My Dear Brothers and sisters in Christ

One of the most appropriate feasts celebrated in Christmastide is that of the Holy Family.  By placing this Feast so close to the great day of the Saviour’s birth, the Church reminds us of the exalted dignity of the Holy Family, and by extension of the Christian family.

In human terms the first Christmas marked an inauspicious start to family life for the couple from Nazareth forced to have their child far from home in hostile surroundings.

There were further embarrassments ahead … Jesus is apparently conceived out of wedlock. We know from St Matthew’s gospel that Mary’s pregnancy was a shock to her husband, Joseph, and that he was minded, being a just man, to divorce her informally.

But appearances are deceptive.  Amid this apparently chaotic set of circumstances, God was at work. The narrative accounts of Jesus’ conception and birth, the Gospels according to Matthew and Luke, concur in this, that Mary conceived by “the Holy Spirit”.

It is important to remember that though the circumstances of His coming to birth were extraordinary, Jesus lived most of his earthly life in a normal family setting, surrounded by parental love and affection, thus sanctifying with His presence the institutions of marriage and family life.

Marriage exists, in the teaching of the Church, not only for the benefit of the spouses who mutually exchange their love, but also for children – a benefit to society of the marital union.

So no-one can expect Christians, even those without formal allegiance to the Church, to be other than taken aback and shocked by current legislative changes affecting marriage. 
We are more than reluctant to accept easier divorces. And the implicit endorsement of homosexual and lesbian unions through allowing the registering of civil partnerships - marriage in all but name – is similarly unwelcome.
We hear those who say that it is a matter of justice that those who throw their lives together, build a home and care for one another, should, irrespective of gender, be allowed those same tax and legal benefits permitted to married couples. And they have a point. Though the argument is weakened by these benefits being accorded only to those in a same sex partnership and refused to those who live in chaste companionship, whether as members of the same family or friends.
What most concerns us is the apparent blessing by the state and society (certainly not by the Church!) of the use of the sexual faculty outside marriage, the love of a man and woman expressed by an act which not only binds them together but is apt to produce children – in other words to create a family.

Let us not beat about the bush – that is where the problem lies with recent changes to the law.

Of course the challenge is not all one way – it is not only Tradition that challenges the new order. As Christians we must be prepared to say why a love that comes naturally cannot be expressed in a way that comes naturally.

The answer which the Church gives is that even love must take account of right reason. It may be popular to say that love has its own reasons, but we all know that like every other human emotion, love needs to be guarded and rightly ordered.

Love can run wild, it can even be prostituted.  True love, on the other hand, as the apostle Paul taught us, is never selfish.

In a famous sermon, St Bernard, abbot and doctor of the Church, says, “Love is a valuable thing, only if it returns to its beginning, consults it origin and flows back to its source … But love is the only one of the soul’s motions, senses and affections by which the creature in his inadequate fashion may respond to his creator and pay him back in kind.”

In other words, for the believer, the ultimate source and true model of human love is in the Divine.  A man and a woman, convinced of this truth will know how to exercise this, perhaps greatest of human emotions, in a way that not only gives God glory, but gives the lover satisfaction and the beloved joy. In the instinct of men and women, as well as in the word of God, the acceptance of a child as the fruit of conjugal love, is also an essential aspect of marriage.

In the year which lies ahead, I ask you to put family life at the top of your list of priorities.  

Just weeks after his election, our Holy Father, Pope Benedict set out the vocation of the Christian family in the modern world. He wrote: “Today more than ever, the Christian family has a most noble mission, that of transmitting the faith. Parents are the first evangelizers of their children, precious gifts of the Creator, beginning with teaching them their first prayers. Thus a moral universe is created, one rooted in the will of God and in which children are raised in human and Christian values that give full meaning to life."
Those words summarise the vocation to family life to which so many of us are called.  Let us resolve to live up that vocation better during the year which lies ahead.  The legal and social framework which once supported marriage and family life is being dismantled in our country.  But the love of God, and the support of the Church cannot be dismantled. We, like the Holy Family, must never lose heart, whatever the external circumstances in which we find ourselves.

May the coming year see us carry out a fearless apostolate of good example, so that seeing the beauty of family life, others may be drawn to value once more the institution God himself chose for his coming to birth.

With my blessing
