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This could be considered by many priests to be one of the more difficult days to preach on such a feast that is called ‘holy family.’  Not many people would consider their family to be very holy and even the word ‘family’ has different meanings for each person.  I was recently talking to a young person who was talking about his ‘real dad’ and his ‘stepdad’ and now his mother was divorced from him and dating someone else.  I wonder what kind of questions he might be thinking if he goes to church this weekend and hears about a feast day called ‘holy family’.  While we are here to honor the family of Jesus, Mary, and Joseph, this holy day also invites all of us to think about our role within our own family.  Every one of us has unique family situations that are less than ideal.  Therefore I especially like the second reading we heard today for this feast that addresses basic VALUES of Christian relationships…no matter what sort of ‘family’ we may have.  It is important that we do not let the second part of this reading, which talks about wives being subordinate and husbands being more loving and children being obedient, take away from the core message Saint Paul is making about loving relationships.

 

Simply put, let’s look at these virtues that Paul brings up in his letter to the Colossians to see how they can help us live together in a more loving way.  First, let’s listen to them again: compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness, patience, forgiveness, and love.  Probably most of us would admit that we could use work on any and all of these.  The first step to working on any family relationship is to spend more time working on changing our self rather than other people.  Which of these virtues of gentleness, forgiveness, and patience do “I” need to grow in?

 

For sake of time, let’s put a few of them together like compassion, kindness, patience, and gentleness.  While each of these is very powerful in itself, I’ll put them together under the word ‘gentleness.’  In a culture of harsh words, quick temper, and violence, we Christians, more than ever, need to be witnesses of GENTLENESS with one another.  In order to become more gentle with others, we need to remember how GENTLE and PATIENT God is with us.  Part of any good prayer period is to quiet our self down and be aware of God gently and patiently working with us in our own limitations.  God patiently waits for us to grow, change, and become our best self.  When we recognize how God practices gentleness, compassion, and patience with us, we will begin to practice these same virtues on others.

 

Forgiveness and love go together in the sense that both require a dying to our self.  Usually the main block to offering forgiveness is our own pride.  We have such a need to be right and prove our point.  Forgiveness is almost impossible when we approach a relationship as a win/lose situation, falsely thinking that in order for me to ‘win,’ you have to lose or be wrong.  If we start out truly wanting the other person to have a win situation, offering forgiveness can actually be enjoyable.  That is what God does with us.  God SO wants us to be SET FREE from our past mistakes, that He does everything possible to give us a clean start.  It is unconditional LOVE that makes forgiveness much easier.  Once again, we need to spend time in quiet prayer simply reflecting on how much God forgives and loves US… to help us offer that same kind of love and forgiveness to others.  

And the other virtue St. Paul emphasizes is HUMILITY.  Humility requires an ongoing attitude of wanting to be a SERVANT of others.  WOW, this one is tough!  We are SO trained in doing things for a reward, beginning in our earliest childhood years when we are given a treat for doing something for our parents.  Christ taught us the ultimate virtue of humility by coming down from heaven and becoming a mere human!  As a human, he taught us about a life of being a servant of others.  Most of us are pretty good about helping others, but sometimes we either complain about it or wait for recognition or payback.  Humility is so difficult because it requires a never-ending willingness to keep serving others out of LOVE without keeping a record of what people owe me in return.  Again, many of us can do this for awhile, but when it comes to being a humble servant, over and over again, our pride and ego are crying out for recognition, and we often resort to complaining about the very thing we TRIED to do out of charity.  Once again, this is a great subject for quiet prayer in which we simply reflect on God’s example of humility…serving people to the point of dying for us!  Reflecting on Jesus’ life-long, humble service of others can inspire us to know that it IS possible to live a life of humility, where serving others is actually experienced as something JOYFUL!

 

No matter what kind of ‘mixed up’ family we may come from, here in the Eucharist we are beloved daughters and sons of God’s Holy Family!  May our experience of God’s gentleness, forgiveness, love, and humility inspire us to practice these same virtues with others.

