
The Feast of the Holy Family of Jesus, Mary and Joseph
(Year C)

First Reading Sirach 3:2-6, 12-14
Response Blessed are those who fear the Lord and walk in his ways.
Psalm Psalm 128:1-2, 3, 4-5
Second Reading Colossians 3:12-21
Gospel Acclamation Let the peace of Christ control your hearts;

Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly.
Gospel Luke 2:41-52

Today is the Feast of the Holy Family of Jesus, Mary and Joseph. It’s one of the 
Sundays within the octave of Christmas, frequently just called the Feast of the 
Holy Family. This feast day is a unique feast day in the sense that if you look at the 
lectionary, in the way the readings are chosen, the Old Testament, the Responsorial 
Psalm and the first reading from the New Testament, the letter, are the same every 
single year that we celebrate the Holy Family. All that changes each year is the 
gospel reading. So the Old Testament and all those other readings stay the same but 
the gospel changes. So in this video I’m going to focus most of my attention on the 
gospel for this year, which is from the Gospel of Luke for Year C, and it’s the fa-
mous story of the finding of Jesus in the temple. So let's turn to the Gospel of Luke 
2:41-52 and we’ll read that account. It says this:

Now his parents went to Jerusalem every year at the feast of the Passover. 
And when he was twelve years old, they went up according to custom; and 
when the feast was ended, as they were returning, the boy Jesus stayed 
behind in Jerusalem. His parents did not know it, but supposing him to be in 
the company they went a day's journey, and they sought him among their 
kinsfolk and acquaintances; and when they did not find him, they returned to 
Jerusalem, seeking him. After three days they found him in the temple, 
sitting among the teachers, listening to them and asking them questions; and 
all who heard him were amazed at his understanding and his answers. And 
when they saw him they were astonished; and his mother said to him, "Son, 



why have you treated us so? Behold, your father and I have been looking for 
you anxiously." And he said to them, "How is it that you sought me? Did 
you not know that I must be in my Father's house?" And they did not under-
stand the saying which he spoke to them. And he went down with them and 
came to Nazareth, and was obedient to them; and his mother kept all these 
things in her heart. And Jesus increased in wisdom and in stature, and in fa-
vor with God and man.1

Okay, so… the finding of Jesus in the temple. This is one of the mysteries of the 
rosary, a very well known story. But what can we say about it from its First Centu-
ry context? And also, what does it mean for us spiritually during the season of 
Christmas, like during the Christmas octave, what are we celebrating here? So a 
couple of elements that are worth pointing out. The first thing is that the context 
here is the Feast of Passover. Now Passover in ancient Judaism wasn't just a feast 
where they would recall the exodus from Egypt and celebrate the Passover meal, 
you know, and sacrifice a lamb in memory of what God had done for the people at 
the time of Moses, Passover was also one of three pilgrimage festivals by the time 
of Jesus. So in the Book of Exodus 23:14-17 it says that every adult male was 
required to travel to the sanctuary to celebrate three particular festivals: the Feast 
of Passover, the Feast of Pentecost — those are both in the Spring — and then the 
Feast of Tabernacles — which would be in the Fall. So there were two required 
spring feasts and one required fall feast. So when Luke depicts the parents of Jesus 
going up to Jerusalem at the Feast of Passover, this gives us a clue that Mary and 
Joseph were devout Jews. In other words, they weren't just Jewish they were also 
obedient to the law. They followed the Law of Moses about making the effort to go 
down to the temple in Jerusalem and to celebrate the Passover festival. 

Now the second thing it tells us about this episode is the age of Jesus, that he was 
12 years old when his parents brought him down to the Feast of Passover. Now this 
is a very unique element because we don't often find out about the ages of people 
in the gospel. So for example, if you only had Matthew and Mark you would have 
no clue how old Jesus was when he began his public ministry, or when he was put 
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to death by the Romans. It's only Luke who tells us that Jesus was 30 years old 
when he began his public ministry. Many ancient biographies, which the gospels 
are a form of, weren’t as interested in specifics about age when it came to describ-
ing their main characters, whereas in modern biographies you get lots of informa-
tion about exact days, exact time, exact places, and age and that kind of thing. So 
the other gospels are pretty vague about that but Luke gives us Jesus' age when he 
began his public ministry, and it also gives us a specific age for the finding of Jesus 
in the temple. Now on the one hand, the reason Luke tells us that Jesus was 12 
when they went down to the temple and had this incident is, just on the level of 
history, because that's how old he was, right. I mean that’s just the fact of history 
that Luke is relating to us. But a number of scholars have pointed out that he may 
also be alluding to an ancient Jewish tradition about the boy Samuel. 

