 

developm
ent of these liturgical traditions over the course 

of tw
enty centuries, under the guidance of the H

oly 
Spirit, opens up a spiritually enriching path for reflection. 
Let’s explore it a little bit by digging into the prayers and 
readings the liturgy uses on St. Joseph’s feast days.

S
T

E
W

A
R

D
S

H
IP

T
he M

ass for M
arch 19

th begins by applying to Joseph a 
phrase Jesus used in one of his parables. It calls Joseph 
the “faithful and prudent stew

ard, w
hom

 the Lord set 
over his household” (cf. Luke 12:42).

Jesus used the im
age of a stew

ard in m
ore than one of his 

parables. It’s an im
portant concept for C

hristian spirituality 
in general, and delving into it can help us understand one 
reason w

hy St. Joseph has becom
e such a central figure in 

the C
hurch.

A
 stew

ard, in the biblical sense, is som
eone w

ho has been 
given the responsibility to take care of the property and 
affairs of som

eone else. Stew
ards have real responsibility, 
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m
eaning they have the freedom

 to m
ake real decisions, 

but those decisions have to be in harm
ony not just w

ith 
w

hat they w
ould like for them

selves, but w
ith the w

ishes 
and hopes of the ow

ner. A
 relationship of m

utual trust 
exists betw

een the ow
ner and the stew

ard. They share a 
m

ission. A
 faithful and prudent stew

ard is som
eone w

ho 
understands and perseveres in that m

ission.

E
N

T
R
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S

T
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H
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N

In his parables, Jesus uses that relationship to describe 
the connection betw

een G
od and us. G

od is the ow
ner, 

the lord, the creator of all things—
the earth, the universe 

itself, hum
an nature, and every hum

an life. A
nd that 

creation, w
hich he has put under our care, has a purpose, 

a good and glorious purpose. H
e has show

n us w
hat that 

purpose is through his revelation—
the com

m
andm

ents, 
the teachings of the C

hurch, the life and exam
ple of 

Jesus—
and he has given us his H

oly Spirit to help us live 
out that purpose. But w

e rem
ain free to accept and fulfill 

his plan as faithful stew
ards, as St. Joseph did, or else to 

take the gifts w
e have received and use them

 instead 
for selfish ends.

F
O

L
L

O
W

IN
G

 A
 N

O
B

L
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X

A
M

P
L

E

W
hat did St. Joseph do that m

ade him
 a “faithful and 

prudent” stew
ard? To put it in the sim

plest term
s 

possible, he obeyed the Lord. G
od chose him

 to be the 
husband of the Blessed V

irgin M
ary and the foster father 

of Jesus, the very Son of G
od. This w

as his m
ission in life. 

To accept that m
ission and carry it out required sacrifice 

and courage: H
e w

ould be a true husband to M
ary and 

a true father to Jesus, but he w
ould be so spiritually and 

em
otionally, not physically and biologically. 

It w
asn’t easy for Joseph to understand or accept this 

special calling. W
hen M

ary’s pregnancy becam
e evident, 

w
hile they w

ere betrothed but before they had com
e 

to live together, Joseph didn’t know
 how

 to react. H
e 

knew
 he w

asn’t the father, but he also knew
 M

ary, and 
he knew

 she w
ould not have com

m
itted adultery. For 

som
e reason, G

od perm
itted him

 to w
restle w

ith the 
situation on his ow

n before sending an angel in a dream
 

to explain that M
ary had been visited by the H

oly Spirit, 
and that the child to be born of her w

as the M
essiah. 

T
he only w

ay Joseph w
as able to trust in that m

essage 
from

 G
od w

as because, as the Bible describes, he w
as 

a “righteous m
an,” a just m

an. H
e had spent his lifetim

e 
seeking and heeding the voice of G

od. H
e had studied 

the Scriptures and learned to live on G
od’s w

avelength. 
A

nd so at the critical m
om

ent, in the face of such an 
extraordinary situation, he w

as able to recognize the 
divine voice and trust it. T

he Lord entrusted to him
, as 

to a stew
ard, the Savior of the W

orld and the M
other 

of G
od, and he accepted and fulfilled the m

ission of 
protecting, providing, and caring for them

, laying aside 
his ow

n plans, hopes, and com
fort in favor of G

od’s w
ill. 

T
his is w

hy St. Joseph is a m
odel for all of us, a truly 

“faithful and prudent stew
ard, w

hom
 the Lord set over 

his household.”

H
ere is how

 St. John Paul II explained it in his A
postolic 

Exhortation on the Person and M
ission of St. Joseph in 

the Life of C
hrist and of the C

hurch:
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a
Besides trusting in Joseph’s sure protection, the 
C

hurch also trusts in his noble exam
ple, w

hich 
transcends all individual states of life and serves as a 
m

odel for the entire C
hristian com

m
unity, w

hatever 
the condition and duties of each of its m

em
bers…

 
[T

]he basic attitude of the entire C
hurch m

ust be 
that of hearing the w

ord of G
od w

ith reverence, an 
absolute readiness to serve faithfully G

od’s salvific 
w

ill revealed in Jesus. A
lready at the beginning of 

hum
an redem

ption, after M
ary, w

e find the m
odel 

of obedience m
ade incarnate in St. Joseph, the 

m
an know

n for having faithfully carried out G
od’s 

com
m

ands. 

