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Sunday after Christmas 2012 

 
“What then did the Lord bring to us by His advent?-know this, that He brought all 

possible novelty, by bringing Himself who had been announced. For this very thing was 

proclaimed beforehand, that a novelty should come to renew and invigorate humanity.” 

(AH 4:34.1)  These words of St. Irenaeus of Lyons in the 3rd century encapsulate a 

sense of how many early Christians thought about what the coming of Jesus meant.  

They saw him as bringing newness, in fact all possible newness, to this world and to the 

human race.    Today, as we focus on the family in both the Roman and Byzantine 

traditions, the question that naturally arises is: Does the novelty brought by Christ 

change and transform our understanding and experience of the family?  And if so, how? 

 

 The feast of the “Holy Family” in the Roman tradition today highlights the story of  Mary 

and Joseph and the child Jesus going up to Jerusalem for the feast of Passover and 

then settling down in Nazareth where Jesus grows up.  [Byzantine Christians today 

celebrate King David, St. Joseph, Jesus’ foster father, and St. James, the “brother 

of God”, Jesus’ relative and first bishop of Jerusalem, and remember the escape 

of Jesus from the clutches of King Herod as he and his mother are taken by 

Joseph to safety in Egypt and then later settle down in the home in the obscure 

village of Nazareth away from the eyes of dangerous government officials.]  It’s all 

about family, and I’m sure that in countless churches across the world there will be 

glowing, idealized pictures being painted of the nuclear family and its place of within 

Christianity.   
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Without a doubt, families are absolutely crucial to healthy human existence.  They can 

provide the necessary stability, warmth and launching pad for human growth and 

development, and when they breakdown or become corrupted, human social life pays a 

very heavy price.   Much of the rhetoric of the culture wars during the past few decades 

has been concerned about this.  . If families are crucial for healthy human and Christian 

flowering, they are at the same time problematic in both the gospel narratives and in the 

concrete lives of many people.  The Christmas holiday, for example, is one of the most 

family-centered holidays we have, and because of this it is also one of the most 

unsettling times of the year for lots and lots of people.   

 

Tightly-knit families are inherently ambiguous.  They can be wonderful support 

structures that enable people to discover their God-given potentiality and to learn how to 

grow and blossom, or they can be hotbeds of disfunctionality in which the brokenness of 

the parents is passed on virtually undiluted to the offspring, or they can be something in 

between or maybe both at the same time.   

 

If we take seriously St. Irenaeus’ talk about Christ bringing all kinds of novelty to 

humanity, the question then is “what kind of novelty, what kind of newness” did Jesus 

bring that can or must change our understanding and experience of family life?  Or was 

the family basically left untouched by the Gospel?  In fact, we might even ask what we 

mean by the word “family”- Who belongs to it? What are its boundaries?  What do 

relationships within the family look like?  These are not easy questions.  In fact, they 
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can be quite divisive issues today, and how we answer them is deeply related to how 

we understand the Good News itself, how we understand the witness of the New 

Testament scriptures, and how we understand how “novelty”, “newness”, plays itself out 

within human and Christian history.   

 

Despite the difficulty of the question, there is something that can give us a direction in 

the way we approach the problem.  In the words of Pope John Paul II, the Gospel 

contains an ever relevant message which goes back to the attitude of Jesus Christ 

himself.  So if we are to discover the novelty which the gospel brings to the question of 

family life, we certainly need to discern the “attitude” of Jesus, which transcended, as he 

Pope argued, the established norms of his own culture (“Letter to Women”, 3).  Once 

we accept the pope’s argument that we need to go back to the attitude of Jesus as our 

necessary lens for dealing with all kinds of issues, we have entered a huge and very 

fruitful arena of reflection.  Let me suggest just two issues where this might be helpful in 

relation to the family. 

 

First, the question of the relationship between men and women within family life.  The 

epistle reading from Colossians [at the Roman Mass] included the following admonition: 

“Wives, be subordinate to your husbands,as is proper in the Lord. Husbands, love your 

wives, and avoid any bitterness toward them.”  This text is similar to that from the epistle 

to the Ephesians: “For the husband is the head of the wife as Christ is head of the 

Church, his body, and is himself its Savior.  As the Church is subject to Christ, so let 

wives also be subject in everything to their husbands.”  Texts like these sound as if they 
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are simply reinforcing the patriarchal structures of the ancient world as permanent and 

divinely-sanctioned, and lots of people throughout history have indeed understood them 

in this way.  What “novelty”, if any, does the Gospel bring to this question of the 

subordination of wives to husbands within the family? 

