Feast of the Holy Family
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This time of year, we see so many pictures of the Holy Family – in manger scenes, on Christmas cards, calendars, wrapping paper.  There have been so many representations of these three individuals, it may seem like we know them.  But do we?
We have an idea of what the Holy Family must have been like.  We can imagine it.  But what we know with any historical certainty is very limited – a few lines of Scripture, some passing references, are all we have to go on.

And what we have today, in Matthew’s Gospel, really tells us the most we know about the most enigmatic and mysterious member of the Holy

Family, Joseph.  In all of Scripture, he is the one member of the family who is silent.  There are no famous quotes from him, no memorable lines.  He does not speak.  However, he does something far more valuable.  He listens.  And he dreams.

When an angel comes to him in a dream, he pays attention, and does what the angel asks.

He flees to Egypt. This really becomes the family’s first home.  We do not know how long they stayed there.  The Coptic Christians believe it was three years, and to this day, there are churches and shrines in Egypt that mark where they believe the Holy Family lived.

After that time in Egypt, Joseph dreams again, and listens again, as an angel tells him to take his family back to Israel.

After that, “he went and dwelt in a city called Nazareth.”

Here is where a curtain comes down over the Holy Family’s life together. We don’t see them again until Jesus is lost in the temple when he is 12.

However, for all the mystery that surrounds the Holy Family’s life together, we can draw some conclusions – and some lessons.

First, this family trusted completely in the will of God.  From the moment when the angel Gabriel spoke to Mary and told her she would be the mother of God…to these moments described in today’s Gospel, when another angel guides Joseph…they are ready to do whatever God wants of them. Their hearts are open.  And they are unafraid.

What husband and father today would uproot his family, and move hundreds or even thousands of miles, purely on a dream?

On the other hand, what husband and father wouldn’t do that, if it meant the safety of the ones he loved?
I know of at least one man, my father, who after realizing that the safety and well being of his family was threatened by communism, made all the arrangements necessary, so that we could leave Cuba.  This decision would cost him his own freedom and having his family with him, since he would never see us again.
Second, the Holy Family was one that lived an ordinary kind of life.  They weren’t rich.  They weren’t privileged. They wielded no political influence.  Their name wasn’t Rockefeller or Kennedy or  even Gates.  What made them so remarkable is that they were so unremarkable.  They were just Jesus, Mary and Joseph.  The carpenter’s family, in a place known as Nazareth.

The great mystic and priest Blessed Charles de Foucauld had a deep affection for Nazareth.  He visited there often, and meditated on the meaning of that place in the life of Christ.

He wrote of the town: “Jesus came to Nazareth, the place of the hidden life, of ordinary life, of family life, of prayer, of work, of obscurity, of silent virtues, practiced with no witnesses other than God, his friends and his neighbors.  Nazareth, the place where most people lead their lives…”

And so it was.  And so it is.  Each of us is living in our own Nazareth, a place of everyday life, and everyday problems.  And we pray each day to find in our own Nazareth some kind of grace.  In Jesus’ day, the town was a place of scorn.  In the Scriptures, someone even mocks it: “Can anything good come out of Nazareth?”  And the irony is: of course.

It is the place where our salvation came of age.

Where an ordinary existence nurtured an extraordinary life.

Where a carpenter plied his trade, and a mother kept her house, and a little boy grew into a man.

It is where a man who dreamed, and listened, went to raise his family.

A holy family.  And, almost certainly, a happy family.

We are challenged to ask ourselves today: what good can come out of our Nazareth?

What grace can we find in our daily lives?

We might find an answer in Paul’s beautiful letter to the Colossians.

This passage that we hear today is often read at weddings.  Like Paul’s Letter to the Corinthians, it speaks eloquently of love.

But Paul wasn’t writing about romantic love.  His letter is about how to form a healthy and holy Christian community.

And from his words, we can draw lessons about how to form a healthy and holy Christian family – a family like the one in Nazareth.

Put on compassion, Paul tells us.   Kindness.  Lowliness.  Meekness.  Patience.  Forgiveness.  And love.

It is all that simple – and all that difficult.  I’m sure the Holy Family had moments when living those virtues seemed hard, or even impossible.  They had the same challenges as the rest of us – deadlines to meet, bills to pay, meals to prepare, stresses and problems to confront, conflicts to resolve.

But they did something most of us don’t.  They listened to angels.  They dreamed.  And they gave it all to God.

We could do no better than to follow that model – to live faithfully in our own Nazareths, remembering the example of the Holy Family.  Not the one you see on the Christmas cards – but the one that lives in our hearts, and that continues to show us what it really means to be a family that is whole – and holy.
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