—
Redem

ptoris Custos, 30

A
 W

O
R

K
IN

G
M

A
N

’S
 W

IS
D

O
M

Som
e of the events surrounding Joseph’s m

ission—
like 

angels com
ing as G

od’s m
essengers in his dream

s, like 
the H

oly Fam
ily’s m

idnight flight into Egypt to escape 
the m

urderous intentions of K
ing H

erod, and like the 
visit of the W

ise M
en from

 the East w
ith their gifts of 

gold, frankincense, and m
yrrh—

w
ere dram

atic and 
exciting. But m

ost of Joseph’s life and m
ission w

ere not 
so sensational. Even though his w

ife w
as the Blessed 

V
irgin M

ary and his son w
as the W

ord of G
od m

ade 
flesh, he spent the m

ajority of his tim
e w

orking as a 
hum

ble carpenter—
m

ore of a handy-m
an and jack-of-

all-trades, actually, according to m
any historians—

in a 
sm

all, backw
ater tow

n on the outer edge of the Rom
an 

Em
pire. In spite of being descended from

 nobility (he w
as 

of the royal fam
ily of King D

avid) and having such a unique 
m

ission in salvation history, St. Joseph served G
od first 

and forem
ost by w

orking hard to provide for his fam
ily.

A
nd that’s the essence of the second liturgical m

em
orial 

of St. Joseph. O
n M

ay 1st, by honoring St. Joseph the 
W

orker, the C
hurch w

ants to rem
ind all of us that honest 

hard w
ork is not only an essential ingredient in every 

w
orthy hum

an life, but also a privileged w
ay to glorify 

G
od and build up the K

ingdom
 of C

hrist.

C
A

L
L

E
D

 T
O

 W
O

R
K

From
 the beginning of the hum

an race, G
od put the earth 

under our care. H
e told A

dam
 and Eve: “Be fruitful and 

m
ultiply; fill the earth and subdue it” (G

enesis 1:28). Filling 
the earth and subduing it m

eans, am
ong other things, 

w
orking hard, building things, discovering the law

s of 
nature and cultivating nature’s potential. H

um
an creativity 

is directly linked to our hum
an capacity for w

ork, and 
both of them

 are part of our calling. A
fter original sin, 

both w
ork and fam

ily life becam
e m

ore diffi
cult, but their 

basic dignity and m
eaning rem

ain, and if w
e live them

 w
ith 

faith, love, and gusto, w
e can rediscover and rejoice in 

them
, just as the H

oly Fam
ily of N

azareth did.

T
his fundam

ental dignity of hum
an w

ork, how
ever 

hum
ble it m

ay seem
 to us in our daily lives, com

es across 
beautifully in the opening prayer for the M

ass of St. Joseph 
the W

orker:

a
G

od, C
reator of all things, 

w
ho laid dow

n for the hum
an race the law

 of 
w

ork, 
graciously grant 
that by the exam

ple of Saint Joseph and under his 
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patronage  
w

e m
ay com

plete the w
orks you set us to do  

and attain the rew
ards you prom

ise.

C
O

N
C

L
U

S
IO

N
: A

N
 O

R
D

IN
A

R
Y

 G
U

Y

H
aving St. Joseph as the universal Patron of the entire 

C
hurch should give peace, com

fort, and hope to all 
of us. A

lthough he had such an extraordinary role to 
play in the history of salvation, he w

as one of the m
ost 

ordinary of saints. H
e perform

ed no m
iracles and m

ade 
no spectacular splashes. A

ll he did w
as hear and obey the 

voice of G
od and w

ork hard to fulfill his norm
al duties. 

T
hat’s a path to holiness and happiness that all of us can 

relate to.

In the next m
editation, w

e w
ill look at som

e of the 
tem

ptations that Joseph had to contend w
ith, but for 

now
, let’s take som

e tim
e to reflect prayerfully on w

hat 
it m

eant for Joseph, and w
hat it m

eans for us, to be 
“faithful and prudent stew

ards” of the Lord our G
od and 

the m
ission he has given us. The follow

ing questions and 
quotations m

ay help your m
editation.

Q
U

E
S

T
IO

N
S

 F
O

R
 P

E
R

S
O

N
A

L 
R

E
F

L
E

C
T
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N

/G
R

O
U

P
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C

U
S

S
IO

N

1. 
W

hen I have heard G
od’s voice in m

y life m
ost 

clearly? H
ow

 did I respond and w
hat happened as 

a result of it?

2. 
In w

hat w
ay has G

od called m
e to be his “stew

ard”? 
W

hat w
ould it look like if I w

ere m
ore “faithful and 

prudent” in carrying out that m
ission?

3. 
W

hat do I think of the necessary w
ork I have to do 

(job, housew
ork, taking care of fam

ily m
em

bers, 
etc.)? W

hat does G
od think of it? H

ow
 can I live it 

m
ore as St. Joseph lived his w

ork?