So if you go back to the Old Testament you have two Books of Samuel, 1 & 2 
Samuel, which are about the figure of Samuel, who was in a sense the last of the 
judges in the beginning of the era of kings. He was both a judge of Israel, he was a 
priestly figure, he was also a prophet, and he was the one who would eventually 
anoint David as king of Israel, the prophet Samuel. There’s a famous story of how 
Samuel's mother, Hannah, you know, went down to the temple and prayed to be 
given a child. When she was given a child she dedicated the boy to the priestly ser-
vice; she dedicated the boy Samuel to the temple. So once he was old enough she 
brought him back, she gave him to God in the temple, and he became a priestly 
servant, even from his youth as a boy. There is, you know, the famous story of 
Samuel sleeping in the tabernacle and hearing the voice of God and thinking it was 
Eli the priest calling him, but Samuel, you know, had to realize, no, it was God and 
he said, “Here I am Lord” and so on and so forth. If you're familiar with the stories 
of Samuel from the Old Testament, you'll be aware of that. Well one of the interest-
ing things is that in Jewish tradition, not the Bible, but in Jewish tradition, the boy 
Samuel was 12 years old when he went into the tabernacle and was called by God, 
heard that voice, and began to prophesy. So for example, Josephus, the First Centu-
ry Jewish historian, in his book The Antiquities of the Jews, says this about the boy 
Samuel when he was 12 years old; listen:



Now when Samuel was twelve years old, he began to prophesy: and once 
when he was asleep, God called to him by his name; and he, supposing he 
had been called by the high priest, came to him...2

Then Josephus goes on to say God did this three times. So notice what's taking 
place here. In Jewish tradition, the famous story of the call of Samuel by God to be 
a prophet took place when he was 12 years old in the tabernacle. There wasn’t a 
Temple yet, so the tabernacle was the equivalent of the temple until the temple was 
built by Solomon, but it’s in the sanctuary of the Lord, in the house of the Lord, in 
the dwelling place of the Lord. So what some scholars have suggested is one of the 
reasons Luke tells you that Jesus was 12 years old is because he wants to reveal to 
us that Jesus, likewise, is coming into his own into his role as priest and prophet 
and king. He's entering into his identity as the messianic Son of God. Now if you 
have any doubts about that typology there's no question about it when you look at 
the end of Luke's account because you’ll notice, what was the last thing Luke said 
about Jesus in the gospel? It says that he increased in wisdom and in stature and in 
favor with God and man. Now if you were a First Century Jew and you knew the 
Old Testament, you would know that that is almost a direct quotation from the 
Book of Samuel. So, this isn’t in the readings for today, but, if you go back to 1 
Samuel 2:26, it says this:

Now the boy Samuel continued to grow both in stature and in favor with the 
Lord and with men.

It’s almost verbatim. So what is Jesus doing? What is Luke doing in his account of 
Jesus in the finding of Jesus in the temple? He's revealing to us that Jesus is like a 
new Samuel. He is the new boy prophet who is going to speak the word of the 
Lord in the house of the Lord, and whose life is going to be totally dedicated to 
God, totally dedicated to his father's will, totally dedicated to the priestly sacrifice 
that he's going to ultimately offer of himself on Calvary, right. So it’s a beautiful 
passage, beautiful echo there of the Old Testament. Now with that echo in mind, 
we can go back to the story and see how what's happening here is that Jesus is 
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beginning to detach from his earthly family, so to speak, and to do the will of his 
heavenly father, his true father, God. So if you go back up earlier, so Joseph and 
Mary go to the feast, they celebrate the Passover in Jerusalem, and then as they're 
coming back, Jesus the boy stays behind in Jerusalem. 

