FEAST OF THE HOLY FAMILY ‘A’

 Unlike most feasts of our Lord during the Liturgical Year, the significance of this Feast of the Holy Family does not have a strong basis in Scripture.  It seems to be more offered to us and celebrated as an occasion to encourage us to value and enjoy family relationships in light of what we might imagine to have been the family life of Joseph, Mary, and Jesus.

The Gospel reading is an account of the family fleeing to Egypt to protect the life of the newborn Jesus from Herod, who was threatened by the news of his birth and set about having all baby boys of the region slaughtered, in hopes of eliminating a competitor to his throne.

The People of God had previous knowledge of Egypt, both as slaves before the Exodus and at another time when Joseph of Old Testament fame was sold there by his brothers and managed to obtain a government position and provide food for his family during an extended drought.  The Holy Family is finally able to return to their home country after news of Herod’s death, live in Nazareth, and not much more is known about them as a family.

Today’s First Reading is from Sirach, which is a book that does not appear in the Jewish or Protestant Bibles.  It is an instruction about family life which identifies the kind of living that brings family harmony.  The instruction is heavy on respect for parents, and what makes it different is that this instruction is addressed to adult children, not youth.

This reading always hits me between the eyes because my relationship with my mother was difficult.  She was a good person, but I guess we were too much alike, which made for clashes.  We usually look to the Holy Family as models of humility, unity, peacefulness, faithfulness, mutual respect, and love.  Then we look at ourselves and realize that we did not live or experience one or more of these ideals in our family life.

I am second of eight, and my youngest sister turned six years old just before I left for college.  It is interesting to be with the others today and discover the differences in how we were raised and related to our parents, as well as the differences in how our parents related to us.  I think parents learn a lot about parenting in relation to their older children.  They also have more time to give to the younger ones as they grow up, because the older ones are now gone from home and no new younger ones are coming along.

Saint Paul today offers good instruction for family harmony, as well as values the gift of family.  Then he gets himself into trouble with women of today because of his final instruction about subordination to their husbands.  This attitude was simply part of the culture of his time, as was slavery.  We are more able to read his words in that context.  But I recently read that Jimmy Carter had left his Southern Baptist Congregation of 60 years because the Church insists upon upholding Saint Paul’s teaching to this day, and Jimmy Carter respects the dignity and the equality of women.

Because today’s scriptures are not closely connected in a single theme, we can draw a variety of inspirations as we consider the importance and value of family.   Refugee and migrant families readily come to mind as we read about the flight to Egypt of the Holy Family, fearful for the life of their newborn son.  I recently listened to a book on tape, “A Long Way Gone, Memories of a Boy Soldier” by Ishmeal Beah of Sierra Leone, describing his flight at age 13 during the genocide there, which took the lives of his family and thousands of others.

We think of the Hispanic migrant families in our community and what forced them to take great risks seeking a better life for family, as well as the difficulties they encounter making a new life in a strange land.  After the Spanish Mass last Saturday evening, one man came to say “good-bye” telling me that he missed his wife, children, and parents and was returning to Mexico, yet knowing the other difficulties he will continue to face there.

And the very term “family” has taken so many forms in our time.  As we celebrate Christmas, the mystery of the Incarnation, we are made aware that all of our relationships should bring the presence of Christ to the world.  We bring Christ to today’s world when we put on the virtues of compassion, humility, gentleness, patience, forgiveness, and, above all, love.  When these are found in family life, then Christ once again is born in our family.