T
H

R
E

E
 Q

U
O

T
A

T
IO

N
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 T
O

 A
ID
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O

U
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E
D
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a
A

nd the Lord replied, “W
ho, then, is the faithful and 

prudent stew
ard w

hom
 the m

aster w
ill put in charge 

of his servants to distribute [the] food allow
ance at 

the proper tim
e? Blessed is that servant w

hom
 his 

m
aster on arrival finds doing so. Truly, I say to you, 

he w
ill put him

 in charge of all his property. But if 
that servant says to him

self, ‘M
y m

aster is delayed in 
com

ing,’ and begins to beat the m
enservants and the 

m
aidservants, to eat and drink and get drunk, then 

that servant’s m
aster w

ill com
e on an unexpected 

day and at an unknow
n hour and w

ill punish him
 

severely and assign him
 a place w

ith the unfaithful. 
T

hat servant w
ho knew

 his m
aster’s w

ill but did 
not m

ake preparations nor act in accord w
ith his 

w
ill shall be beaten severely; and the servant w

ho 
w

as ignorant of his m
aster’s w

ill but acted in a w
ay 

deserving of a severe beating shall be beaten only 
lightly. M

uch w
ill be required of the person entrusted 

w
ith m

uch, and still m
ore w

ill be dem
anded of the 

person entrusted w
ith m

ore.

—
Luke 12:42–48 

N
A
BR
E
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a
O

ver all these clothes, to keep them
 together and 

com
plete them

, put on love. A
nd m

ay the peace 
of C

hrist reign in your hearts, because it is for this 
that you w

ere called together as parts of one body. 
A

lw
ays be thankful. N

ever say or do anything except 
in the nam

e of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to G
od 

the Father through him
. W

hatever your w
ork is, 

put your heart into it as if it w
ere for the Lord and 

not for m
en, know

ing that the Lord w
ill repay you 

by m
aking you his heirs. It is C

hrist the Lord that 
you are serving. 

—
 C

olossians 3:14–15, 17, 23–24

a
Sw

eat and toil, w
hich w

ork necessarily involves in 
the present condition of the hum

an race, present 
the C

hristian and everyone w
ho is called to follow

 
C

hrist w
ith the possibility of sharing lovingly in the 

w
ork that C

hrist cam
e to do. This w

ork of salvation 
cam

e about through suffering and death on a C
ross. 

By enduring the toil of w
ork in union w

ith C
hrist 

crucified for us, m
an in a w

ay collaborates w
ith the 

Son of G
od for the redem

ption of hum
anity. H

e 
show

s him
self a true disciple of C

hrist by carrying 
the cross in his turn every day in the activity that he 
is called upon to perform

.

—
St. John Paul II 

Laborem
 Exercens, 27
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Joseph’s Struggles
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St. Joseph appears frequently in C
hristian art, because 

som
e of the m

ost popular subjects for painters and 
sculptors through the centuries have to do w

ith the early 
life of C

hrist, w
hen Joseph w

as present and involved as 
he protected and provided for M

ary and the baby Jesus.

The Bible provides a lot of inform
ation about those events, 

but even so, som
e early C

hristians em
bellished the biblical 

accounts w
ith legends of their ow

n. A
lthough now

adays 
m

ost scholars discount these legends, often referred to 
as “apocryphal” stories about Jesus, M

ary, and the early 
saints, they fed the popular im

agination of C
hristians 

for m
any centuries. Som

e of the artistic sym
bols linked 

to St. Joseph are taken from
 these apocryphal legends.

T
R

U
E
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Y

M
B

O
L

S
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A

G
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A
R

Y
 L

E
G

E
N

D
S

For exam
ple, St. Joseph is often depicted as an old 

m
an, m

uch older than his young w
ife M

ary. W
e have 

no historical evidence to confirm
 how

 old Joseph w
as 

w
hen he m

arried the Blessed V
irgin, but depicting him

 
as aged helps m

ake his extraordinary vocation to be a 
celibate husband m

ore digestible. A
nother apocryphal 

im
age show

s St. Joseph carrying a w
ooden staff that 

has broken out into bloom
ing flow

ers. A
ccording to 

the legend behind that im
age, M

ary had m
ultiple suitors 

vying for her hand. To determ
ine w

ho w
ould get the 

honor of becom
ing her husband, all the suitors left their 

staves in the Tem
ple overnight. W

hen they returned 
in the m

orning, St. Joseph’s staff had burst into bloom
. 

T
hat w

as taken as a sign that G
od had chosen him

 to be 
M

ary’s husband.
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W
e can find authentic truths behind these legendary 

tales. W
hether or not Joseph w

as old in term
s of years, 

he w
as old in term

s of w
isdom

, and his w
isdom

 guided 
him

 to be faithful to his unique calling as the spouse of 
the V

irgin M
ary. A

nd w
hether or not his w

alking staff 
actually bloom

ed, w
e know

 for certain that he w
as indeed 

called by G
od to be the guardian of the H

oly Fam
ily; his 

vocation truly w
as supernatural.

B
esides im

ages taken from
 apocryphal legends, St. 

