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 I suspect that in the English language there is no one word that brings such a 

mixture of emotions – joy and sadness, peace and anxiety, pleasure and pain – as 

the one word, “family.”  Especially in this holiday season, families travel to be 

with one another, drawing closer together – perhaps too close.  Oh, we love seeing 

our relatives, but there are only so many people who can live in one house without 

the level of tension brimming over.  And then there are the stories that are repeated 

at these family gatherings – some are new, I am told; though in my home, at least, 

most are not.  For example, there is the story of one of my uncles who, as a young 

boy, jumped off the roof of the garage in a Captain Marvel outfit, assuming he 

could fly if he yelled, “Shazam!”  He did not fly.  There is the story of my father, 

his brother, his cousin and a friend who ingeniously assembled their own diving 

helmet only to discover that it takes a lot of work to keep a manual air pump 

pumping.  No one died, but it wasn’t brainpower that kept them alive.  There is the 

story of my brother who, with the Scouts at Kamp Kia Kima, decided to play 

broom hockey on the floor of the dining hall – the freshly soaped floor of the 

dining hall.  To this day, his knee tells him when bad weather approaches.  You get 

the point.  While your family is probably perfect and has no such tales, trust me 

when I tell you that other families do. 

 

 Our gospel passage today has the feel of one of these holiday family stories.  

We can imagine that for years after the event Joseph and Mary told their relatives 

and friends over and over of that Passover in Jerusalem when little Jesus stayed 

behind in the temple and they searched for him frantically.  Finding him three days 

later, he seemed to have no understanding of the trouble he had caused them.  

Typical.  While it must have been difficult for Joseph and Mary at the time, 

looking back on it, the event probably made a cute story, one that I’m sure was 

often repeated in Nazareth.  And you have to wonder if, like us, Jesus cringed a bit 

when the story was once again trotted out.  And here we are, about two thousand 

years after it happened, still telling the story.  Why?  Is the story that interesting, 

that amusing?  Why did the Church assign this gospel to the Feast of the Holy 

Family? 

 

 The traditional explanation of this event – the Finding in the Temple – is, of 

course, that it shows that even a twelve-year old Jesus was aware of his unique 

relationship to the Father, aware of his own divine nature, and that Mary and 

Joseph struggled to come to terms with this.  And that is undoubtedly true.  Yet I 



suspect that this adorable story of a slightly mischievous boy Jesus appears on this 

feast for another reason – it helps us to put Jesus in context.  Every human being 

has (or should have) a family – that group of people who can provide you with 

both unconditional love and immeasurable embarrassment.  A family can offer you 

support and encouragement when all others have turned their backs, and can also – 

innocently or not – reveal those little secrets about you that can invite laughter and 

derision.  Yes, a family is a double-edged sword.  And fully human like us, Jesus 

was born into just such a family. 

 

 That is one of the messages of this feast – indeed, the message of the 

Incarnation.  Our God took flesh in an ordinary and truly human way.  Jesus grew 

up, learned, played, ate dinner, did chores, and was – in every way – a part of the 

family, that family we call “holy.”  And that is the other message of this feast.  We 

refer to Jesus, Mary, and Joseph as the “Holy Family” not because there was 

something so extraordinary about their lives – although there was.  They are the 

Holy Family because the presence of Jesus, the eternal Son of God, in their family 

– in our family – sanctifies all families.  Each of us belong to the Holy Family of 

God – and each of us belong to a human family as well, a human family called not 

only to be holy, but to recognize the holiness that Jesus gives us by becoming 

human.  Let us live, then, as people who belong to the Holy Family – as people 

who strive to bring peace to our often troubled relationships, as people who 

recognize God’s presence not only in strangers, but especially in our loved ones.  

When old, embarrassing stories are repeated again and again, it is easy to lose sight 

of the love with which those stories are told.  Even if we pray every day – and 

especially if we don’t – it is easy to lose sight of God’s strong presence among us.  

May this feast of the Holy Family of Nazareth open our eyes to the many holy 

families to which we all belong. 


