
            

Feast of the Holy Family 
Cycle B, 12.27.20 

Sirach 3:2-6,12-14/ Colossians 3:12-21/                
Luke 2:22-40 

SETTING THE STAGE 
FOR THE STAGES OF OUR LIFE 

Everyone loves the “babe in the 
manger” on Christmas. We just saw in our 
mind’s eye the reaction of two elderly 
people to the Christ-Child as Mary and 
Joseph fulfill their religious duty of 
presenting the child in the Temple eight 
days after his birth to be presented as God’s 
possession. Did you see how an elderly 
woman named Anna emerges, slow and 
arthritic, from some dark aisle in the 
recesses of the Temple? Did you notice 
how, suddenly, her tired face is filled with 
delight at the sight of a baby, that newborn 
baby nestled in the arms of Mary? Anna 
turns her watery eyes and gazes into the 
young face of the mother and Anna begins 
to speak, boldly, of the grace and goodness 
of the Lord. And then there is the old man 
named Simeon, reaching for the child to 
take it into his shaking arms. In a voice 
trembling with both age and reverence we 
hear old Simeon speak to the parents 
solemn words about the faithfulness of the 
God of Israel. It’s no wonder that a baby 
creates such a stir and captures the 
attention of all who see and behold the 
child. That’s what Christmas is all about. 

 

But today’s Feast of the Holy Family gives us 
a fuller picture of the Incarnation and the 
presence of Anna and Simeon in today’s 
gospel completes the understanding and 
reason for our celebration of Christ’s 
coming. For Jesus is one with us at every 
stage of our lives and his presence grows 
and matures, as we ourselves pass through 
many stages of growth and change. This 
isn’t true only for our physical and 
emotional lives, but our spiritual life as well. 

 
Today’s scripture is a study in that growing 
process. St. John of the Cross, 16th century 
mystic and Doctor of the Church, divides 
that spiritual growth into three levels. The 
first might be called “Essential Discipleship” 
– the struggle to get our lives together.  

It begins at birth, as it did for Jesus. 
It’s keenly felt when an individual reaches 
puberty and adolescence. Powerful inner 
forces drive a teenager to separate from 
family. Remember the scene from Luke’s 
gospel of Jesus when his parents thought he 
was lost. They found him in the Temple 
seated among the teachers. His parents 
said: Young man, why have you done this to 
us? Your father and I have been half out of 
our minds looking for you?  Do you recall 
what he said to his parents? Didn’t you 
know that I had to be here, dealing with the 
things of my Father? (meaning God’s 
things.) His parents had no idea what he 
was talking about. (Most parents of 
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teenagers don’t have a clue what their 
teens are talking about.) Jesus, like all 
teenagers, is establishing his own place in 
the world. That struggle continues into 
adulthood – finding oneself, getting your 
life together, creating a new home for 
yourself. Some elements of that struggle 
continue throughout our entire lifetime. 

But, there comes a point where that 
goal is achieved, where the major questions 
of life are no longer: Who am I? What will I 
do with my life? Who loves me? Who will 
marry me? Where should I live? What 
should I do? At that point most of us have 
found a place beyond those questions. We 
have a home, a career, a partner, or some 
peace without one, a vocation, a meaning, a 
good reason to get up every morning and a 
place to return to at night. We’ve found our 
way home again. That’s when we enter the 
second level of discipleship. We could call it 
“Generative Discipleship.” This is the 
struggle to give our lives away. Our main 
concern then is not about what to do with 
our lives but how to give them away so as 
to make this world a better place. These 
generative years from the time we land in a 
vocation, a career, a home carry us into our 
retirement. The second stage presents us 
with different questions: How do I give 
myself over more generously and more 
purely? How do I remain faithful? How do I 
sustain myself in my commitments? How do 
I give my life away? These are the years of 
great fulfillment, wonderful contribution, 
focused energy, exhausting work and some 
failures, yes, but immense satisfaction. 

However, those years do not as yet 
present the ultimate questions. At some 
point, if we are blessed with health and life 
beyond retirement, a still deeper question 
begins to arise in us. That question invites 
us into a third stage of discipleship – the 
stage which we glimpse today in the gospel 

portrayal of Simeon and Anna. Author and 
spiritual guide Henri Nouwen puts it this 
way: At a certain point in our lives the 
question is no longer: What can I still do 
that my life makes a contribution? But, how 
can I now live so that when I die, my death 
will be an optimal blessing to my family, the 
church and the world? We could call this 
stage “Radical Discipleship,” because at this 
stage we’re not so much struggling with 
how to give our lives away but how to give 
our deaths away. The new question 
becomes: How do I live the last years of my 
life so that when I die my death will bless 
my loved ones just as my life once did? 
Recall the scene of Jesus crucifixion as 
John’s gospel tells us that when the soldier 
pierced his side with a lance “blood and 
water flowed out.” That blood and water 
was new life flowing from the body of Christ 
on the cross into the community of the 
Church and into the world.  

 
The past year has seen the passing 

of several older members of the parish 
community and parents of parishioners. 
Having known many of them for over 
twenty years, I personally have witnessed 
and experienced the wisdom and 
inspiration of their later years – their time 
of “Radical Discipleship” – where their 
manner of life and the way they 
approached death was a blessing to all 
whom they left behind. Their names read 
like a Litany of the Saints – Bob, Barbara, 
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Anthony, Shirley, Bill, Orlando, Ben, 
Damian, Marie, Joe. Today’s Feast provides 
us the opportunity to give thanks for all the 
members of our family – each of us at 
different points on our journey of faith, 
trying our best to fulfill God’s call to live the 
present moment well against the horizon of 
eternity. In order to help us enjoy the 
blessings and weather the storms of family 
living at all ages, we need to heed St. Paul’s 
recommendation: Clothe yourself with 
heartfelt mercy, with kindness, humility, 
meekness and patience. Bear with one 
another; Forgive whatever grievances you 
have against one another. Forgive as the 
Lord has forgiven you. And over all these 
virtues put on love! 

 
John Kasper, OSFS 

 


