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A Holy Family in the 21°% Century?

By: Marcellino D’Ambrosio

The Passion of the Christ was the most intense
movie I've ever seen. But there was a moment of
comic relief, a flashback to a young Jesus in the
back yard, building a new invention. It was the kind
of table that is now a commonplace. Butin a
society where people reclined to dine, this table
would have put the food out of reach. Mary asked
him to explain his idea. He responded that people
would eat sitting upright, on chairs. Mary replied
authoritatively, “it will never catch on!” He laughed,
washed up for dinner, and playfully splashed mom
with the wash water.

There is more to this scene than just a break in the action. It a subtle way of showing that
Jesus was fully human. For being human does not just mean having flesh and blood, but
kith and kin. It means belonging to a family.

The pagan philosophers of Greece and Rome reflected quite
insightfully upon the role of family in human life. They saw that
children owed more to their parents than to anyone except God.
Obviously, kids’ physical existence and basic education depend
upon mom and dad. But if you think about it, children owe much
more to their parents. We learn our native tongue not from our
schoolteachers, but from our parents. We pick up from them, as |
by osmosis, attitudes, mannerisms, gestures, and habits. Like it or
not, we are profoundly influenced not only by our genes, but by our @&
family experience.

For this reason, the ancients described a special family virtue that falls under the Cardinal
Virtue of Justice. Justice involves the determination to give others their due. The virtue of
Piety, recognizing the extraordinary debt that children owe their parents, gives parents a
unique degree of honor, respect, and affection.

Of course we have the obligation to honor and respect all human beings, since they are

made in the image and likeness of God. But the degree of honor we are bound to give to
others is directly proportional to the burden of responsibility that they bear for our sakes. No
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one has been given more responsibility for us than our parents, and so we must give them
more honor and respect than anyone.

This is laid out clearly in the very order of the Ten
Commandments. The first three commands outline our duty
to God. The very first commandment having to do with
obligations to human beings is #4: “Honor your Father and
your Mother.” When we are minors, this means obeying our
parents. When we are adults, this means caring and
providing for them in the winter season of their lives (Sir
3:12). In his final act on the cross, Jesus did just this,
entrusting his widowed mother to the care of the beloved
disciple (Jn 19:26-27).

OK, so it was easier for Jesus to give his parents honor, affection, and respect given that
Mary was immaculate and Joseph was a saint. And it was certainly easier for Mary and
Joseph not to nag or provoke Jesus (Col 3:21) based on the fact that he was the sinless Son
of God.

Most households, like mine, are populated with both parents and kids who happen to be
sinners. That's why the Church gives us Col 3: 12-21 as the
second reading for the Feast of the Holy Family with its
command to “forgive as the Lord has forgiven you.” A
Christian family is holy not because it is sinless, but because
it responds to sin with forgiveness rather than resentment. In
my household, when we hurt each other, we don't just let it
slide. The offender must find it within himself to say “I'm
sorry, please forgive me.” And the one offended must
pronounce those liberating words: “| forgive you.” And then
the matter must be forgotten.

But in addition to forgiveness, patience and forbearance are required. Sometimes it is not
the sin of another that gets to us, but faults, annoying habits, or just ideas different than our
own, like Jesus’ newfangled table. The family is the first place where we learn to become
broader people, to celebrate, laugh and splash water at such differences rather than let them
divide us.
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Catholic . . . Orthodox . . . Protestant. How did these splits occur within
Christianity and what can be done to overcome them?

In this series, historical theologian Marcellino D’Ambrosio tells the story of the
people, ideas, and events that led to the divisions that we live with everyday. Itis
@ Not a simple story of good guys and bad guys, but a complex story of

= misunderstanding, passion for God, and human foibles with plenty of fault on all
o Sides.
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