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The Holy Family is a strange family. No member of it is quite what he or she first appears. Joseph the father is not a biological father, but a foster-father;  Mary the mother is a virgin and remains a virgin. The child Jesus is indeed her son, but God in human form, Son of the heavenly Father. 

The Holy Family conceals the true identity of its members under the guise of ordinariness, of workaday life, until their time in God’s plan has come. Only then will they be revealed. 

The child is the second Adam, the Redeemer and Messiah. The mother is the second Eve, immaculate and full of grace, whose obedience overcomes the consequences of her ancestor’s disobedience. 

The father is that just man Joseph, descendant of David, who epitomises the quiet virtues of the Old Testament, while opening up his life to God’s new covenant. This carpenter is an icon of the whole people of Israel, building the house of the Lord.

At the finding of the child Jesus in the Temple, we catch a glimpse of their distinct roles. The Son, twelve years old, debates with the scribes and scholars of the temple. He adverts openly to His divine Father – “Did you not know that I must be about my Father’s business?” 

God and obedience to His plan stand at the centre of the Holy Family’s life. Joseph had welcomed Jesus as his own son, so that God’s Son might also be Son of David and fulfil the messianic prophecies.

The son will continue to be obedient to his earthly parents, but ultimately he must walk to the beat of a different metronome. Children’s obedience to their parents is simply “the acceptable way in the Lord,” who Himself gave us an example of this obedience. Occasionally, when there is conflict, obedience to the heavenly Father must take precedence over obedience to one’s earthly parents.

The authority of parents  -and authority means that which promotes augmentation, growth. - is the most basic form of human authority. They who generate new life are responsible for it before God. In return, the offspring must revere their progenitors. “Honour thy father and thy mother, that thou mayest have long life in the land” is the very first of those seven commandments of the Decalogue which concern human relationships.

The Holy Family is a strange family. It is held together, not by the bonds of human sexuality, but by the bonds of a divine mission, by God’s plan of salvation. 

A human family often begins with the romantic attraction of boyfriend and girlfriend. When the loving couple jointly commit themselves to one another on their wedding day, before the altar of God, they are incorporated in a new way into God’s plan of salvation. 

They covenant their lives to each other and to God, and God seals that covenant with them. The couple sign up to God’s plan for their future, and the future of their children. 

At least, in theory they do. Whether they understand its ramifications in practice is quite a different question, and one which is at the root of many marital difficulties today.

The Lord promises His grace and assistance in their married life. Their limited human loving is be fortified and regenerated by divine love. There are three, not two, in every Christian marriage: the bride, the groom, and God. The spouses’ union is sanctified by the sacrament of matrimony, so that the conception of new life may take place in a graced environment. 

They promise that their marriage will be open to God’s gift of children, and that those children will be baptised into His Son’s death and resurrection, to become members of his holy people -  His tribe in the world. Thus their sexuality is blessed and hallowed, both for the building of a family which will be strengthened by the divine love, and for the upbuilding of Christ’s Church

Their sexual act henceforth becomes a sign of this covenant with each other and with God. 

Human beings receive their being from God. In marriage, the husband and wife become co-creators with God, they render themselves open to the divine fruitfulness, the creation of new life, of children, of new immortal persons who will be their equal and live for ever. For as we owe our very existence to God, we also “owe all human fertility to the eternal fruitfulness of the triune God.” (von Balthasar).  

The love of husband and wife thus becomes an icon of the creative divine Love, and a channel of access through which it can stream into our world. The marital covenant is sealed and renewed in the marital embrace, in the act of love making in which a couple are open to one of the Creator’s greatest gifts – that of new life.

It is remarkable how the seven sacraments mark and strengthen the stages of family life. In the family, God designed that sexual attraction and genetic similarity should be re-inforced by the sacrament of matrimony and the graces of baptism. 

The spirit of the Christian family is traced back to the fact that all its members are adopted children of God, regenerated in the saving bath of baptism, and strengthened by the Holy Spirit.

The Church wants to support the family: it is the dangerous Utopian dreamers who hate it and aim to replace it. And replace it they do, with various degrees of hell upon earth.

In contrast, all Christ’s teachings about sexuality aim to build a rampart around the family and to defend it. The Catholic Church’s revealed doctrines help to nurture stable, joyful married life, and responsible parenting. 

Granted, if a family has no common spiritual bond, no shared faith, no common object in life beyond the material pleasures of the world or mutual self-interest, one can understand the comments of the disenchanted Sir Edmund Leach: “Far from being the basis of a good society, the family, with its narrow privacy and tawdry secrets, is the source of all our discontents.”

Leach spurns the family, but he has nothing to replace it. He appears misguided by his own disillusion. For on what other foundation can the life of society be constructed? Are we to industrialise procreation in the massive anonymous factories of Orwell’s Brave New World, where human beings are churned out in five pre-set social classes on a production line?

Chesterton was more perceptive when he commented:

“We can say that the family is the unit of the state; that it is the cell that makes up the formation. Round the family do indeed gather the sanctities that separate men from ants and bees. Decency is the curtain of that tent; liberty is the wall of that city; property is but the family farm; honour is but the family flag.” (The Everlasting Man) 

The family is truly the basic cell of society, and the guarantor of our freedoms: “The family may be regarded as the cradle of civil society, and it is in great measure within the circle of family life that the destiny of states is fostered.” (Pope Leo XIII, Sapientiae Christianae, 1890)

Moreover, the family, even the clan, is the great bestower of identity and protector of normality, our stout defence against political idealogues and officious civil servants. 

The extended family, still the norm in many parts of the world, involves parents and children, their brothers, sisters, aunts and uncles, cousins, grandparents, perhaps also a couple of waifs and strays. It is a home in which the unmarried, the elderly and the infants are usually cared for communally. It is indeed “the family, that dear octopus from whose tentacles we never quite escape.” (Dodie Smith)

Stresses and tensions are more easily defused within this wider community than in the modern western nuclear family. If a married couple do not get on wonderfully well, there are always shoulders to cry on and sympathetic ears around. The more the family has been stripped down to the tight nuclear famiily, the greater the danger of stress or depression building up. 

Husband and wife, with one or two children, living at a distance from their relatives, may focus upon their mutual relationship in an almost claustrophobic manner. At the same time society has elevated couples’ expectations of marital bliss and a satisfying sexual relationship to unrealistic levels. Disillusion and disappointment precede breakup and divorce.

Thus marriages break down, or are never undertaken in the first place, children are tossed from pillar to post, society becomes an atomised array of famililess individuals. The intrusive power of the state bureaucracy grows ever more insidious. 

As family life itself today grows weaker and people more lonely, perhaps our parishes, along with other community organisations, have the vital role of providing alternative “extended families”, where all may find a home. 

The union of the family lies in love; and love is the only reconciliation of authority and liberty “ (R.H.Benson)  “We are called children of God, and so we are.”