Joseph is often depicted in C
hristian art w

ith sym
bols 

that rem
ind us m

ore directly of his role has faithful and 
prudent stew

ard, and as a hum
ble w

orking m
an w

ho 
accepted G

od’s plan for his life and persevered in it to 
the end. H

e is som
etim

es show
n holding a w

hite lily, for 
instance, w

hich alw
ays sym

bolizes purity of heart—
in 

his relationship as husband and father, he alw
ays sought 

to give as G
od w

anted him
 to give; he never grasped for 

self-centered pleasures and honors. H
e is also show

n 
holding the tools of the carpenter, a square or a plane, 
for exam

ple. T
hese tools rem

ind us that true nobility, 
nobility of spirit, is perfectly com

patible w
ith a norm

al 
w

orking class lifestyle. Som
etim

es im
ages of St. Joseph 

show
 him

 holding a w
alking staff, w

hich rem
inds us of 

journey to Egypt and back again, in obedience to the 
angelic m

essages that G
od sent him

—
an obedience that 

endured and stood the test of tim
e.

A
 C

U
S

T
O

M
IZ

E
D

 C
R

O
S

S

Those are all com
m

on sym
bols associated w

ith St. Joseph 
in art. A

nd understanding their significance helps us 
appreciate those im

ages, nourishes our ow
n prayer life, 

and strengthens our desires to be faithful and prudent 

stew
ards of the Lord. But another im

age, a m
uch rarer 

one that seem
s to have em

erged in the M
iddle A

ges, can 
help us go even deeper.

W
e have a tendency to think that follow

ing G
od’s w

ill 
for our lives, as St. Joseph did, w

ill bring us heaven 
on earth. W

e like to think that if w
e are obeying the 

com
m

andm
ents and being faithful to the duties of our 

state in life then everything w
ill w

ork out just fine. A
nd 

on one level that is true: sin breeds m
isery, and w

hen 
w

e avoid sin w
e avoid a lot of m

isery. But even if w
e are 

living faithful C
hristian lives, w

e are still doing so in a 
fallen w

orld, a w
orld w

here the spiritual battle betw
een 

good and evil is raging, and w
ill continue raging until Jesus 

com
es again. 

Faithfully follow
ing C

hrist and obeying G
od’s w

ill doesn’t 
exem

pt us from
 that battle. It gives true purpose and 

m
eaning to our lives, and brings spiritual joy and w

isdom
 

that can only com
e from

 G
od, but it doesn’t elim

inate 
suffering, diffi

culties, and crosses. Jesus taught us that 
by his ow

n passion and death, as w
ell as by his w

ords:

a
T

hen [Jesus] said to all, “If anyone w
ishes to com

e 
after m

e, he m
ust deny him

self and take up his 
cross daily and follow

 m
e …

 For w
hoever w

ishes 
to save his life w

ill lose it, but w
hoever loses his 

life for m
y sake w

ill save it. A
m

en, am
en, I say to 

you, unless a grain of w
heat falls to the ground and 

dies, it rem
ains just a grain of w

heat; but if it dies, 
it produces m

uch fruit.” —
Luke 9:23–24; John 12:24
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In other w
ords, accepting the m

ission that G
od gives 

each one of us, and persevering in it to the end, is 
hard. It’s full of surprises and challenges that can easily 
discourage us, if w

e let them
. A

nd that’s exactly w
hat 

this uncom
m

on m
edieval depiction of St. Joseph captures 

(artist's interpretation on the follow
ing spread).
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It show
s the birth of Jesus in Bethlehem

. M
ary is gazing 

lovingly at the baby Jesus, w
hom

 she has just laid in the 
m

anger in the cold and probably sm
elly stable cave w

here 
they had taken refuge. Joseph is show

n sitting on a rock 
or a log a respectful distance from

 the w
onderful event. 

A
nd he is pensive. H

e is thinking about som
ething. C

lose 
by him

, lurking just out of his sight, is a little dem
on, a 

little devil w
ith horns and bat-like w

ings. A
nd the dem

on 
seem

s to be w
hispering som

ething to Joseph. A
ccording 

to the artistic tradition, the devil is pouring accusatory 
thoughts into the m

ind of St. Joseph, tem
pting him

 to 
discouragem

ent.

A
nd that is very understandable. A

fter all, Joseph w
as 

supposed to be the provider and protector of the H
oly 

Fam
ily. Yet he couldn’t even find a decent room

 w
here his 

young w
ife could give birth to the Savior. C

aesar’s census 
forced them

 to travel from
 N

azareth to Bethlehem
, and 

the inns there w
ere so crow

ded that the best he could do 
w

as find a rustic shepherd’s hideaw
ay in the hills outside 

of tow
n. From

 a purely hum
an perspective, w

ould anyone 
blam

e him
 for feeling like a failure? C

ertainly not. A
nd 

that is exactly w
hat the tem

pter accuses him
 of—

failing 
in his m

ission to protect and provide for his young fam
ily.
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T
hat tem

ptatio
n m

ust have acco
m

panied Joseph 
throughout his life. W

hen he and M
ary w

ent to the 
Tem

ple to present their baby, according to the Jew
ish 

custom
, they couldn’t even afford to m

ake the norm
al 

sacrificial offering of a lam
b; they had to settle for offering 

tw
o doves, the sacrifice of poor people. A

nd then, to 
avoid H

erod’s persecution, Joseph and the H
oly Fam

ily 
had to becom

e refugees in Egypt. A
nd w

hen they 
returned to N

azareth, they w
ere living on a subsistence 

level incom
e. A

nd the last scene in the Bible w
here Joseph 

appears is w
hen he and M

ary lost the 12-year-old Jesus 
on a pilgrim

age to Jerusalem
, only to find him

 again after 
a desperate, three-day search.

