
        What images come to your 

mind or imagination when you 

see or hear the words “Holy Fam-

ily”? You might imagine three 

people for whom everything goes 

smoothly: there are no conflicts, 

no challenges, no problems: 

“Holy Family” evokes a romanti-

cized portrait of family life. The 

Gospels, however, paint a very 

different picture of the lived ex-

perience of the “Holy Family.” 

        Take the Feast of the Holy 

Family itself. The Gospel reading 

for the day (Luke 2: 22—40) tells 

the story of Joseph, Mary and Je-

sus making a family pilgrimage to 

the temple in Jerusalem. Noticing 

that Jesus was missing a day after 

leaving Jerusalem to return home, 

one can image this brief – yet 

troubling – interchange: “He isn’t 

with me.  I thought he was with 

you.  You mean he isn’t? Well, 

where is he?” What parent hasn’t 

experienced the sickening fear 

and panic of losing track of one’s 

son or daughter? Of course, Mary 

and Joseph did find Jesus in the 

temple upon returning to Jerusa-

lem. Notwithstanding their son’s 

explanation that he had to be 

about his “Father’s business”, one 

can easily imagine how Jesus got 

an earful from his parents! 

        This wasn’t the first experi-

ence of trouble for the Holy Fam-

ily: challenges faced them from 

the very beginning of their ex-

perience as a family.  St. Francis 

de Sales says: “Consider the vi-

cissitudes and changes, the alter-

nations of joy and sorrow” we 

find in the Holy Family.  “What 

joy, what jubilation for Our Lady 

to receive the tidings from an an-

gel that she would bear the Eter-

nal Word!  By contrast, consider 

St. Joseph, seeing that she was 

with child and knowing that it 

was not by him: into what afflic-

tion and distress he no doubt 

plunged!” 

        Francis continues to illustrate 

how very human this very Holy 

Family was: “When our Lady 

brought forth her Son, the angels 

announced his birth, the shep-

herds and magi came to adore 

him: what rejoicing and consola-

tion was theirs, amid all this ac-

tivity and attention.  But wait: a 

little later, the angel of the Lord 

said to Joseph in a dream: take 

the child and his mother and flee 

into Egypt!  Oh, how great a sub-

ject this must have been to Our 

Lad y  a nd  S t .  J o s eph . ” 

(Conferences III, Sermon on the 

Octave of Holy Innocents) 

        There is a profound lesson 

here for any of us who try to 

maintain and nurture “holy fami-

lies” of our own. We need to con-

sider how the Holy Family faced 

life’s ups and downs: “We must 

consider the great peace and se-

renity of mind and heart of the 

Blessed Virgin and St. Joseph, 

shown in their constancy amid all 

the unexpected events that befell 

them.” 

        The measure of a “holy fam-

ily” is not found in what happens 

— or does not happen — to its 

members.  Rather, a “holy fam-

ily” is one that demonstrates and 

practices a certain grace and con-

fidence when faced with the 

events of daily living.  Francis de 

Sales urges us: “Consider whether 

we are justified in being surprised 

and troubled when we meet with 

similar accidents in the house of 

God…We must repeat over and 

over again to ourselves, so as to 

more deeply impress this truth 

upon our minds, that no turn of 

events must ever carry away our 

hearts and minds in displays of 

temper, for unevenness of temper 

proceeds from no other source 

than our own passions and prefer-

ences.” 

        We most imitate the Holy 

Family in our own relationships 

when we remember that things do 

not always go our way. We can-

not always control what happens 

to us. We can, however, make 

choices  how to respond to the 

unexpected in our lives in ways 

that promote faith, tranquility, 

fidelity and peace. 
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