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Holy Family, Year C
A Flourishing Family
St. Luke gives us the only episode we hear from Scripture about the childhood of Jesus.  Even here, St. Luke skips ahead twelve years from the birth of Jesus, and after today’s episode, he skips ahead another eighteen years to the baptism of Jesus.  From this very brief glimpse, however, we learn volumes about Jesus, the Holy Family, and how our own families can flourish.
Now keep in mind that Jesus is twelve, and he has been taught about the Jewish faith at home in Nazareth by his parents and at synagogue.  He has probably made his bar-mitzvah, becoming a man in society and owning his faith, much like we do at Confirmation.  Though his parents went to Jerusalem every year for the important feast days, this may have been Jesus’ first visit, now that he is old enough.  And this holiday, the Passover, would have been a spectacular event.  Imagine Christmas, Easter, and Independence Day rolled into one.  That is how much the whole nation would have celebrated this day.  
A twelve-year-old, small-town boy could easily become lost in the crowds, frightened by the strange sights and people, distracted by big-city entertainments, or even kidnapped and hurt.  Those are all the fears running through the minds of Mary and Joseph.  I am sure you parents can relate.  For a modern-day comparison, picture your twelve-year-old child lost in New York City for three days without access to a phone, e-mail, or any relative or friend of the family.  Try not to panic.
But picture now that you find your child in St. Patrick’s church having a friendly conversation with a group of priests and nuns, not worried in the least.  To their credit, Mary and Joseph are not angry, but they are astonished, and we should be too.  From this brief glimpse of the young Jesus, we learn much about him and his family.

We learn that Jesus—already at twelve years of age—had a personal relationship with God, calling God “my Father.”  The Old Testament described God as the Father of all Israel, and Jesus certainly would have learned this.  For him to have a personal relationship with the Father, however, begins a new era and shows just how unique Jesus is as God the Son Who has become man.  
From this relationship, we also learn that Jesus valued time spent in prayer with the Father.  His family certainly prayed at home, but of all the places where young Jesus could have spent his time in Jerusalem, he chose to remain in the house of prayer.  When the public prayers were not being conducted in the Temple, he chose to discuss matters of faith with the wise teachers there.  Again, not every child’s first choice of big-city fun.  
We learn that Mary and Joseph were surprised too.  They did not understand Jesus as well as they thought.  He was still mysterious, still able to astonish them.  Maybe he surprised them every day!  Regardless of their misunderstanding, we learn finally that Jesus was obedient to them.  Jesus respected and loved his mother and father, and followed their rules and commands.  He respected all his elders, in fact.  Remember that he was not teaching the teachers in Jerusalem, but listening to them and asking questions.  For Jesus to teach at his age would have been impertinent and improper, and for that reason, he waits until he is thirty, the age of full maturity at that time, to become a teacher or rabbi himself.  

Yet Jesus’ example today is teaching us.  Young Jesus is teaching us how to live in our families and how our families can flourish.  We flourish first of by developing a personal relationship with God.  The family teaches us how to relate to God by teaching us how to relate to other people.  For any relationship to work, we learn that it takes time and activities spent together, that it takes conversation and sacrifices, and that it takes signs of love and devotion given regularly.  Without sharing these, families will not flourish.  Without sharing time and conversation with God, without making sacrifices for Him and showing Him our love, we will not have a good relationship with Him.  
Furthermore, the family teaches us to develop a personal relationship with God by teaching us how to pray.  Parents teach children.  Once when visiting my friends, they invited me to put my baby godson to bed.  Their regular routine was to hold him, quietly sing a hymn to him, pray a Hail Mary out loud for him, and then place him in the crib.  I know many parents here who encourage morning or nighttime prayer in their children.  

Sometimes children teach parents how to pray.  My friend’s sister was once walking the sidewalk with her toddler when the little girl stopped, looked up and said, “Mommy, did you know that Jesus loves you?”  Startled, her mother said, “Well, yes, honey.  Who told you that?”  The girl pointed at a statue of Mary nearby and said “She did.”  

A final way the family helps us flourish is by teaching us to obey legitimate authority and to learn from our elders when we are children, and by teaching us to take charge and organize when we are adults.  We know that family members can fall short of their responsibilities, but we can still learn from imperfect people as well.  By relying upon parents when we are children, we learn to seek out experienced and wise people later in life when we need help.  We learn how to learn, and we learn that we cannot do everything on our own.  Ultimately, we learn to ask help from the saints and from God with our struggles in life.  

By caring for children as adults, we learn to organize our lives.  If you have tried taking the baby anywhere or have tried moving a group of children, you know what I mean.  Adults learn to take charge and organize very quickly for the safety of the children and for their own sanity.  We need those skills for putting our own lives in order and for following the right path to God in eternity.  

Our thoughts often turn to family during this Christmas season.  Young Jesus in the Holy Family of Mary and Joseph is teaching us how our families can flourish.  What can you do to make your family flourish?  What can you do so that you and your family members deepen your relationships, build respect and love for each other, and develop a person relationship with God leading to everlasting life?
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