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Their spines stiffened, and they sat up straight. 

 

On Tuesday evening my dad and his wife, Fran, took me to dinner at a beautiful country inn near 

our home in Pennsylvania.  

 

At the table next to us there were six women who were having some kind of reunion. Clearly, 

these ladies had been friends for many decades. They were all impeccably dressed, with perfect 

hair and flawless table manners. 

 

So it was a bit jarring when the young waitress came over to their table and said to the ladies, 

“Would you guys like to order drinks?” 

 

And I watched as their spines stiffened and the ladies sat up straight. No one said a word. The 

waitress repeated herself, “Would you guys like to order drinks?” 

 

Finally, one of the ladies said in a firm tone, “Miss, every person at this table is a lady – there are 

no guys present!” 

 

Now I was not watching carefully enough, but I wonder if, during the second reading, any spines 

stiffened in the congregation? 

 

In tonight’s second reading, Saint Paul says, “Brothers and sisters, you are all adopted sons…” 

 

Sons? I’m looking around the congregation and I see lots of guys who could be called ‘sons.’ But 

there are lots of ladies in the congregation too! Did any of you sit up straight during that reading 

and want to say to Saint Paul, “Um, Paul. There are ladies present. We can’t all be sons.” 

 

Why would Paul write a letter to a community made up of women and men, girls and boys, and 

say to them “you are all adopted sons?” 

 

Let me be clear - Paul is not being a sexist pig. He’s actually using a practice in Roman law in 

order to make a spiritual point. 

 

I said Roman law, because in Jewish law there was almost no provision for adoption. Children 

were not ‘legally adopted’ in ancient Jewish law, so Saint Paul has to use an example from 



Roman legal practice to make his point. 

 

In the Roman Empire, adoption was common. Occasionally, girls were adopted. But in Roman 

law, it was the adoption of sons that was most common. 

 

Here’s why: In Roman law, powerful and wealthy families maintained their power and wealth by 

leaving everything to one son. One son would inherit the money, and the land and the political 

position. And it was up to that one son to protect the family honor and position.  

 

So, if you did not have a male heir, you would adopt a son from another family.  Very often, the 

adoption of this son would take place when the boy was a teenager or even a young adult. That 

way, the adoptive family could be sure that the son they were adopting was of good character! 

 

And that adopted son inherited everything. He received a new identity, he was part of a new 

family. And a new responsibility was placed upon his shoulders – to live in such a way that 

would bring honor to his new family. 

 

Oh, and another interesting tidbit: In Roman law, if I had a natural-born son with whom I was 

disappointed due to his behavior… I could legally declare, “He is no longer my son!”  But if I 

adopted a son from another family… I could never renounce him. I could never take away his 

inheritance. 

 

And here is the key point… in Roman law,  it was only sons who could be adopted like this to 

receive the inheritance. 

 

So, when Saint Paul says, “You are all adopted sons….” he is making a very important spiritual 

point… not about your gender, but about what God has done for you, and what God has given to 

you, and what God expects from you, all because of the birth of his Son through the Virgin 

Mary. 

 

Paul says to all of us - women and men, girls and boys - what has happened to you is like what 

happened when a Roman family adopts a son. Because of Christ, God has called you into a new 

family. Because of Christ, God has promised an inheritance for you that can never be taken 

away. And because of Christ, you are now called to live your life in such a way that brings honor 

to God’s family. 

 

All of you are like an adopted ‘son’ in ancient Rome. We are all born into our natural families. 

And all of our families are an interesting combination of saints and sinners, of people we love 

and people who have the ability to drive us crazy! We are related by blood. 

 



But through the blood of Jesus, we have been incorporated into, baptized into, adopted into a 

much bigger family. The family of believers. We now belong to something much bigger than our 

selves. There are 1 billion people around the world who belong to the Catholic family. There are 

countless more who came before us for 20 centuries, and countless more will come after us. We 

have been drawn into a family that chose us, a family which teaches us how to follow Jesus 

Christ. That is who we are. Are we living like it? 

 

And, like adopted sons in ancient Rome, we who have been adopted by God in baptism have 

received an inheritance that we did nothing to earn. How generous is our God! How overflowing 

are his gifts to us! God delights in blessing us abundantly. Through the birth, life, death and 

resurrection of Jesus, we have been promised an inheritance that can never be taken away from 

us – the gift of God’s love, his mercy, his compassion, his tenderness, his forgiveness, his life 

which lasts forever. 

 

Have you taken any time to look back on 2015, to say “thank you” to Christ for all that he has 

done for you? Don’t start the new year without at least a few prayers of gratitude! You have been 

promised a share in God’s rich blessings. Be sure to say thank you. 

 

And no matter what happens in 2016, remember this… nothing, and no one, can take God’s 

blessing away from you. Nothing and no one is capable of removing from you this amazing 

inheritance of God’s love and God’s mercy and God’s presence in your life. You are an adopted 

son… that is, you will never be disowned or disregarded by the Lord who loves you. 

 

And, like the adopted sons of ancient Rome, you now have a new vocation in the new year… to 

live your life in such a way that you bring honor and blessings to this family of faith to which 

you belong. When I was growing up, I was regularly told by my relatives, “Remember, you’re a 

Renninger. Wherever you go, behave so that you do honor to the family name.” 

 

Well, we are all adopted sons in God’s family. So in 2016, remember…. You are a Christian. 

You bear the name of Jesus Christ upon you through the waters of baptism. So wherever you go, 

and whatever you do – even when no one else is watching – behave so that your actions give 

glory to God. 

 

The Blessed Virgin Mary lived her entire life seeking to know who she was in the sight of God, 

seeking to respond to God’s blessings, seeking to give glory to God through her courage, her 

generosity and her faith. 

 

Through her son, we have all become adopted ‘sons’ of God: women and men, girls and boys, 

united by his love, sharing in his blessings, called to give him glory. 



 

What a great year 2016 will be if we know that and believe it and live it. 
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