Feast of the Holy Family

December 28, 2008

The wonder of Christmas begins at home.  The magic of wide-eyed memories generates around family tables decorated with holly and hope.  We all remember the family Christmas traditions of our childhood, and whatever our experiences, we are warmed by the sacred days of this season.  Appropriately, we honor today the Holy Family as a model of faith and love.
Family life then had a very different profile than today.  Yet despite the unsettled nature of family life in post-World War II America, despite the increase in divorce rates and the pervasive narcissism of individuals, despite the variant ways that people choose to live together, family life remains at the core of society.

In our parish, the care we take of couples coming to be married astonishes me.  We meet them with kindness, listening to the stories of how they met, when they fell in love, why they want to marry, the sacrifices they are making for their union and their dreams of the future.  They come frankly and matter-of-factly in love.  That love predicates their new futures together.  It means redefining themselves as “couple,” giving way one to another, looking to one another’s happiness and well-being. It means navigating the storms of conflict and emerging bent toward each other.  They promise to walk down the aisle having gone through the planned dialogues about honesty, sexuality and intimacy, in-laws and money, spiritual life and hoped-for children.  The story of love never grows old, as each new generation surrenders to its invitation.  Above the glitz and the transience of the wedding day, we underscore the importance of enduring faith.
For soon the challenges to marriage emerge.  One year out, the promise of a new child is darkened by miscarriage or an inability to conceive, and countless things that challenge the love, the amazing love that looked toward the altar as a place of promise.  Why do some marriages navigate the tides of hardship and emerge stronger while others die?  If we had the time, we could interview Thomas and Mary, as they celebrate 50 years of marriage with us today.  For us in the church, on this feast of the Holy Family, we believe we must walk with couples, helping them own the faith reflected in Joseph and Mary as they hold their newborn child in the Temple among the aged prophets.
Abraham saw his future in the sky among the stars. He heard in the wind the promise that he would be the foundational beginning of a new people born of God, yet born from his union with Sarah.  Scriptures say that though both were ancient in years, Abraham and Sarah clung to faith in God in spite of their circumstances.  They could see with spiritual eyes what the human eye could not comprehend.  Today’s reading from St. Paul’s Letter to the Hebrews rehearses that faith for new Christians, reminding them once again of the faith of their forefather and mother.  Why?  Because when life gets difficult and we stand at the precipice of faithlessness, we need to hear the stories of faith again and again.
Where do people find their faith today?  Capuchin friar Michael Crosby, in his recent book, Finding Francis, Following Christ, struggles with our understanding of faith today.  More than a creedal system, he insists that faith is more about meaning.  He cites Sharon Parks, who says, “Faith is in the activity of finding and being found by meaning.  It is there we as modern persons come closest to recognizing our participation in the life of faith”.
The spiritual crisis of meaning is also underscored by Rabbi Michael Lerner, who writes, “Americans hunger for a framework of meaning and purpose to their lives that transcends their own individual success and connects them to a community based on transcendent and enduring values.  For a significant number of Americans, the major crisis in life is not lack of money but lack of meaning—and that is what I mean when I say we face a spiritual crisis”.
Family life cannot exist on linear activities and frenetic calendars that bypass meals together, vacations together, talking together and all the ways that family life in its best sense is sustained.  It is the rituals of family life, the interdependent relationships that help us to cooperate in the small ways: cleaning our rooms, emptying the garbage, grocery shopping. Those are the bricks in the great framework of family life that create meaning systems for kids to move out into the world with fundamental values that will sustain them.  Meaning and purposeful living become the foundation of faith, that is what makes the traditions of Christmas so powerful.
Though the days of winter are dark, the light of Christ breaks into history in every generation anew.  It is still within the family circle where the foundations of faith are caught by the wide-eyed little ones.  It is the elders who sing new canticles of wonder and awe, songs of enduring faith.
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