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The Holy Family 

That the month of January falls in the wake of Christmas and the turning of the calendar 

year makes it, in my mind, an excellent occasion for reflecting anew on the transformative effect 

that the Incarnation has had on our society and our culture. We live in an age that is rightly referred 

to as “post-Christian”. This is because, despite the stubborn insistence and dogged efforts of the 

disenchanters in our midst, the milieu in which we make our lives has been stamped with a 

distinctly Christian seal, a seal that by the grace of God continues to shape us in subtle and 

manifold ways. However much it might seem at times, our society is not pagan yet. To borrow a 

phrase from Flannery O’Connor, if our society are not still Christ-fearing, it remains to a certain 

degree Christ-haunted. This might seem like cold comfort at times, but we are people who have 

been admonished not to mourn as do the heathens. Where death and Satan seem to triumph, we 

look for an even greater victory. 

It has been wildly reported in the last several years that Sister Lucia of Fatima fame told 

the late Cardinal Caffera that the final battle would be fought over marriage and the family. What 

that means precisely and whether or not we have reached that moment in history is something is 

something on which I will decline to speculate, but on reflection it does make sense that this would 

be the case. Marriage and the family rightly ought to be the final battle, because it was the first. 

When we look at the Holy Family of Jesus, Mary, and Joseph, we are seeing more than a pleasant 

picture or a touching portrait of humility, love, and the ordinary dignity of life. The Holy Family 

is the embryonic form of the total transformation of human nature and human society by the grace 

of God’s Incarnation. If we, as consecrated women and men, are really to commit ourselves to the 

task of renewing all things in Christ, then we need to meditate on the mystery of the hidden life in 
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Nazareth and reflect on how that which once transformed the known world can do the same in our 

own time. 

In order to understand in what ways and just how radically the Incarnation transformed 

human society, one needs to have a proper understanding of just what was the state of affairs in 

pagan Europe before the advent of Christianity. In few places is the comparison starker than with 

regards to family life. 

While, to be sure, there was no complete absence of natural affection and love among 

family members in the pagan world, the structures, customs, laws, and mores in which they lived 

were brutal and dehumanizing, even when glossed with the patina of civilization and 

sophistication. In the fourth century BC, the Greek statesman Demosthenes commented to some 

foreign visitors, “We Athenians are the most fortunate men on earth. We have prostitutes for 

pleasure, courtesans for companionship, and wives to bear us children and carry on our names.” 

This sounds flippant, and it probably was, but it betrays the classical Greek view of woman’s worth 

being non-existent except in her utility to a man. Some 450 years later, the Roman Stoic 

philosopher Epictetus, himself a former slave, was able to offer what is perhaps the strongest 

advice in favor of sexual restraint of which a pagan could conceive, “Learn to use wine with 

refinement, and to hold back from some little lass or a little flatcake.” In the moral universe of 

even the most enlightened and moderate of pagan Romans, a slave girl was considered as ranking 

as pretty much the same as a glass of wine after dinner. 

Even though it was considered gauche to exercise his power too freely, a Roman 

paterfamilias, the head of the family, had fully authority to execute his wife, children, or slaves at 

any time and for any reason, or no reason at all, or to inflict any other punishment on them that he 
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saw fit. Whereas Roman boys received three names at birth, a personal name, a tribal name, and a 

family name, Roman girls received one: the feminine form of their father’s tribal name. While 

chronicles and comedies of the day give us accounts of clever, literate slaves who think circles 

around their masters and eventually gain freedom and fortune, this type of story was in reality a 

rare occurrence. Life for the vast majority of slaves, who made up close to 40% of the Roman 

population, was one of brutal, unrelenting labor and exploitation, and unless a slave managed to 

demonstrate otherwise by winning his freedom, the de facto assumption was that slaves were 

basically subhuman and incapable of living without the strict supervision and discipline of a 

master. 