These events w
ere all hardships for St. Joseph, situations 

w
here he w

ould have been tem
pted to doubt his ow

n 
w

orth and give in to discouragem
ent. H

e surely m
ust 

have w
restled w

ith G
od in prayer as he suffered them

. 
W

hy w
ould G

od perm
it such problem

s and diffi
culties? 

W
hy didn’t G

od m
ake his path easier and sm

oother? 
W

as it his fault? W
as he failing the Lord?

It is no coincidence that the m
ost fam

ous Joseph of the 
O

ld Testam
ent w

as also a just m
an w

ho suffered horrible 
hardships. H

e w
as sold into slavery by his ow

n brothers, 
and then fram

ed for adultery by his m
aster’s w

ife and 
throw

n into prison. A
nd yet, those very hardships led 

him
, through G

od’s providence, to a position in w
hich he 

w
as able to save his fam

ily—
and m

any other fam
ilies—

from
 a horrible fam

ine. H
e didn’t know

 that w
hile he 

w
as w

asting aw
ay in prison, but G

od did. Just so, even 
through St. Joseph’s hardships, G

od w
as unfolding his 

plan of salvation.



A
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The little devil w
hispering in Joseph’s ear, accusing him

 of 
being a failure—

that’s som
ething w

e can all relate to. W
e 

all face sim
ilar hardships and sufferings, situations that w

e 
just don’t understand. W

e too m
ust w

restle in prayer to 
resist the tem

ptation to discouragem
ent, to trust that 

G
od know

s w
hat he is doing. In Joseph’s case, all of his 

hardships becam
e part of G

od’s ow
n revelation to the 

w
orld of his love and redem

ption. T
hey have nourished 

the faith of m
illions throughout the centuries. A

nd 
that can be a source of encouragem

ent for us. If G
od’s 

providence w
as at w

ork in the m
idst of Joseph’s struggles, 

w
hy can’t it also be at w

ork in the m
idst of ours? A

s w
e 

battle to fulfill our m
ission in life, contem

plating St. Joseph 
can bring us com

fort, and help us banish the w
hispers 

of discouragem
ent com

ing from
 the enem

y of our souls. 

In the C
onference, w

e w
ill look at how

 the spiritual discipline 
of silence—

a discipline exem
plified by St. Joseph—

can 
enhance our interior lives. But for now

, let’s take som
e tim

e 
to prayerfully reflect on the reality of G

od’s providence, 
and how

 our faith in that providence can be a shield against 
tem

ptations to discouragem
ent. The follow

ing questions 
and quotations m

ay help your m
editation.
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1. 
Reflect on w

hat Joseph m
ight have been thinking in the 

m
idst of his hardships. W

hat w
ould his conversations 

about them
 have been like w

ith the Blessed V
irgin 

M
ary? W

hat lessons can I learn from
 this?

2. 
W

hat situations tend to w
hisper discouraging 

thoughts to m
e? H

ow
 do I usually respond to those 

thoughts? H
ow

 do I w
ant to respond from

 now
 on?

3. 
W

hen have I experienced G
od’s providence m

ost 
intensely? H

ow
 m

uch faith do I have in the reality of 
G

od’s providence?

T
H

R
E

E
 Q

U
O

T
A

T
IO

N
S

 T
O

 A
ID

 Y
O

U
R

 
M

E
D

IT
A

T
IO

N

a
T

herefore I tell you, do not w
orry about your life, 

w
hat you w

ill eat [or drink], or about your body, 
w

hat you w
ill w

ear. Is not life m
ore than food and 

the body m
ore than clothing? Look at the birds in the 

sky; they do not sow
 or reap, they gather nothing 

into barns, yet your heavenly Father feeds them
. A

re 
not you m

ore im
portant than they? C

an any of you by 
w

orrying add a single m
om

ent to your life-span? …
 

So do not w
orry and say, “W

hat are w
e to eat?” or 

“W
hat are w

e to drink?” or “W
hat are w

e to w
ear?” 

A
ll these things the pagans seek. Your heavenly 

Father know
s that you need them

 all. But seek first 
the kingdom

 [of G
od] and his righteousness, and all 

these things w
ill be given you besides. D

o not w
orry 

about tom
orrow

; tom
orrow

 w
ill take care of itself. 

Suffi
cient for a day is its ow

n evil.

—
M

atthew
 6:25–34



a
If G

od the Father alm
ighty, the C

reator of the 
ordered and good w

orld, cares for all his creatures, 
w

hy does evil exist? To this question, as pressing as 
it is unavoidable and as painful as it is m

ysterious, 
no quick answ

er w
ill suffi

ce. O
nly C

hristian faith as 
a w

hole constitutes the answ
er to this question: 

the goodness of creation, the dram
a of sin and the 

patient love of G
od w

ho com
es to m

eet m
an by his 

covenants, the redem
ptive Incarnation of his Son, 

his gift of the Spirit, his gathering of the C
hurch, the 

pow
er of the sacram

ents and his call to a blessed 
life to w

hich free creatures are invited to consent in 
advance, but from

 w
hich, by a terrible m

ystery, they 
can also turn aw

ay in advance. There is not a single 
aspect of the Christian m

essage that is not in part an 
answ

er to the question of evil.

