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 There are families that stick together and there are families that are stuck 
together. The families that stick together are nurturing, supportive, caring and 
loyal to each other--they are what we think families should be. While the families 
that are stuck together are those wherein emotional blackmail, intimidation, and 
open but unacknowledged secrets are the order of the day. The families that stick 
together provide a “haven in a heartless world”--a safe place to which the 
members of the family can retreat to be refreshed, energized and renewed for the 
daily struggles of life. But in families that are stuck together, that promise, that 
expectation of safety is betrayed. There chaos, disorder and abuse--whether 
sexual, physical or emotional--are always in the air, apt to be unleashed at any 
random moment, and etching a message on the hearts of growing children that no 
one, no place, is to be trusted, no how.  
 

 In the families that stick together each member--husband, wife parent or 
child--is secure and comfortable in his or her own role, while in the families that 
are stuck together children are often manipulated into meeting a parent's needs—
needs for affection, control, accomplishment, whatever. These are the kind of 
families, especially ones wherein alcoholism plays a central role, where children 
are made to grow up before their time, forced to act as parents to the parent, 
assuming responsibilities beyond their years. These are the families where 
boundaries are not respected, where privacy, in the basic sense of just allowing a 
person to be who he or she is, is not observed; where it is unclear at what point 
the feelings, the needs, the role of one begins and another ends; where emotions 
are entangled, roles enmeshed, and identities confused. These are families that 
are truly stuck together, stuck with the emotional glue that adheres long after the 
children have left the home in which they were raised.  
 

 We have been taught that religion is supposed to provide peace. That is the 
message of the angels at the birth of Jesus, “Peace on earth to men of goodwill?” 
But then we hear in today's Gospel, “Do you think I have come to establish peace 
on this earth? I assure you the contrary is true. I have come for division.” It 
sounds rather confusing, rather contradictory, but maybe we can begin to sort 
things out. Jesus says that divisions will occur within families as some decide to 
become His disciples and others refuse—“father against son, mother against 
daughter, and mother-in-law against daughter-in-law.” For us, as well as for 
people two thousand years ago, the family is still the basic unit of society, the 
place to which we look for love, safety and security in an uncertain world, the 
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place where we hope our desire for affection, trust and acceptance will be met, 
even if ignored elsewhere. But in today's Gospel we hear that the acceptance of 
Jesus' message can bring conflict and division to that very place which we had 
hoped would keep us immune from society's turmoil. 
 

 As much as we might hope that the family should be a buffer from the ills 
and problems of society, those same problems seep in through the walls and 
windows of our homes. What is going on in the home may just be a scaled-down 
version of what is going on outside. So, conflict will inevitably arise when a 
member of that family decides to act in order to change an unhealthy situation; 
when he or she decides to speak out, whether as an adult or child, to say this 
can't go on any longer, “I've had enough;” when he or she decides to act upon 
those values that are basic Christian values to assert one’s human dignity; when a 
spouse—and it can be wife or husband—refuses to endure any longer the abuse 
they have been forced to bear for years; when one dares to speak the truth in the 
web of lies and forced silences that the family has been trying so desperately to 
maintain. That disturbing voice will bring conflict, division, quarreling, before it can 
bring any healing, and healing only if the other family members are willing to 
change. 
 

 This is the courage which faith can provide: the willingness to speak the 
truth that cuts through a family’s openly shared secrets of abuse, addiction and 
manipulation. The Quakers, who certainly are a group committed to peace, have a 
phrase to describe when this happens. They talk of “truth speaking to power” to 
describe the tremendous force inherent in the word that is uttered courageously in 
an oppressive situation. They are aware that this force that can be disruptive, 
while at the same time capable of producing healing, if those who hear what is 
being said are willing to listen. Then a true and genuine peace has a chance of 
ruling in that home, not a peace that is essentially just a sort of truce, one that is 
built on lies, coercion and power. That is an all too piecemeal peace. 
 

 As Christians we are called to face evil and sickness wherever we find. We 
know it can be found in society-at-large; we often want to forget that, tragically 
enough, it can be found even within the home. And that is the greatest tragedy: 
that the place where one should expect love and concern and respect can become 
instead the arena for manipulation, control and abuse. Let us pray that we can, as 
the letter to the Hebrews says, “keep our eyes fixed on Jesus,” on the values He 
offers to us, that we can protect those values whenever they are threatened, 
despite the conflicts, despite the divisions that may ensue. For the peace that 
Jesus promises is not purchased lightly, but at the cost of standing up for what is 
right and true and just. 


