HOLY FAMILY (B) 31 December 2023

Today’s feast of the Holy Family always happens within the eight days of Christmas. So, it
takes us further into the Christmas mystery. You will recall that the gospel we heard at
Christmas told us that the shepherds were prompted by the angel to go to Bethlehem where
they would find Mary, Joseph and the baby lying in a manger. This is our first glimpse of the
Holy Family. Already we know that there is something unique about this family because the
angel had told the shepherds that Jesus is the Saviour of the world. The response of the
shepherds was to give glory to God.

Even if there was something unique about this family there was also something very normal
about them. We must presume that Mary and Joseph went about normal family life with their
newborn child. We have evidence of this in today’s gospel where they do what every Jewish
family did in the time after the birth of a child. They go to the Temple for the rites of
purification. The child, like every first-born male, is consecrated to God. Every family believed

that these rituals and the following of God’s Law would lead to a good life, a happy life.

On this occasion, an old man, Simeon, gives praise to God, just as the shepherds had done.
Like the shepherds, he recognises this child as the Saviour of the world. Once again, we see
that this is no ordinary family. As he looks at the child, he says that his eyes are looking at the
salvation which God has prepared for all nations. The child is a light to enlighten the pagans. I
think we need to take note of this and recognise the implications of what Simeon said. It is as
though the Holy Family is opened up to all nations — they become part of it. We recall God’s
promise to Abraham that his descendants would be as many as the stars of heaven. Simeon sees
this promise realised in the child being carried in his mother’s arms. The Holy Family now

takes on a meaning bigger than just Jesus, Mary, and Joseph. We are all drawn into this family.

But knowing this, we still must be careful not to take our eyes off that domestic scene of Jesus,
Mary, and Joseph, and their ordinary life. It is not sufficient to think in universal or whole-of-
the-world terms. At its core, the Christian life is not institutional, nor about belonging to an
institution. Rather, it is more akin to a family. Rather than being institutional, it is domestic. It
is lived in a household; it is lived with other people. The family is the place where we
experience love and learn how to love, the place where we learn right and wrong, the place

where we experience both joy and sorrow, and the place where there is support and



encouragement. It is the ordinariness, the domesticity of family life that makes it a place that
is part of the family of God. The message of today’s feast is not primarily about living a heroic
life — although sometimes it will entail that. Holiness is achieved by living the ordinary things

of life well.

When Simeon spoke about Jesus being a light to the pagans, we are told that Mary and Joseph
stood there, wondering about what was being said about him. They probably couldn’t make
sense of any of it. All they could really do was to take the child home and educate him. They
no doubt watched him and continued to wonder what would become of him — much as parents
do when they look at their child growing and passing through stages of development. The
gospel tells us that when they went back to Galilee — their home region — the child grew to

maturity, and was filled with wisdom, and God’s favour rested on him.

Of course, this can sound a bit idyllic, as though it was smooth sailing all the way — not like
the life of most families. But if we think that, then we haven’t taken note of the further words
spoken to Mary by Simeon — that a sword would pierce her own heart. We know something of
what that meant for Mary, but we don’t know how Mary understood those words when she
heard them. Once again, these words take us back to reality and to the ordinary family. They
are a warning against any temptation to think of the Christian life as some sort of way to bypass
the challenges that life throws at us. We must be carful on this feast day not to so focus on the
uniqueness of the Holy Family that we ignore what was ordinary about them. The uniqueness
of this family was realised in its ordinariness — just as God became visible in human flesh in
Jesus. In a similar way, for all of us, it is in the ordinariness of daily, family life that Christian

disciples are nurtured.

Let us pray today for all Christian families, that they may be places where the family of God
may be nurtured, and where all members may grow in maturity. May they be places where

God’s favour rests on his chosen people.



