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Welcome to this liturgy celebrating the Feast of the Holy Family. As we gather in this unusually warm weather during the Christmas season our scriptures today brings our hearts and minds to the memories that each of us hold of the Holy Family and of our own earthly families. 
How often have we been reminded to be sure to make room for Advent in our preparations leading up to Christmas? We are urged to combat in a way, if you will, the busyness of shopping and not losing sight of the true meaning of the Advent anticipation. How often have we found ourselves saying, “where did Advent go?” So, we have learned to balance the hectic-ness of the season with the richness of Advent and all it has to offer. 

Well, then we gathered on Christmas Eve to hear The Word proclaimed once again of Christ’s birth in Bethlehem and perhaps each of us followed the various readings offered for Christmas Day in our own prayer time. We might have also remembered St. Stephen on his feast day yesterday or thought of St. John the Evangelist whose feast is a bit overshadowed today due to falling on a Sunday. We are invited into the readings today celebrating the Holy Family, but there’s a shock to our system. Did you feel it too? Just 2 -3 days ago we celebrated the babe in the manger and today he’s 12 years old! What happened here? 

Now there are other scriptures in the next week or two where Christmas themes will continue, and as Paul Harvey use to say on the radio, “and that’s the rest of the story.” We will hear the rest of it, but it seems as though the church in it’s planning has jumped ahead. Why is this?
Some of the scripture scholars and commentators whose writings I delved over stated that there is not a whole lot of theology going on here in this reading. However, in a closer look, someone wrote, “three days ago we found ourselves in Bethlehem and now we are in Jerusalem, is this perhaps a rehearsal for Jesus and what his visits and especially the last one to Jerusalem has in store for him.” 

We were in Bethlehem and all of a sudden back to Jerusalem we travel. This is where we actually belong, in Jerusalem. Mary was said to have pondered, to have treasured, and as today’s reading states, to have stored all these things in her heart.

We find Jesus among the scholars in the Temple. At the age of 12 one might imagine that as he is maturing he’s asking himself the questions of “who is God for him” “what is he suppose to be and do as he continues to grow.” It sounds like Jesus was beginning to do a lot of pondering, treasuring and storing these things in his heart too. 

Families are not perfect, and I dare say that even Jesus, Mary and Joseph in their faithfulness to Judaism might not have always been perfect either. Families come in all sizes and shapes these days with many faults and misunderstandings, with joyful and happy experiences, with dealing with struggles and difficulties and doing all of this while pondering, treasuring, and storing in our hearts. God, the loving creator does not expect perfection, only that we do the very best we can and learn from our experiences. This is why some of the commentators on scripture wrote that there is not a lot of Theology going on, but our interest in and reflection on this gospel reading goes a long way in our human experiences of daily life gathered with those we call family. 

I wondered what it must be like for parents when being out and about, a child vanishes from their site. I even called my sister, Donna who brought 5 sons into this world. After 5 sons and 35 years of marriage she could easily recount at least three memories of losing the boys! She described it as her heart stopped and didn’t regain its beat until she found each of those rascals. My sister has also lost two of those sons in death during these 35 years. She, I believe in her great losses knows full well what Mary meant, as she found herself over the years pondering, searching, treasuring and storing all these memories in her heart. 
I can remember one of my responsibilities working at the preschool was to hold monthly fire drills and safety precautions. One of those had to do with a child gone missing. I was to walk through the classrooms and unbeknownst to the teachers snatch a child (who always went willingly with me to my office). We then put out an announcement for all the teachers to take role. It didn’t take long before a very out of breath teacher would be running to the office to claim this child, with lots of explanations as to, “I didn’t even notice you coming in the classroom and taking them.” I could understand how the teacher felt and usually asked them what was it like to realize, “uh-oh where is so & so?” We can well imagine what Mary and Joseph must have felt like while searching not just minutes or hours but days for Jesus. 

The part of the first reading from Sirach that touches my heart is: “My children, take care of your parents when they are old, do not grieve them as long as they live. Even if their minds fail, be considerate of them, for kindness to parents will not be forgotten, it will take lasting root.” In my own reflection I am reminded of a day when I had my nephew, Matt in the car. He was 14 years old. He noticed a brand new built house, a huge house up on a hill and told me that one day he would have a house like that. Well, I said, Oh Matt, I would get lost in such a big house. He responded, “but, Aunt Mare-mare – someday I am going to have to take care of my parents, I will have them come and live with me.” Wow! My sister, Donna and Steve did something right in raising him. I said to Matt, “well, what about Old Uncle Craig and Old Aunt Marellen someday?” Matt said, “I’ll find you two a good nursing home!”

There are many things I now wish I had asked my parents and since they are gone, I take these thoughts into my prayer and reflection and wonder how they might have responded. 

While we are on the topic of families, St Paul addresses a way in which we should strive to live. A way we can reflect on how do we clothe ourselves each and every day ~ in preparation to meet the world. Do we give time in pondering how we clothe ourselves in heartfelt compassion, with kindness, humility, gentleness, and patience? What does this look like? In order to help strengthen each other do we share examples of “bearing with one another?” How do we as families, as friends teach each other how to forgive? And, since we are considering the image of dressing ourselves what does it look like then to “above all else, put on love.” This binds all the rest together. Imagine thinking about that each day as we greet the new morn, dressing ourselves for what is ahead…because we know it’s Jerusalem waiting for us…doing the best we can with what life offers us, with all we might encounter along the way. In our households do we and can we find the ways to deeper conversations, deeper contemplation in coming to know ourselves in ways that provide us continuous growth? 
Yesterday while on call at the hospital I was paged to the CICU. A patient there only 69 years old was dying. The immediate family began to arrive, shocked that this was happening as he underwent open heart surgery at another hospital only two weeks ago. In our working with this family it became quite evident that the gentleman was a Roman Catholic from a very large Italian American family. His daughter described herself as a Buddhist and shared with me that her father had a great appreciation for this way of life. His companion of 24 years was faithfully by his bedside requesting prayers, which I offered. Soon, many  
Cousins began to arrive, everyone in shock. Two of the cousins approached me to look at the name on my badge. I had been asking them what their relationship to the patient was. One of them saw my last name and said, “oh, we thought you might be Marellen Haslup.” But you have a different last name. I said to the woman, no, I am Marellen Haslup Mayers. Come to find out these cousins all grew up in our old neighborhood with us, we were young pre teen and teenagers at the time. It became a bit of a reunion and their asking me where all of my siblings are now. As stories unfolding examples of family upset, hurt and pain, toxicity began to be shared along with the joyful memories and funny stories that happened over the years. This family pondered, treasured and invited me into all they had stored in theirs hearts. It struck me that several of us where about the age Jesus was at the time. I pondered many things on my way home last evening. 

What is in store for you this week as you ponder the message of the readings? What do you treasure most as you reflect on a lifetime of stories and memories? How do you hold all of this in your hearts this day?