Christianity blew this state of affairs right out of the water. In place of license and pandemic 

exploitation, with a slave-staffed brothel on just about every street corner, the early Christians 

preached chastity and purity of heart. In place of a crushing patriarchal system, Christians preached 

that husbands ought to love their wives as Christ loves his Church. In place of a dehumanizing 

system of chattel slavery, Christians declared that masters and slaves alike were children of the 

same God, who viewed both with equal love and imparted both with equal dignity. In the Liturgy 

of the Hours, we find an excerpt from an early Christian letter writer explaining what sets 

Christians apart from their pagan neighbors. He lists a number of Christian characteristics, but 

when it comes time to drive the point home, he turns to the heart of the family household: “We 

share our meals, but not our wives.” This is the revolution that turned the pagan world upside 

down: not wrought by palace coups or stirring manifestos, but by the silent outpouring of Christ’s 

self-emptying love onto the human relations that bind us together and shape us into who we are. 
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Where Christ’s kenosis, that act whereby he completely poured himself out for fallen 

humanity by uniting our nature to his own divine nature, is most perfectly crystalized is, of course, 

upon the Cross. In the Paschal Mystery, our human nature was restored and manifested in its 

perfection. Whereas before the Fall, humanity was not subject to death, through Christ’s death and 

resurrection, human nature now triumphs over death. Whereas before the coming of Christ, it was 

scarcely possible for a man to lay down his life even for a just man, now perfect God and perfect 

man has enabled frail humanity to pour out its life even for those who are yet sinners. This is one 

reason why, from the earliest days, martyrdom has been held in the highest esteem by the Church. 

To shed one’s blood for Christ and, by association, for the whole human race is not only to be 

perfectly configured to Christ and his kenotic action; it is also to become fully, authentically 

human. 

That said, precious few of us are called to witness to Christ by the literal shedding of our 

blood. Where then ought we to look for a more concrete model for our own vocations of self-

sacrificing love in the ordinary circumstances of life. The early Christians, once the age of the 

martyrs came to a close, faced the same question. In response to the desire to replicate the total 

self-sacrifice of martyrdom, the evangelical counsels of chastity, poverty, and obedience gradually 

developed. If we desire a model for how these counsels are to be lived out, the place to look is the 

very one where Jesus lived thirty of his thirty-three years on earth. It was as a part of the Holy 

Family that Our Lord chose to spend the bulk of his life amongst us, and it is here that the vast 

majority of us who are called to work out our salvation amongst the circumstances of ordinary 

Christian life can seek guidance in our own vocations. To that end, I would like to speak briefly 

about an aspect of each member of the Holy Family, reflect with you on how it relates to one of 
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the evangelical counsels that we as Carmelites are called to embrace, and meditate on how each 

helps to draw us into the mystery of Christ’s redemptive, self-emptying, transformative love. 

 

An oft-overlooked aspect of Saint Joseph is his vulnerability. We see this trait 

demonstrated in two cases: firstly, in his acceptance of God’s call to be the husband of Mary; 

secondly, in the commission to be the foster father of Jesus. 

Vulnerability is a character trait rarely held to be of value, especially in men. It carries with 

it a connotation of weakness and confesses a lack of invincibility. It’s an experience that is often 

hidden and buried, typically under a stoic silence or an exaggerated machismo. Even in Christian 

circles, men are far more likely to be exhorted to defend the vulnerable rather than to be vulnerable 

themselves. 

All this betrays a superficial understanding of the true nature and dignity of vulnerability. 

At its core, vulnerability means a willingness to allow oneself to be wounded out of love. It is an 

attitude that accepts pain, loneliest, and loss as necessary parts of the process of becoming fully 

human and allowing God’s grace to divinize our souls through the workings of grace. 

We first see Saint Joseph’s vulnerability in his hesitation over how to respond to Mary’s 

inexplicable pregnancy. Confronted with a mystery that he did not understand and in which he did 

not feel worthy to participate, Joseph’s instinct was to withdraw. Yet, he did not act impetuously. 

Often, in circumstances of pain and confusion, our souls long for concrete action to take, in order 

to reassert our own sense of control over a difficult situation. Joseph stayed his hand. Motivated 

by love of Mary and love of God’s law, he first took the time to ponder what the proper course of 

action might be. Then, when he determined to divorce Mary, love once again impelled him to 
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resolve to remain in his agonizing position so as to ensure that no harm or disgrace came upon her. 

He allowed himself to become vulnerable to the pain of remaining for an indefinite period of time 

in the company of the woman he loved and whom he knew he must lose, when a lesser man might 

have thought only of his own need to begin healing and acted with delay. He exposed himself to 

this suffering purely for the sake of love. 

Saint Joseph’s vulnerability continued even after the angel enlightened him as to the true 

nature of Mary’s pregnancy. As a devout Jew, Joseph surely would have remembered the words 

of the Prophet Isaiah about the Suffering Messiah who was to be despised and rejected by the 

people. This would have been further confirmed through the prophecy of Simeon, as they were for 

Mary, and by the terrible trial of having to flee from Herod into Egypt. By accepting the vocation 

to be the earthly father of the Son of God, Joseph would have understood, if only vaguely, the 

suffering to which he was exposing his own soul for the sake of Jesus and Mary. Yet, he remained 

steadfast. He did so, too, without the consolation of control over his own life or his own family. 