Now I have to pause here for just a second. On a very human level as a father I can 
testify to the fact that, how shall I put this, 12-year-old boys, teenage boys, often 
don't think about their actions and don't consider necessarily how their actions 
affect everyone else. So it's very easy to imagine here on a human level Jesus as an 
adventurous young 12-year-old staying behind in Jerusalem and not necessarily 
making sure his parents found out about it. And sure enough, what’s interesting 
here, is we get a window into the life of the Holy Family and we can see that obvi-
ously Joseph and Mary are not helicopter parents. I don’t know if you’ve ever 
heard that expression, it’s a contemporary expression. You’ll sometimes see people 
talk about helicopter parents or helicopter moms who basically are so protective of 
their children that they kind of swirl around them, circle around them, never letting 
them out of their sight like a helicopter. That's not how it was 30 years ago when I 
was growing up and it's certainly not how it was in antiquity, because there was a 
larger family unit, it wasn't just nuclear families. Extended families, cousins, rela-
tives, even acquaintances, all of them in a sense kind of participated in the shared 
activity of keeping an eye out for other people's children. 

So you can see that Mary and Joseph aren’t really concerned about the fact that 
they didn't find Jesus to travel back with him, because they just assumed that he 
was probably playing with some of his relatives or cousins in these large caravans 
that the Jews would utilize in order to travel from Galilee in the north down to 
Judea in the South whenever these pilgrimage festivals would take place, because 
travel was dangerous in the ancient world. There were robbers, there were brig-
ands, and so when people would make these pilgrimages it made sense for every-
one to travel in a group, in a caravan. The Greek word here is synodia, we actually 
get the word synod from that. So when the church has a synod, it's literally a cara-
van of bishops and priests gathering together, traveling in order to discuss a partic-
ular issue. So they thought Jesus was with the synod, the synodia, the caravan, but 
he wasn’t, he stays behind in Jerusalem. What is this boy prophet, this boy priest, 
this future king doing? Well he’s sitting in the temple, sitting among the teachers, 



listening to them and asking them questions, and all who heard him were amazed 
both at his understanding and his answers.

So, what's going on here? Well in the First Century A.D. there was no such thing as 
a university. You didn’t have colleges and universities. What you had were public 
places where elders and wise men and rabbis would discuss the Torah, the word of 
God, the wisdom of the Saints, the wisdom of the ages. One of the premier places 
for having those kind of theological, philosophical discussions was in the temple 
itself. We’ll see this in Jesus’ public ministry. When he wants to teach and bring his 
message, he’ll go into the temple, he’ll go into Solomon's portico, one of the places 
outside the temple, and there he would teach and there he would preach. The same 
thing was true of these Jewish elders, and so Jesus is sitting among them, he’s 12 
years old, he's asking them questions, but he’s also blowing them away with his 
answers. He’s blowing them away, he's amazing them with his wisdom and his un-
derstanding. So when Mary and Joseph come back, after three days they searched 
for him finding him nowhere, and eventually they come to him in the temple. They 
don't find him, you know, playing in the brook somewhere, you know, or hanging 
out with some of the boys of Jerusalem. What's he doing? He’s in God's house lis-
tening to the teachers of God's law and asking them questions about the word of 
God. He's already expressing this commitment that he has to the mission of his Fa-
ther. 

So we see, again, another window into the Holy Family's life here when Mary 
speaks up and says "son why have you treated us this way? Look how anxious 
your father and I were searching for you.” I love that line because it gives us a 
window into the fact that although Mary was immaculately conceived, as we cele-
brated on December 8, and although Joseph and her were righteous and devout, 
they were also fully human. They experience real human fears and real anxiety at 
having lost Jesus their son. I can just speak again as a dad, when one of my kids 
was really young, my son Aiden got lost in a park. We were playing at the park 
with a bunch of other children and I looked away for two seconds and he wandered 
off and we couldn't find him for about 10 or 15 minutes and they were the longest, 
worst 10 or 15 minutes of my life, because immediately I was filled with anxiety 
and fear about someone may have kidnapped him, what might've happened to him, 
where was he, how would we find him if he had been taken. In antiquity that was a 
reality too. People would frequently kidnap children in order to sell them into slav-



ery. I mean this is a real, brutal reality, just like today we have human trafficking 
where children are stolen and sold into slavery. That happened in antiquity and 
there was no network system in order to find children in those days. It was a very 
serious and very tragic event that would happen frequently. 

