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Psychologists like to play a little game with clients called word association; it's really fun for the 

physician, esp. since the patients have to pay to play.  The doctor will say a word, and the patient 

will state the next word that pops into his head.  This technique is supposed to help analyze the 

mental health of the person.  I suspect if we were to employ this method and state the word 

"family" quite a few folks would say "dysfunctional."  This peculiar adjective has come to be 

associated w/ the family as the shortcomings of various members of the family unit have become 

the stuff of public discourse.  Numerous talk shows provide ample forum for aggrieved parties to 

broadcast the failings of fathers, mothers, siblings, and children.  Mental health professionals 

have analyzed in painstaking detail the various neuroses and psychoses that arise out of the 

distorted dynamics among assorted members of the household.  Abusive fathers, suffocating 

mothers, neurotic grandparents, and other assorted family figures are the villains and stooges of 

popular entertainment.  This cultural climate that is so unfavorable to the traditional nuclear 

family has not surprisingly engendered alternative models which are thought, at least sometimes, 

to work better than the old-fashioned paradigm of a male father and female mother with the 

children produced by their union.  Today's Feast of the Holy Family is an opportune moment to 

study the household of Jesus, Mary, and Joseph to see what it teaches us about how family life 

should be.   

 

First of all, it's important to note that the traditional family is the model God chose to form his 

Son in the world:  God shows us that both father and mother are important.  In the case of Jesus, 

Joseph played no part in his conception.  For that reason, Joseph was apprehensive about 

marrying Mary and had actually decided to divorce her, until an angel changed his mind.  God 

wanted Joseph to be part of the Holy Family; specifically, God wanted Joseph to serve as Jesus' 

earthly father.  And his role proved crucial to the child's survival, to say nothing of his 

upbringing.  St. Matthew narrates in great detail the importance of Joseph for the Christ child.  

For starters, Joseph is of the House of David, one of the ancient king's distant descendants.  

Through Joseph, Jesus enters into the royal Davidic line and becomes the Son of David who will 

restore his forefather's fallen kingdom and fulfill the ancient prophecies about this messianic 

figure.  Although not a king himself, Joseph acts the part superbly by protecting his child from 

the wicked King Herod who seeks to destroy the newborn king of the Jews.  It is Joseph who 

saves his son and Mary by taking them to Egypt.  After Herod's death, it is Joseph who brings 

them back to Israel, although their safety necessitates moving north to Nazareth to escape 

dangers in Jerusalem and Bethlehem.  Although Joseph was not Jesus' biological father, his part 

in Jesus' formation was so important that he came to be known as the son of Joseph the 

carpenter.  In our day and age where the father's role has been called into question, it is important 

that Catholic fathers turn to St. Joseph and ask his intercession in becoming the faithful 

guardians of their families that they are called to be.   

 



Secondly, the family must be open to life; it is to be in JPII's beautiful image, a sanctuary of life.  

The family is the place where new human life is meant to arise and be protected and fostered.  

The family is the safe place where life is to be welcomed in love and formed for adulthood.  To 

appreciate this fact better, one should recognize that the Virgin Birth was the ultimate unplanned 

pregnancy.  As a result there were tough consequences for both Mary and Joseph.  Mary's 

reputation suffered, at least in the eyes of some, since she had become pregnant before she and 

Joseph lived together.  Joseph, as noted above, incurred an unforeseen set of ponderous duties as 

the foster father of the Messiah.  Both Mary and Joseph had weighty reasons to refuse the call to 

parenthood when it came; but these special people realized that they were called to cooperate 

with God in bringing the miracle of new life into the world; in this case, the new life would also 

bring eternal life to all people.  In our era, when so many folks regard children as a burden rather 

than a blessing, Catholic mothers and fathers need to recover the faith perspective on this matter.  

Children, for all the demands and difficulties they impose, are a gift from God to be received in 

love and gratitude.   

 

Finally, the family is the place where children are to discover their vocation from God; the 

family ought to be a domestic church where God's voice can be heard.  The temple incident 

narrated in the Gospel involves Jesus coming to grasp his identity and vocation more completely.  

He tarries in the temple because it is his Father's house, the place where he belongs.  It is 

somewhat instructive, I think, that this moment of youthful religious fervor proves an occasion of 

familial tension.  Parents have visions for what their children's future should be.  Yet good 

Catholic parents realize that the destinies of their offspring belong to God.  God has created each 

child for a specific purpose, to fulfill a particular vocation that only he knows w/ certainty.  One 

of the most important duties of Christian parents is to teach their children to open their hearts to 

hear and heed the Lord's call.  I think this duty of critical importance nowadays, when this noisy 

culture tries to drown out the voice of God, with the sad result that many no longer even try to 

listen for him, and very few are discerning vocations to the priesthood and religious life.    

 

During this Year of Faith, our Church, our family of faith, if you will, is striving to renew its 

faith in the God of Jesus Christ.  During this season of grace, I invite all families to cultivate a 

more regular, more intense practice of familial prayer.  For as families grow in faith, the bonds 

that hold them together also grow stronger, and both Church and society are the better for it.  

Let's pray that all our households may grow in faith and love in the year ahead.   