This is yet another aspect of vulnerability in which Joseph excelled. The angel told him to take 

Mary as his wife, and he did so. The angel told him to go to Egypt, and he went. The angel told 

him to return to Israel, and he did so. Jesus remained behind at the temple for three days, and 

reminded His parents of what was truly His Father’s house, and Joseph accepted this without 

complaint. For a man of his day, this is extraordinary. Joseph was a poor workman. He did not 

govern a city, oversee a business enterprise or a large landholding, command men on the 

battlefield, or direct the religious worship of the people. All the power, respect, and authority that 

a man of his station could have hoped to exercise, and thus to feel in some way in control of his 
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own life, would have been in his own house and over his own family. Yet even in leadership, 

Joseph still embraced the vulnerability of allowing his life to be entirely directed by God’s will. 

Vulnerability is closely tied to the evangelical counsel of chastity. As we learn from 

examining the life of Saint Joseph, vulnerability is primarily concerned with openness to love. 

Authentic love always comes united to the Cross. No matter what our state in life, when we commit 

ourselves to a life of chastity, we necessarily make ourselves vulnerable to attendant pain that must 

come, setting aside the panaceas and false reliefs the men so often employ to mitigate their 

suffering but shutting out love. We become vulnerable to the pain of loneliness and rejection, to 

dry spells in our human relationships, to the failings and sins of others, to separation, to 

disappointment, and even perhaps betrayal. We say to God, “For love of you, I commit to this 

person or this life, freely surrendering into your hands the control of my own destiny and 

happiness, no matter what that entails.” We commit to a chaste prayer life when we open our hearts 

totally to God and keep it open and unguarded against the workings of His love, even when our 

experience of it is painful, dry, or distracted. To be vulnerable is to keep our hearts pure before the 

Lord, not smothering love or walling ourselves in with vices or attachments, but purging ourselves 

of all that is not of God and giving ourselves in docile trust over to the workings of his will. 

 

The chief characteristic of Jesus that we see in His life as part of the Holy Family is His 

obedience. Amongst the evangelical counsels, I often wonder if perhaps obedience is the most 

challenging, simply because it is the hardest to understand. This is perhaps curious, because while 

all the evangelical counsels have been lived since apostolic times, the particular vow of obedience 

is the first of the three to take explicit form. For example, the ancient Benedictine formula has its 
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monks make vows of obedience, stability, and conversion of life. Yet for members of third orders, 

and even for us religious who live in monasteries, obedience is often the quietest and vaguest of 

the counsels. Poverty is pretty obvious when I have to walk past Chick-fil-a at lunch time without 

stopping in, and chastity when I see a cute young couple walking out of said Chick-fil-a holding 

hands. Obedience, though, for the most part remains in the background. It’s the foundation on 

which a regulated life with and for God is built, but even for a friar, formal obedience is only 

activated by a written or publically-witnessed directive from a major superior, which is a rare 

occurrence. 

This is the minimum required of obedience, but we ought not to be satisfied with 

minimums. How then ought we, especially in the absence of formal superiors and a structured style 

of life, fully embrace the virtue of obedience, in imitation of Christ? 

The core element of obedience is the setting aside of our own will and allowing ourselves 

to be directed by the will of another. While on relatively rare occasions, this takes place in the 

context of Gethsemane moments, like Jesus, our daily exercise of obedience unfolds in the quiet, 

unprepossessing events of life. In the secular world, obedience is seen almost exclusively through 

the lens of duty and power structures that are all-to-often unjust. For the Christian, obedience is 

daily exercise of generosity in ways great and small. When we allow a friend to pick a movie or a 

restaurant, we are allowing obedience to permeate our human relations by making a generous gift 

of our will to them. When we volunteer our time for the good of another, pitch in on another’s 

chore that has been overlooked or left undone in favor of ore pressing duties, when we act in 

anything, not out of the desires of our own will, but for the sake of another, we are living the 

obedience of Jesus, who came to do His Father’s will and in that was obedient to Mary and Joseph. 
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This practice of living other-centered in generous, God-centered love, serves to transform our 

human relations from one of a grudging balance of rights and exchanges among disconnected, 

autonomous individuals into deep bonds of supernatural, familial love. 

