Holy Family

“This child is chosen by God for the destruction and the salvation of many in Israel.  He will be a sign from God which many people will speak against.”  Luke 2, 34

Just about every child you care to name will become (or has already) a challenge and, indeed, a sign to his or her parents and their generation.  Children, as they grow and spread their wings have an uncanny knack of embarrassing themselves and their elders with some of their words and actions.  We also know that they can be very insightful and blaze new trails that eventually make our world a better place.  Of course it’s also true that they, at least for a while, adopt their parents’ attitudes, values and even their words and mannerisms.  I am reminded here of a slightly irreverent incident that occurred early one Sunday morning in a rural town where I was living and working.  We were gathered in the local parish church on a bitterly cold winter’s day and were anticipating the usual lengthy homily.  The priest had just taken his position at the pulpit when a youngster broke away from his parents and ran to the front of the church.  He quickly took in the priest and then turned around and loudly proclaimed to the congregation:  “Hey, mum, it’s the bugger who talks too long!”  Even the homilist had the grace to smile.  
But children also learn from their parents the feel of the world around and how to relate to it.  They learn love and caution, hesitation and courage, fear and prejudice and ambition.  They also learn from them what it means to be able to talk freely, to be held tightly and gently, to depend and to trust.

We know from our experience as parents or teachers or both that children quickly learn to branch out on their own.  To our embarrassment and disappointment, they sometimes dismiss and trample on the best of tradition.  But to our pride, they also take initiatives and follow insights that lead to healthy independence and worthwhile discoveries.

Was Jesus any different?  If he was truly human like the rest of us, he found his way to independence by watching and listening, with a bit of trial and error.  We know that he upset his parents when, at the age of twelve, he stayed behind in Jerusalem when they headed for home, believing that he was with friends and neighbours in whose company they had all gone on pilgrimage.  While the teachers in the temple were impressed with the things he was saying, Mary and Joseph were less so.  And his smart answer to their expressed concern didn’t seem to help much:  “‘Young man, why did you do this to us?  Your father and I have been half out of our minds looking for you.’  He replied:  Why were you looking for me?  Didn’t you know that I had to be here, dealing with the things of my Father?’  But they had no idea what he was talking about.”  (Luke 2, 48-50)
Earlier on in this same chapter from Luke, we get the impression that everything is just fine with Jesus and his parents:  “The child grew strong in body and wise in spirit.  And the grace of God was on him.”  (Luke 2, 40)  But this is the same Jesus who went missing as a twelve-year-old and same Jesus who later revisited the temple where he had impressed the elders and, in a rage, turned over the tables of money changers and hawkers.  The same Jesus attacked the religious leaders for their self-interest and for the religious burdens they put on the shoulders of little people struggling to do their best.  The likes of Simeon and Anna who recognised him as one sent by God would surely have been shocked by his behaviour.
Did Mary and Joseph point Jesus in this direction?  Were they the ones who sowed the seeds of his subversive thinking?  Parents teach their children how to live with integrity, how to exercise fairness and how to treat others with justice and respect.  But their children have to work out for themselves what direction they want their lives to take.  Full of surprises, children go in directions that their parents just didn’t think were possible.  A wise friend of mine once gave me some truly worthwhile advice when he heard me blaming myself for the errant behaviour of some of my students:  “If you blame yourself for their mistakes, you’ll soon be taking credit for their successes and triumphs!”
However, if there is one thing we can learn from the family in which Jesus grew up, it is this:  Nothing worthwhile in life happens without some focus on God.  We achieve nothing of lasting value if we think it all depends on us.  Truly healthy family life and relationships grow out of a belief system that sees us all as children of the same God.  Paul reminds us of that in today’s second reading when he points out that all our relationships, within family and beyond, grow out of our relationship with God:  “Let the peace of Christ keep you in tune with each other, in step with each other.  None of this going off and doing your own thing.  And cultivate thankfulness.  Let the word of Christ have the run of your house.  Give it plenty of room in your lives.  Instruct and direct one another using good common sense…Sing to God with thanksgiving in your hearts.  Let everything in your lives be done in the name of Jesus, giving thanks to God every step of the way.”  (Colossians 3, 13-17)

There’s a message for all parents (and teachers) here:  Our relationships with the Lord carry over to all our other relationships.  In teaching children, therefore, we will do well to give them a healthy picture of who God is.  God is someone who loves us unconditionally, not someone to be feared and avoided.  By communicating healthy images of God, we end up creating healthy images of ourselves and being attractive to the young people we help to shape.  