So you can see here that, at first, Mary and Joseph just assume he’s with everyone 
else. But as time goes by, their anxiety grows more and more that they've actually 
lost him. So when Mary finds him in the temple you can kind of hear it in Mary's 
voice when she finds Jesus in the temple, she's very blunt, right. You know, why 
did you do this to us? Why did you treat us this way? Don't you know how anxious 
we've been looking for you? And Jesus’ response here is striking, he says, didn’t 
you know where I would be? “How is it that you sought me? Did you not know 
that I must be in my Father's house?” Now that English translation there is actually 
debatable. The Greek is ambiguous, it can mean two things. It can mean did you 
not know that I must be in my Father's house, that puts the emphasis on the loca-
tion. In other words, why would you look for me anywhere else, this is my Father's 
house, this is the temple, this is where I'll be. But the Greek is ambiguous and you 
can also translate it did you not know that I must be about my Father's affairs, con-
cerned with my Father's business. There, the emphasis is more on what he's doing, 
which is talking about the word of the Lord, discussing the law and, you know, de-
bating the word of God with the elders of the people. Either of those translations is 
legitimate. It's not clear which of them Luke means, he may mean them both, but 
the message is the same here, that Jesus is focused on the mission and the house of 
his Father. He's focused on his Father's will for his life, his true Father in heaven, 
God the Father.

You’ll notice here, another little window, that Luke tells us that Mary and Joseph 
did not understand what he was saying to them. They didn't understand his re-
sponse, and again I think this is important that in the Catholic tradition, in the pious 
tradition of the West, we have great esteem, great veneration, great honor for Mary 
and Joseph as we should, but we also don't want to transform them into omniscient 
super humans, right. Not only did they not know why Jesus had done this, they 
didn’t even understand his response to them. It took time for them to ponder the 
mystery of who he was, what he was saying to them, and how this 
particular response, did you not know that I must be in my Father's house, how this 
fit into who he was and what he had come into the world to accomplish. So they 



didn't quite understand at first, but what does Jesus do? He goes down with them to 
Nazareth and he was obedient to them and it says his mother kept all these things 
in her heart. That’s very important. So although Mary doesn't fully understand it at 
the level of her intellect, what does she do? She treasures it in her heart and she 
ponders the mystery of his words so that her understanding is going to grow with 
time. And sure enough, not only does her understanding grow but we actually see 
here the human dimension of Jesus’ growth. Luke says that Jesus increased in wis-
dom and in stature and in favor with God and man. As I’ve already pointed out, 
that's a direct almost quotation from what the Book of Samuel says about the boy 
priest and the boy prophet Samuel. So here Jesus is the boy prophet and the boy 
priest, except he, unlike Samuel, is the Son of God who is come as man into this 
world.

Okay, so that's the gospel for today. With regard to the Old Testament readings, 
what I would just like to say here is just a couple of brief points. The first reading, 
which is from the Book of Sirach, is about honoring your father and honoring your 
mother. So on this Feast of the Holy Family as we’re celebrating the family of Je-
sus, the church also puts before us an exhortation to honor our own fathers and 
honor our own mothers so that we might have joy and, interestingly in Sirach, also 
so that we might pay off the debt of our sins. Very interesting that the Old Testa-
ment says that when we honor our father and mother it atones for sin, it's a way of 
repairing the damage caused by our sins, because after all, what gift can we give to 
our father and mother that would repay the gift they gave to us, namely the gift of 
life. The same thing is true about the Psalm for today, Psalm 128, a beautiful por-
trait of family happiness, of the joy of the family. Where does the family’s joy 
come from? It comes from the fear of the Lord, it comes from obedience to God, 
and nobody exemplifies that better, of course, than the Holy Family: Mary, Joseph, 
and Jesus; all three of them who were obedient to the will of God. Even Jesus him-
self as the divine Son of God is obedient to the will of his Father in heaven. 