—
Catechism

 of the Catholic Church, 309

a
In tim

e w
e can discover that G

od in his alm
ighty 

providence can bring a good from
 the consequences 

of an evil, even a m
oral evil, caused by his creatures: 

“It w
as not you”, said Joseph to his brothers, “w

ho 
sent m

e here, but G
od…

 You m
eant evil against 

m
e; but G

od m
eant it for good, to bring it about 

that m
any people should be kept alive” (G

enesis 
45:8; 50:20). From

 the greatest m
oral evil ever 

com
m

itted – the rejection and m
urder of G

od’s 
only Son, caused by the sins of all m

en – G
od, by his 

grace that “abounded all the m
ore” (Rom

ans 5:20), 
brought the greatest of goods: the glorification of 
C

hrist and our redem
ption. But for all that, evil never 

becom
es a good.

—
Catechism

 of the Catholic Church, 312
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The D
iscipline of Silence
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St. Joseph is a central figure in the life of C
hrist and the 

life of the C
hurch. That m

uch is clear from
 w

hat w
e have 

reflected on in the tw
o m

editations of this Retreat G
uide. 

But here is an interesting fact. Even though he plays such 
an im

portant role in the story of salvation, in all the Bible 
passages in w

hich appears he never says a single w
ord. 

H
e doesn’t utter a single syllable. H

e is silent. H
e m

akes 
no noise. H

e only listens and obeys. In this sense, he is 
unique am

ong the N
ew

 Testam
ent figures. Everyone else, 

from
 A

nna the prophetess to the parents of St. John the 
Baptist, says som

ething.

Throughout C
hristian history, saints and spiritual w

riters 
have reflected on this interesting characteristic. T

hose 
reflections have greatly contributed to identifying one of 
the spiritual disciplines considered absolutely necessary 
for ongoing spiritual grow

th: the discipline of silence.

In this C
onference, w

e w
ill reflect on the nature of silence 

as a spiritual discipline, its benefits, and the challenges 
w

e all face in living it out.
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W
e tend to think of silence as a negative thing. M

aybe 
this com

es from
 our childhood experiences, w

here 
teachers and parents som

etim
es im

posed silence on 
us as a punishm

ent. B
ut in the tradition of C

atholic 
spirituality, the discipline of silence is som

ething else 
entirely. It is a necessary m

edium
 for com

m
unication, 

and com
m

unication is essential for love—
the essence 

of the spiritual life.
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N
oise im

pedes com
m

unication. A
t a loud concert or in a 

noisy crow
d, it’s extrem

ely diffi
cult to com

m
unicate w

ith 
the friend at your side. T

here is no space for m
eaningful 

w
ords to be spoken or heard; they are drow

ned out by 
the noise. In order to have a m

eaningful conversation, 
w

e have to go som
ew

here w
ithout noise, som

ew
here 

w
ith an atm

osphere of silence that enables us to speak 
and to listen calm

ly and clearly.

T
he sam

e dynam
ic happens in our relationship w

ith 
G

od. Scripture often describes the voice of G
od as 

being like the sound of m
any w

aters (e.g. Ezekiel 43:2). 
T

he com
parison calls to m

ind the ever-m
urm

uring and 
m

oving w
aves of the ocean. In a sense, the ocean w

aters 
never stop speaking. G

od’s voice is like that. H
is love for 

us is such that he never stops speaking to us; he never 
stops revealing his love to us; he never stops reaching 
out to us w

ith w
ords of w

isdom
, com

fort, guidance, and 
encouragem

ent. But very often, w
e do not hear these 

w
ords resound in our hearts, because our lives are sim

ply 
too noisy. The noise drow

ns out the voice of our Beloved, 
and his w

ords to us—
life-giving w

ords, soul-renew
ing 

w
ords—

have no space in w
hich they can resonate.
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W
e all rem

em
ber the Parable of the Sow

er, w
hich 

Jesus used to teach us about how
 the W

ord of G
od—

sym
bolized in the parable by the seeds—

can grow
 and 

bear fruit in our lives. In the Parable, som
e of the seeds 

fall on the hard-packed ground of the frequently traveled 
path. The ground is so hard, in fact, that the seed cannot 
penetrate at all. So the birds—

representing the evil 

spirit—
com

e and eat it up before it can even begin to 
germ

inate, grow
, and bear fruit.

T
his is an im

age of a noisy soul, of a heart that has been 
w

orn dow
n by the incessant cacophony of the w

orld, a 
m

ind so frenetic that it has forgotten how
 to take tim

e 
to slow

 dow
n and sim

ply listen.

The discipline of silence creates in our lives the necessary 
space for G

od’s w
ords to resound; it keeps the soil of 

our hearts receptive.

To use another com
parison, w

e can think of a violin. The 
hollow

 space w
ithin the body of the instrum

ent is w
hat 

turns the vibration of the strings into m
usic. If you w

ere 
to fill the violin w

ith sand, you could play the grandest 
concerto on those sam

e strings, but no m
usic w

ould be 
produced.

The grace of G
od is alw

ays reaching out to us and w
anting 

to produce the m
usic of authentic happiness and holiness. 