 

Finally, we come to the Blessed Virgin, and if you’ve been keeping track, you should guess 

that I am about to speak about poverty. It is not a topic, I think, that is often connected to Mary 

specifically, or to the Holy Family in more than a passing way. Often when we think of their 

poverty, it is in a sentimental way, or else we weaponize it to score some political point. 

Furthermore, we often, especially in the West, have a hard time coming to grips with poverty as 

such. It’s either an uncomfortable topic about which we would rather not think (because what 

reasonable person could consider us in any way poor), or we conflate it with immiseration and 

deem it an evil to be eradicated, without value in the economy of salvation, or we approach it as 

something about which we are obliged to care by our faith, but then leave our faith at the door and 

proceed to attack it with the same mental toolbox as an atheist. That’s a real shame, because there 

is an intensely evangelical dimension to poverty, and Mary reveals that to us. 

I recently finished reading a book on Our Lady of Guadalupe, and the authors made a 

particular point that really struck home with me. I’ve known for some time that on the tilma of 

Saint Juan Diego, Our Lady represented herself as a mestiza woman. What I didn’t know were all 

the implications of that identification. 

At the time of the apparitions, the Spanish conquest of Mexico was still brutally recent, 

Tenochtitlan having fallen only ten years previous. Mestizos were a small part of the population, 

and they were almost all impoverished, vulnerable outcasts. Furthermore, they were almost all 
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children, most of whom had been conceived by rape. These were the poorest of the poor in 

Mexican society, rejected by both Spaniards and Indians. Yet this is with whom Our Lady chose 

to identify herself! The Queen of the Universe chose to present herself to the peoples of the 

Americas with the face of one who lived at the very periphery of their society. Just as during her 

earthly life in a tiny village on the fringes of the Roman Empire, Our Lady tells us that is among 

the poor and the forgotten that she is to be found today. 

This is a sign for us about the evangelical dimension of poverty. It involves more than 

detachment from earthly goods and an unseemly, lustful chase after riches. We must seek God in 

the poor and allow God to find us among them in turn. The friars’ constitutions, in treating on our 

vow of poverty, start by mandating an authentically poor manner of life and common ownership 

of what property we do have, but they go on to admonish us that an integral part of our vow of 

poverty is that we become identified with the poor, mixing with them and promoting their 

advancement. 

The example of Mary points the way for us as to how to live our vows or promises of 

poverty, even in the midst of material comfort and security, in such a way that our lives become 

vehicles of God’s transforming grace. Firstly, we must always identify with the poor, taking care 

to see them as human beings, brothers and sisters under who share with us the same Father. 

Secondly, we need to be attentive to the poor, just as Mary was attentive to her cousin Elizabeth 

and no doubt countless others, carefully on the look-out for their well-being and shaping both our 

public and our private decisions in light of their good, advancement, and human dignity. Thirdly, 

we need to be found among them, because the greatest poverty that exists in the world, the poverty 

that Jesus is most concerned with alleviating, is the poverty of human love. The secular order of 
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human relations is dominated by utility and exploitation. Your value as a person is based on your 

economic output. Your dignity is benchmarked to your bank account. Your worth is defined by 

holding the right views, consuming the right products, and hating the right people or things. This 

is the dynamic that the Church, as captured in the image of the Holy Family, came to overthrow 

and transform. The poor are our family. If we had a blood relative in town who was going through 

a really hard time, be they hungry, homeless, out of work, or facing an unplanned pregnancy, we 

would never just put a check in the collection basket at Mass and say, “Well, I guess that about 

fulfills my responsibility. Aren’t I a good person?!” No, we would visit them, be with them, let 

them know that they weren’t alone, even if their troubles were their own dang fault! This is how 

we ought to be with the poor. This is how we ought to fulfill our promise to God to live a life of 

poverty, not simply by forgoing a vacation or a new car, not just by giving X amount in alms, but 

by freely dispensing the greatest treasure that we possess: the personal, attentive, unconditional 

love that we in our poverty have already received from God. 

Our Holy Mother Saint Teresa wanted her Carmels to resemble a loving family. “All must 

be friends, all must be loved, all must be held dear, all must be helped.” This is not because she 

had a sentimental attachment to family in its form as a human institution. This is because she 

understood that the family, transfigured by grace, is a school of holiness, whereby we learn to live 

out in our daily lives Christ’s sacrificial love for us and become conformed to the image of the 

Crucified. May the Holy Family of Jesus, Mary, and Joseph be for us a continual icon pointing out 

the way to holiness and love in the heart of the world and of the Church. 