Which along those lines, one last little point there about the second reading for 
today. The second reading for today is a famous passage, or infamous passage, 
from Colossians 3:12-21, where Paul says for husbands to love their wives as 
Christ loved the church with agape, sacrificial love, but he also tells wives to be 
submissive or subordinate to their husbands as the church is to Christ. Many peo-
ple think that when Paul says wives be submissive he's saying somehow that the 



wife is inferior to the husband, but as the gospel for today actually shows us there’s 
a link here, it’s important, that that cannot be a correct interpretation. Paul cannot 
mean that a wife's submissiveness to her husband is a sign of her inferiority, and 
we know that because the very word that Paul uses to describe the wife being sub-
ordinate to her husband, hypotassomai in Greek, is the same word that Luke uses 
to describe Jesus being submissive to his parents. So although the English transla-
tion says that Jesus went home and was obedient to his parents, the Greek is actual-
ly Jesus went home and was submissive or subordinate to his mother and his father. 
Now just because Jesus was submissive to his parents does that mean he was infe-
rior to Mary and Joseph? Say no. No is the right answer, right. No, of course he’s 
not inferior to them, he's God, he's the Son of God made man, but within those 
family relationships he was subordinate to his parents, right, at the level of human 
relationships. It’s not a question of superiority or inferiority, but it has to do with 
the ordering within the family. The same thing’s true with the teachings of St. Paul. 
He's calling on husbands to love their wives as Christ loved the church and wives 
to be subordinate to their husband as the spiritual leader of the family because 
that’s the order of relationships that God established in the human family.

In closing I’d like to end with just a brief word from the living tradition here. One 
of my favorite writings on the finding of Jesus in the temple is what Pope John 
Paul II says in his apostolic letter on the most holy Rosary, right. So one of the 
mysteries of the rosary is the finding of Jesus in the temple. So I want you to listen 
to the words of St. John Paul II regarding the finding of Jesus in the temple as 
applied to the praying of the rosary as a kind of imitation of Mary in this scene. So 
listen to this. John Paul wrote this:

Mary lived with her eyes fixed on Christ, treasuring his every word: “She 
kept all these things, pondering them in her heart” (Lk 2:19; cf. 2:51). The 
memories of Jesus, impressed upon her heart, were always with her, leading 
her to reflect on the various moments of her life at her Son's side. In a way 
those memories were to be the “rosary” which she recited uninterruptedly 
throughout her earthly life. Even now, amid the joyful songs of the heavenly 
Jerusalem... Mary constantly sets before the faithful the “mysteries” of her 
Son, with the desire that the contemplation of those mysteries will release all 



their saving power. In the recitation of the Rosary, the Christian community 
enters into contact with the memories and the contemplative gaze of Mary.3

That's from John Paul II’s On the Most Holy Rosary, paragraph 11. Now I don’t 
know about you but at times in my life praying the rosary has been difficult. It can 
seem repetitive, it can seem boring, it can seem dry, and one of the reasons it was 
like that for me for some years was because I was just saying the words, I thought 
the focus was supposed to be on repeating the words. I didn't realize that the words 
are like the body of the rosary but the soul of the rosary is the mystery that you're 
contemplating in each given decade, right. So the soul of the rosary are the myster-
ies of the life of Jesus, and what John Paul II is saying here is that, for 
example, with the mystery of the finding of Jesus in the temple what we’re really 
doing is entering into Mary's own memory of that event and her own act of 
contemplating the mystery of finding Jesus in the temple in her heart, taking that 
mystery into her heart and ruminating on it, meditating on it, pondering what it 
means for who Jesus is, what he’s come into the world to do, and how he's come to 
save. And in this case, I can't help but wonder if the three days between when they 
lost Jesus and they found him for Mary, in a sense, was a kind of anticipation or 
pre-enactment of the anxiety and the detachment, the separation, that she would 
experience in the passion of Christ. Think about it, she loses Jesus for three days 
and then on the third day they find him in the temple. It's a kind of foretaste of 
what will happen on Calvary where Christ will be taken from her once again and 
then three days later, right, she will encounter him again in the joy and the mystery 
of the Resurrection. So I just encourage you to think about that. Try to think of the 
prayer of the rosary as contemplating the mysteries of the life of Jesus through the 
eyes and the heart of Mary.
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