But for that to happen, w
e have to rem

ove the sand—
the 

unnecessary noise—
from

 our lives. This is the discipline 
of silence. Through this spiritual discipline, our friendship 
w

ith C
hrist can deepen and grow

, because it creates 
room

 for an ongoing conversation betw
een our hearts 

and his heart, the kind of conversation that friends love 
to have.
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W
henever you visit a m

onastery or a convent, you feel 
im

m
ediately a sense of tranquility, order, and sim

plicity. 
This feeling releases tension in our m

inds and hearts, and 
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through it w
e find ourselves spontaneously draw

n into a 
calm

 but joyful attitude of reverence tow
ards G

od, and 
all of our good desires seem

 to grow
 stronger.

T
his atm

osphere is a fruit of the discipline of silence 
cultivated w

ith great care and sacrifice by the m
onastic 

com
m

unity. Silence has alw
ays been valued in a special 

w
ay by those called to this form

 of C
hristian discipleship, 

and it is one of the reasons w
hy m

onasteries and convents 
are, and alw

ays have been, oases of peace and hope am
id 

the chaos and despair of this fallen w
orld.
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T
hat’s w

hat the discipline of silence is, and those are 
som

e of the benefits. But not all of us are called to be 
m

onks. So how
 are w

e supposed to live out this spiritual 
discipline in our busy, noisy, post-m

odern lives? H
ow

 
can w

e get the sand out of our violin if w
e are living in 

a perpetual sandstorm
? T

he key is to understand the 
difference betw

een external silence and internal silence.

U
nless w

e are called to the m
onastic life, w

e cannot live 
perfect external silence. W

e cannot com
pletely elim

inate 
the noisiness that com

es from
 living in a busy, hustle-and-

bustle-filled w
orld. But w

e don’t have to. A
ll w

e have to 
do is recognize that the fallen w

orld, egged on by the 
devil, naturally tends to surround us w

ith noise. O
nce 

w
e recognize that, w

e can begin to lim
it that noise, even 

if w
e can’t elim

inate it altogether. Each one of us lives a 
unique life, and w

e each face a unique set of external 
noise producers. But som

e categories of noise are fairly 
com

m
on to us all, so w

e can reflect on them
 together.
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O
ne com

m
on source of noise is the m

ass m
edia. T

he 
m

ass m
edia revolution has m

ade it possible for us 
spend all of our w

aking hours literally surrounded by an 
incessant flow

 of new
s, entertainm

ent, and superficial-
social-netw

ork chatting. By their very nature, the m
ass 

m
edia w

ant us to alw
ays be plugged in. W

e don’t need to 
go into details; w

e are all fam
iliar w

ith the phenom
enon. 

Part of the discipline of silence, then, m
ust include 

reversing the roles here. Instead of letting the m
ass m

edia 
set the agenda for w

hat’s on our m
ind all day, w

e m
ust 

discipline ourselves. W
e m

ust consciously choose w
hat 

sources of inform
ation, w

hich form
s of entertainm

ent, 
and how

 m
uch social netw

orking are actually helpful 
for our lives. W

e m
ust consciously lim

it our exposure 
and intake so that the noise level decreases and these 
w

onderful tools are put at the service of our C
hristian 

adventure, instead of dom
inating our lives. 

A
 good w

ay to start this process of disciplining our 
m

ass m
edia use is sim

ply to take one day a w
eek and go 

com
pletely offl

ine—
no m

edia consum
ption or use at all. 

See w
hat happens. Learn from

 it, and use those lessons to 
help m

ake w
ise adjustm

ents during the rest of the w
eek.
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A
nother paralyzing source of external noise in our 

consum
er society is advertising. W

e are constantly 
being told that w

e need this new
 product, and that new

 
product, and another new

 product. Producers and sellers 
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of products m
ust create noise in order to com

pete in 
a free m

arket. Each one strives to stand out from
 their 

com
petitors, utilizing either audible or visual noise. 

B
ut w

e don’t have to allow
 ourselves to becom

e 
victim

s of the ensuing cacophony. W
e can discipline our 

consum
ption of m

aterial things by buying not because of 
w

him
s and fashions, but because of needs. W

e should 
identify our ow

n legitim
ate needs and then search 

intelligently to fulfill them
 w

ith adequate products. T
his 

protects us from
 becom

ing slaves of artificial needs 
invented and im

posed upon us through the unceasing 
clam

or of a consum
er society.

C
U

LT
IV

A
T

IN
G

 T
H

E
 G

A
R

D
E

N
 O

F
 T

IM
E

Finally, w
e can com

bat unnecessary external noise by 
putting order in our ow

n schedules. N
ot all of us can 

have the pristine order of a m
onastic schedule, but w

e 
have the capacity to build into our daily, w

eekly, m
onthly, 

and yearly schedules tim
es dedicated to listening to G

od 
through prayer, through serene contact w

ith nature, 
and through unhurried and uncom

plicated investm
ent 

in m
eaningful relationships. C

om
m

itting ourselves to 
this kind of discipline is essential in order to escape 
from

 the relentless din of a culture increasingly built 
around sensational headlines and an endless succession 
of em

ergencies. 
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But external silence isn’t the only arena. If w
e forget 

about internal silence, w
e w

ill alw
ays find ourselves a bit 

frustrated as w
e develop this discipline, because w

e can 
never really create a perfect external environm

ent—
som

e circum
stances alw

ays rem
ain outside our control.

