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He was the “problem child.” 

 

His older sister and older brother seemed to be perfect kids. At home, they always obeyed mom 

and dad… they younger brother fought them at every turn. At school, the older brother and sister 

received the “Christian Attitude Award” from Sister Irene. The youngest brother was constantly 

in the principal’s office.  

 

He almost got expelled for stuffing paper towels in the toilets. He did get expelled when he set 

fire to the Christmas trees that had been removed from the church after Epiphany. He just “didn’t 

realize” how close the dry trees were to the pastor’s Buick. Both the trees and the Buick received 

Christian burial. 

 

He flunked out of Catholic high school, breaking his parents’ heart. 

 

He was drafted into the Army, but struggled because of his drinking. The next Thanksgiving, 

during dinner, he announced the truth of his sexual orientation.  

 

His very traditional parents did not know what to do. So they cried. Their hearts were broken. He 

moved away.  

 

For years, his mother would lay awake at night, fearing what kind of life he was leading, what 

kind of trouble he was getting into. His dad kept his feelings inside, spending most of his time 

(and money) spoiling his perfect grandchildren. 

 

Mom died when she was in her late 60’s. The perfect children did not invite their younger 

brother to the funeral. 

 

Years later, dad received a call from the youngest son, asking if he could stop by for a visit. 

Reluctantly, the father agreed. 

 

The troubled youngest son knocked on his dad’s door. Frankly, it was awkward. There was so 

much pain and distance between them. And dad did not know what to do with the fact that the 

son had brought his partner with him.  But, the ice was broken. 

 

Over the next few years, an uneasy thaw happened in the relationship. But the two perfect 



siblings would have nothing to do with their youngest brother. 

 

When dad was 76, he had a stroke. He could no longer live on his own. But dad was a man who 

was set in his ways. He “was not leaving his house.”  

 

The perfect daughter announced that she was far too busy with important things to move back to 

the area to take care of dad. The perfect son lived closer by, but explained that his business travel 

made it impossible for him to help out with dad’s care. 

 

And so it was that the wild, imperfect son… the one who had broken his parents’ heart… he was 

the one who moved back home to take care of his dad. And for the next four years, he and his 

partner lovingly took care of the stoic old father. They did everything necessary as the father’s 

mental capacity and physical abilities declined. They did it all… and the younger son took care 

of his dad, even when his father could no longer remember his son’s name. 

 

After the funeral, the youngest son’s pastor once said to him, “You know, you are an example of 

what faithful love looks like.” And the he said to his pastor, “I learned faithful love from my 

parents… it just took me awhile to recognize what they were teaching me.” 

 

I think of that family every time I read today’s first reading from Sirach. Listen again: 

 

“Whoever honors his father atones for sins… If you revere your mother you will be blessed… 

my child, take care of your father (or mother) when they are old. Even if their mind begins to 

fail, be considerate of them. God will not forget the kindness you show to your parents.” 

 

When we are children, our parents do so much for us that we never notice, that we never say 

‘thank you’ for. Parents do countless daily acts of love, for which little gratitude is expressed. 

 

And every child has the ability to break their parent’s heart. Whether it’s the young man being 

thrown out of school, the young woman choosing a different path, the child who will not listen, 

the son who never says thank you, the daughter who says that she hates everyone,  the young 

adult who makes a series of bad life choices… children can break their parents’ hearts. 

 

And all the while, parents – if they are taking their vocation seriously – still try to teach their 

children what faithful love looks like. Even if that child is taking a LONG time in recognizing 

what mom and dad are teaching them. 

 

I wonder if Mary and Joseph felt that way in this reading? In today’s Gospel, a young Jesus 

apparently decides to stay behind in Jerusalem as the family caravan started the long walk back 

to Nazareth. 



 

Mary and Joseph experience every parent’s worst fear – they lose their child! And when they 

find him, they’re thrilled. But his response could be heartbreaking: “Didn’t you know I had to be 

in my father’s house?”  

 

What must Saint Joseph have felt in that moment? Joseph had loved this child, protected this 

child, fed this child. He had done all that an earthly father could do. And now the boy is saying 

he has to be in his father’s house? Isn’t that like saying to Joseph, “You’re not my father….” 

Isn’t that like saying, “I’m not grateful for anything you’ve done?” 

 

But Joseph and Mary don’t give up…. They take Jesus home… and they keep teaching him what 

faithful love looks like. 

 

They must have been very good teachers, because by the time Jesus grows into manhood he has 

learned what faithful love looks like… faithful human love, faithful divine love. And Jesus 

shows us what faithful love looks like in every way. Sadly, we are slow to learn what he is 

teaching us.  

 

Sometimes, we just have to keep loving each other even when it seems that we are being taken 

for granted. Parents, spouses, friend, neighbors… there are times when the Lord call us to keep 

loving and keep caring, even in the face of ingratitude and disappointment. When we listen to 

that call, we are learning to love as Jesus loves. 

 

Sometimes, we are the ones who have caused the disappointment. We are the ones who broke the 

hearts of our spouse, our parents, our siblings, our friends, because of our human weakness and 

sin. But if we pay attention to the humans who have shown us faithful love, and if we pay 

attention to the example of Jesus, we will learn how to love faithfully too, even if it’s taken us a 

long time.  

 

And God often gives us a chance to heal the hurts we’ve caused in the past. God often gives us a 

chance to make up for lost time, so that we can give the kind of love we’ve received. 

 

Sometimes the imperfect spouse is given the chance to love an aging partner whose body or 

mind is beginning to weaken. 

 

Sometimes the imperfect friend is offered the chance to give love without getting in return. 

 

Sometimes the imperfect Christian is called to love like Jesus loves, even when no one is 

watching, even when no one will say ‘thank you.’ 

 



Sometimes, the imperfect son is given the chance to move back into the house to take care of dad 

when his perfect siblings are just too busy. 

 

The Lord does not call us to have perfect families. The Lord calls us to create holy families. 

 

When we generously learn what faithful and forgiving love looks like, when we consistently love 

each other with patience and mercy, then we are learning to be holy. 

 

That, dear friends, is how Christ loves us. 

And that, dear friends,  is what matters most. 
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