 

Again, Pope John Paul II can  be really quite helpful in getting us to understand the 

gospel innovation and novelty.  He says that the New Testament letters were addressed 

to people living in an environment marked by the customs and religious tradition of the 

time, by what was the “old” way of thinking and acting.  And into this “old” way of 

thinking and acting comes the “innovation of Christ and the unambiguous content of the 

evangelical message. The thing which is new, novel, is that, unlike the one-directional 

subordination of the Church to Christ- Christ is never subordinate to the Church- the 

“subjection” within the family is never simply the subordination of the wife to the 

husband.  This “subjection” is never one-sided or one-directional.  It is always mutual.  

“Be subject to one another”, Paul writes, “out of reverence for Christ”.  It is this Gospel 

vision of the novelty of mutual subjection which turns patriarchal structures on their 

heads, sets women free from every kind of exploitation and domination, and which, as 

the Pope argues, goes back to the attitude of Jesus Himself who treated women with 

openness, respect, acceptance, tenderness and with a dignity that women have always 

possessed according to God’s plan.  The fact that it has taken us centuries to really get 

this novelty of mutual subjection in both church and society and then to establish it in 

our hearts and consciences and behavior and customs is analogous, John Paul argues, 

to how long it took us to understand the evil of slavery and to finally abolish it.   The 
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novelty of the Good News is finally working itself to transform the way we understand 

the relationship between husbands and wives within the family. (“Letter to Women”, 3 

and Mulieris Dignitatem, 24) 

 

The second issue where going back to the attitude of Jesus can help us to understand 

how the Gospel can reshape family life is in terms of the family’s relative importance.  

The sense of family identity among the Jews was a central and vital symbol of who they 

were as a people, and some of Jesus’ most remarkable sayings seem to be 

undermining this family identity.  “Leave the dead to bury the dead; you go and 

announce God’s kingdom”, Jesus said.  Ignoring a parent’s funeral would be bad 

enough in our own lax Western culture.  In Jesus’ culture, the obligation to buy one’s 

father took precedence even over saying the daily Shema, and announcing the 

kingdom, Jesus said, was more important again.  When a woman in a crowd yelled out 

to Jesus, “Blessed is the mother that gave you birth and nursed you”, he responded in a 

way that completely relativized his blood family connection to Mary: “Blessed rather are 

those who hear the word of God and obey it”.    And perhaps the strongest text is one 

from Mark’s gospel; Jesus’ mother and brothers arrive and want to see him.  Jesus is 

inside a house with his disciples, and when somebody announces that his family is 

there to see him, he asks, “who are my mother and my brothers?”  And then he points 

to his disciples and says, “These are my mother and my brothers.  Whoever does God’s 

will is my brother and sister and mother.”  It is difficult to imagine a young Jewish man 

saying that in our own context; in first-century Judaism where family identity mattered 

supremely, it is almost unthinkable. 
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However we understand these texts, what is clear is that for Jesus the family was 

relative.  It was not the final criterion of life. There was something that trumped the 

family connection.  Jesus challenged his followers to sit loose with one of the major 

symbols of the Jewish worldview for the sake of something higher- the Kingdom of God.  

In effect, what he did was to enlarge the family structure, to make room for others within 

the framework of his new family of disciples.  Here we see the novelty of the Gospel at 

work.  When the family has been properly Christianized, it can no longer be turned in on 

itself.  Its boundaries must somehow be permeable. It must always remain open to 

others, to bringing others into its life so that life can be shared.  That’s why Christians 

from the very beginning have valued hospitality and the welcoming of strangers as an 

important task especially of family life.  “If there is room in the heart,” as a Danish 

proverb puts it, “there is room in the house”.  From St. John Chrysostom in the 4th 

century to Dorothy Day in the 20th-century, the idea of hospitable Christian homes with a 

space specifically set aside for welcoming others- a “Christ room” as Chrysostom called 

it- represented the enlargement and the transformation of the traditional family, now 

rooted in the novelty of the Good News. 

 

As we continue to celebrate the Christmas season and to reflect on who we are as the 

People of God created anew, our work is to lean into the novelty that the coming of 

Christ has brought us, first of all, as this novelty changes and transforms that most 

ancient and traditional institution we call the “family”. 

 


