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(Sir 3; Mt 2:13-23) 

 God came down from heaven to earth for the salvation of mankind.  And 
yet, it was only in the final years of his life, at age 30, that Jesus fulfilled this 
mission publicly.  For over 90% of his life on earth, the Son of God remained 
hidden, living an ordinary family life.  The Gospels are largely silent on this time, 
and yet it is extremely significant.   

 Jesus shows the importance of the undocumented happenings of a 
household, and he sanctifies them.  The future of the world, and its salvation, pass 
through the family (John Paul II, Familiaris Consortio, 75,86).  Man is created to 
be part of a family: everyone comes from a family, and through marriage forms a 
new family.  And beyond our human families, God establishes the Church to be a 
universal family.  In order to serve God and fulfill His plan for the world’s 
salvation, our families must be strong; family life needs to be ordered according to 
God’s law.   

 Families are ordered by God’s own authority, entrusted to the parents.  
There is no higher authority on earth than that of parents over their children.  No 
family can survive where every member does whatever he wants, following his 
own will.  The authority of parents is the principle unity and harmony in a family.  
It must be respected as sacred, since it comes from God.  Thus the Scripture 
teaches that “God sets a father in honor over his children; a mother’s authority He 
confirms over her sons” (Sir 3:2).   

 The fourth commandment governs the morality of family life, and the 
fundamental value which must be respected in this commandment is God’s 
authority.  Children must obey parents because God has entrusted their well-being 
to the parents.  The gift of Piety, which pertains to respect of the family, is closely 
related to the gift of Fear of the Lord, which pertains to respect of God himself.  
Those who fear God will respect their parents and honor those who have authority.  
They will likewise be humble and diligent when exercising authority themselves.   

 As children grow older, the fourth commandment does not change.  As long 
as a youth or young adult is dependent on parents, living at home or even while 
attending college, there is the duty to obey and do as they say.  However, with 
increasing age, parents will begin to entrust more authority to their children, in 
order to train and prepare them for the responsibilities of adulthood.   

 Adults and parents are still bound by the fourth commandment even though 
they are no longer under their parents’ authority.  They are now morally bound to 
exercise authority as a sacred obligation, according to the precepts and will of God.  
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Parents who fail to properly use their God-given authority harm their children.  
This can take place by excess, when authority is administered harshly, arbitrarily, 
inconsistently, impatiently, wrathfully, or with verbal abuse.  It can also take place 
by defect, when parental responsibility is abnegated and parents are “absent” from 
the life of their child; when they allow free reign to their children without carefully 
establishing and supervising the boundaries and limits of behavior, and where 
errors and misbehavior are not corrected, especially disobedience.   

 Parental authority demands constant vigilance, and a serious prayer life, in 
order to properly administer, because there are constant dangers for the family.  
The dangers come from outside, such as the political, educational, and 
entertainment establishments, which seek to take control of children, impose false 
values, and prevent the family from exercising its fundamental right to worship 
God without interference.  They can also come from wrong relationships, when 
bad elements threaten the well-being of a child or spouse, or the family itself.  It is 
often forgotten in today’s world, for instance, that when a young man gets a young 
girl pregnant, it is not just she who has been violated, but the sacred bond of 
authority in that family: he has violated her parents’ rights and responsibilities, and 
affected every member of that family.  Finally, the dangers come from the sin 
within ourselves, which has to be constantly confessed and absolved.   

 God entrusts the authority for the family to the parents, who have the 
obligation to work together, in complete unity as husband and wife, for the good of 
their family.  No task is more important for children than the quality of their 
parents’ marriage.  Both are responsible together for the family’s sacred authority, 
but each in a different way.  God establishes the woman the heart, and the man as 
the head, of the family.  Nowhere is the family more undermined, than when men 
are not trained, supported, and encouraged to take up the honor and responsibility 
of providing, protecting, and serving their families.  The headship of the man must 
be upheld, especially by his wife, without whom it is unsuccessful.   

 Though the life of the Holy Family centers on Jesus and Mary, it is St. 
Joseph who is established by God as its head.  The Gospel shows his deep prayer 
life, his attentiveness to God’s will made known to him through the ministry of 
angels, his constant vigilance for his family, and his ready obedience to do 
whatever is necessary to safeguard and serve his family.   

 On this Feast of the Holy Family, let us reflect on the spiritual life of our 
families, the importance of the Fourth Commandment, and seek an increase in the 
Gift of Piety, by which we honor and properly exercise the sacred authority 
entrusted by God to each family, for its well-being and happiness.   

 


