Feast of the Holy Family

December 28, 2008

"Thank you, Lord, for allowing us to get together and work as a family.  Amen."  This short prayer was composed and said by Marv Wopat.  So, you might be wondering who is Marv?
            Well, Marv is a 61-year-old retiree of General Motors. For more than 40 years he worked at the GM plant in Janesville, Wisconsin.  His son and daughter work there, too. That is, they did until Tuesday, when the last vehicle rolled off the assembly line as General Motors prepares to shut down the Janesville plant, one of its oldest.

            But at 6:30 a.m. on Saturday, December 20, Marv, his family, and a host of other workers, retirees, and their families took time to pray before they started in on a 28-year-old tradition: packing groceries for needy families.  Even as 1,250 workers were preparing to lose their jobs, many of them were donating time and money to help 350 families in even greater need.
            In his prayer Marv described the way everyone was pitching in as working together as a family.  We often turn to the family analogy when we feel a closeness to a group that shares a common purpose.  The workers in Janesville were helping others in a concerted effort.  And it is something they have done year after year. No wonder they felt like a family.

            Sometimes parish communities, especially smaller ones in which most of the members know each other well, describe themselves as a family.  I know that my family and I have felt that way, since coming to St. Vincent.
            Often, people will use the analogy of the family to signify that they hang together even in tough times.  After all, many families stay united when buffeted by difficulties, or maintain some limited continuity even after a break-up.

            Today’s scriptures remind us that no matter what we have planned, something else can happen.  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 and God rewarded them with a son.  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.

            In family life we have plans for the way things are going to happen, the way we would like them to turn out.  But something else may take place-something amazing or something disturbing.

            What we can't lose sight of is that God is with us to give us hope in whatever may take place. A few weeks ago, Cardinal Adam Maida of Detroit issued a pastoral letter to his Archdiocese on the economy.  In a region greatly affected by the economic downturn he dared to title the pastoral "Christ Our Hope".
In his Christmas message released this week the Cardinal said: "More than ever, we need to reflect on the hope-filled message of Christmas.  As we grapple with fears within our hearts and fear around us, we need to be ever-more sensitive to the voice of the Holy Spirit trying to calm us from within, assuring us that not only will we survive but we will indeed grow closer to God as we give up any false pride or illusive desire for control.  We need to set aside human fears and embrace fear of the Lord."

            In the Temple, Mary and Joseph certainly encountered the Lord in an awe-filled manner.  Our own families may not be as holy as the one we honor this day, but they are holy nonetheless.  Families that can work together, while making room for God's action, even in some unpredictable ways are indeed very holy.
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