Gloria R. Carpeneto 
Homily, December 29, 2024
Feast of the Holy Family

Sirach 3:2-6, 12-14; Colossians 3:12-21; Luke 2:22-40; Psalm 128, Happy are those who fear our God, who walk in God’s way.

Today we celebrate the Feast of the Holy Family, or as I might prefer to call it, the Feast of All Holy Families. And we begin with a reading from the Book of Sirach.  Somewhere around 2300 years ago, the wise man, Sirach, was already teaching that fathers and mothers who bring children into the world should care for their children. And just as importantly, Sirach was teaching that children should reciprocate with respect and care for their parents. We’re told that even when our parents’ minds fail, they are still to be respected. So what if they can’t work the remote, or they text at the speed of molasses, or they rail against the dangers of that Tik Tak thing on your phone, they are our parents. (Of course, in many cases, those older parents are us, and we hope for respect from our own children as our bodies and our minds fail us.) In any event, in the Book of Sirach, we hear God calling humanity to mutually loving and respectful relationship in families. 
And then, in Paul’s letter to the Colossians, we’re reminded of why we should have this love and respect for each other. Paul suggests that we care for our children, and we honor those with whom we are in committed relationships because we’re baptized … because we’re God’s chosen ones, holy and beloved … because we’ve heard the words of Christ and we want to live those words out. Our baptism calls each of us to holiness. And we learn to live out this holiness – first and foremost – in our families.  Paul tells us to live lives of compassion, generosity, kindness, humility, gentleness, patience and love. We are to be grateful for each. We are to lift each other up. We are to respect each other, not nag at each other, forgive each other, not be bitter with each other … and all this happens first, foremost, and best within the context of our families.

Lastly, in today’s Gospel, this theme of families continues. We hear the familiar story of the Holy Family, as it’s been taught to us over the years, the story of the loving, honoring, cohesive family unit of Jesus, Mary, and Joseph. We see Mary and Joseph bringing their child to the Temple, dedicating him to the service of God, initiating him into the community in obedience to the ancient Hebrew Law. In their love for each other, and their obedience to the Law, they are the very embodiment of the teachings of Sirach and Paul. As we have learned over the years, Jesus, Mary, and Joseph are our models for what a truly Holy Family consists of. 

So what’s the lesson we’re to take from these three readings? Well, maybe it’s this. Maybe today we’re invited to remember that when we honor our parents and we love our children as Sirach directs us to do … when we live in committed relationships of compassion and forgiveness and gratitude and patience as Paul directs us to do … when we love as we believe Jesus, Mary, and Joseph loved, we give each other a safe place to be in this world. Echoing the wisdom of Sister Sledge – we are family! And families give each of their members unconditional love, and therefore the courage to get up in the morning and live just one more day, even on those days when we feel we can’t. Sure, our families will sometimes argue like the Simpsons, or be serially stupid, wise, selfish, and compassionate like that in the Family Guy. I can’t imagine there are that many “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph families” actually out there. But I bet there are an awful lot of families who keep trying to be. 
Just this past week, we celebrated the Feast of the Holy Innocents, recalling the story of how King Herod tried so desperately to rid himself of the newborn he feared would become the Messiah.  Each of us knows that there is always a Herod lying in wait for us somewhere out there in the unknown territory of our lives, just as Herod lay in wait for Jesus. We know that in each of our lives there’s a Herod who would rather see our spirit stunted or even dead than alive and growing; sometimes that Herod is our own fear.  Families enable us to take that Herod on. Families exist to give us the love and courage and support we need to thwart Herod’s plans. We can walk through the terrors of adolescence, through the fires of adulthood, through the fears of aging, and the agony of losing a beloved spouse, because we have a family that gives us the courage to do that. Frightening as they might be, the Herods in our lives have no sway over the families that love and encourage us.
Just as Simeon in today’s Gospel was able to breathe a great sigh of relief because he had lived to see the Messiah, so too can we breathe a similar sigh because we have seen that same light of revelation. Simeon saw the Light in the Infant Jesus. We see it in the circle of family into which each of us is woven.  

I imagine over the next four years, we’ll hear a lot of talk about so-called “family values.” But make no mistake about it. We can certainly find family in our traditional structures. But we can also find family in the variations that we’ve come to know in our lifetime – single-parent families, same-sex parent families, adoptive families, long-distance families, multiracial families, immigrant families, military families, interfaith families, adult sibling families, or even a small faith community like ours that shares a Zoom screen on a Sunday morning to worship together, and forms its own family 

Maybe our families don’t always look as perfect as we might like them to look. Maybe we don’t look like all those holy cards of Mary, Joseph and Jesus mooning over each other in Joseph’s carpentry shop. Everyone in this room knows that in each of our families there are bound to be one or more addictions … infidelities … estranged members … embarrassing members … children who wind up in court or in prison or even just in a prolonged adolescence in their parents’ basement … physical or mental illness … partners and spouses and parents and children who, on  occasion, have even been known to raise their voices to one another. Families can make you want to tear your hair out. Yet when all is said and done, families are ultimately made up of strong bonds of compassion and forgiveness and mutual respect and commitment. We all know what that feels like. And like Jesus, Mary and Joseph, and even the Holy Trinity itself, our families – all families – are Holy Families. And for our families, this day, we are grateful and we praise God.  AMEN.
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