Internal silence has to do w
ith disciplining our thoughts 

and ideas, the things w
e spend tim

e m
ulling over and 

reflecting about. U
ntil w

e begin to cultivate a regular 
prayer life, w

e m
ay not even realize that w

e have a 
constant internal m

onologue going on. But w
e do. W

e 
are alw

ays thinking about som
ething. Ideas com

e into our 
m

inds and take root there, and they occupy our attention. 

Internal silence consists of disciplining this ongoing flow
 

of thought. D
isciplining it doesn’t m

ean controlling it 
absolutely; that w

ould be im
possible, and trying to do so 

could create dam
aging m

ental strain. But w
e can gradually 

learn to direct the flow
 of thought in our ow

n m
inds. 

W
hatever thoughts com

e to m
ind, w

e can hold them
 up 

to the light of our faith, and align them
 accordingly. W

hen 
a lustful, greedy, or arrogant thought pops up in our m

inds, 
for exam

ple, w
e can dism

iss it and turn our attention to 
m

ore w
orthy thoughts. W

hen w
orries m

ultiply and grow
, 

preoccupying our m
inds and disturbing our hearts, w

e 
can bathe them

 in prayer, exercising our faith and trust in 
G

od. A
nd in m

ore general term
s, w

e have the capacity 
to turn the attention of our m

inds to the truths that G
od 

has revealed, the blessings he has sent us, and the tasks 
he gives us, follow

ing the exam
ple of the Blessed V

irgin 
M

ary, w
ho “…

 kept all these things, reflecting on them
 in 

her heart” (Luke 2:19). The greatest help for grow
ing in 

the internal discipline of silence is continuing to develop 
a life of prayer—

prayer gradually transform
s our natural 

internal m
onologue into a supernatural internal dialogue 

w
ith G

od.
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St. Joseph, w
ho speaks no w

ords in Scripture, has alw
ays 

been considered a kind of icon of the discipline of silence, 
both external and internal. W

ith the help of his exam
ple 

and his intercession, each one of us can surely renew
 

our com
m

itm
ent to this necessary and fruitful spiritual 

discipline. A
nd as a first step, take som

e tim
e now

 to 
prayerfully reflect on the ten questions in the personal 
questionnaire, w

hich are designed to help you evaluate 
and im

prove this discipline in your ow
n daily life.

P
E

R
S

O
N

A
L

 Q
U

E
S

T
IO

N
N

A
IR

E

1. 
H

ow
 can I describe in m

y ow
n w

ords w
hy the 

discipline of silence is necessary for spiritual grow
th?

2. 
H

ow
 m

uch unnecessary audible noise is there in m
y 

life? W
here does it com

e from
?

3. 
H

ow
 m

uch unnecessary visual noise is there in m
y 

life? W
here does it com

e from
?

4. 
H

ow
 m

uch unnecessary busy-ness is there in m
y life? 

W
here does it com

e from
?

5. 
W

hat role does m
edia-based entertainm

ent/
relaxation play in m

y life? W
hat role should it play?

6. 
W

hat role does social-netw
orking play in m

y life? 
W

hat role should it play?

7. 
H

ow
 good of a listener am

 I? H
ow

 w
ould m

y fam
ily 

m
em

bers, cow
orkers, and friends answ

er that question?

8. 
W

hat one thing could I do this w
eek to becom

e a 
better listener?

9. 
H

ow
 firm

ly do I believe that the happiness I seek is to 
be found by listening and responding to the voice of 
G

od, as Jesus put it: “R
ather, blessed are those w

ho 
hear the w

ord of G
od and observe it” (Luke 11:28)?

10. W
hat three lifestyle choices can I m

ake this m
onth 

to reduce unnecessary noise in m
y life?

N
O

T
E

S
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F
U

R
T

H
E

R
 R

E
A

D
IN

G

If you feel m
oved to continue reflecting and praying about 

this them
e, you m

ay find the follow
ing books helpful:

Redem
ptoris Custos 

by St. John Paul II

The Life and G
lories of St. Joseph 

by Edw
ard H

ealy T
hom

pson

M
editations Before M

ass 
by Rom

ano G
uardini

The Practice of the Presence of G
od 

by Brother Law
rence

N
oise: H

ow
 O

ur M
edia-saturated Culture D

om
inates Lives 

and D
ism

antles Fam
ilies 

by Teresa Tom
eo

E
X

P
L

O
R

IN
G

 M
O

R
E

Please visit our w
ebsite, RCSpirituality.org for m

ore 
spiritual resources, and follow

 us on Facebook for 
regular updates: facebook.com

/RCSpirituality

If you liked The Faithful Stew
ard: A Lenten Retreat G

uide 
on St. Joseph, please help sponsor future Retreat G

uides 
by m

aking a donation RC
Spirituality.org. 

Retreat G
uides are a service of Regnum

 C
hristi  

and the Legionaries of C
hrist.  

Regnum
Christi.org &

 LegionofChrist.org

Produced by C
oronation.  

CoronationM
edia.com

D
eveloped &

 Self-published by RC
Spirituality. 

RCSpirituality.org




