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SUNDAY WITHIN THE OCTAVE OF CHRISTMAS, Year B 

THE FEAST OF THE HOLY FAMILY 
Sir 3:2-6,12-14; Ps 128:1-2,3,4-5; Col 3:12-17; Lk 2:22-40 

 

HONOR YOUR FATHER, HAVE A LONG LIFE 
Homily by Fr. Michael A. Van Sloun 

Saturday, December 30, 1917, 5:00 and 7:30 p.m. 

Sunday, December 31, 2017, 8:30 a.m. 

 

The first reading from the Book of Sirach is one of my mom’s favorite readings. 

  It is unusual for someone to even know that the Book of Sirach exists. 

  It is part of the Wisdom Literature of the Old Testament. 

  The book is barely used in the liturgy. 

 

But our first reading from Sirach is used every year for the Feast of Holy Family, 

  the Sunday between Christmas and New Year’s. 

My mom has been paying attention, 

  and it has become one of her favorites. 

 

My mom and I are buddies. 

We talk about many things. 

My dad died in February, 2013, 

  so he has been gone over four years already. 

 

So my mom has asked me several times, 

  “Michael, do you think your father is in heaven?” 

 

It is an odd question 

  because I know that she believes that dad is heaven. 

I’m pretty sure that she is just looking for reassurance. 

 

My dad was a big, strong guy. 

He played football for Chaska High School. 

He was a sailor in the U. S. Navy at the end of World War II. 

But the end of his life was really hard. 

He suffered for over ten years with Lewy Body Dementia. 

  It is like Parkinson’s and Alzheimer’s together. 

He spent the last three years of his life in a nursing home 

  and he hated every minute of it. 

He begged mom to take him home. 

Mom and I told dad many times, “No purgatory for you. 

  You’re doing all of your suffering right now here on earth. 

  When the Lord calls,  

    when you get to heaven,  

      you’re going straight in.” 
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My mom and I believe in the grace of the sacraments. 

  Dad did, too. 

When you have a son who is a priest, you have an inside track, easy access. 

When his situation turned for the worse, 

  I gave dad the Sacrament of Anointing. 

It puts a person completely in the state of grace. 

 

When he showed the signs that death was imminent, 

  I offered dad a special blessing called the Apostolic Pardon. 

The blessing is reserved for someone very near death. 

  It excuses or absolves Purgatory. 

So a person could be anointed and be in the state of grace, 

  but still have old sins that need to be purified or purged, hence Purgatory. 

I don’t want to be disrespectful, 

  but the Apostolic Blessing is like a “get out of Purgatory free card.” 

 

When the Church talks about Last Rites, they are three sacraments, not one. 

  Number One is Confession. 

  Number Two is the Sacrament of Anointing. 

  And Number Three is the Eucharist, Holy Communion. 

  Many times Confession is omitted because the person is unconscious or incoherent. 

 

The ideal is to receive Holy Communion last, 

  and when the Eucharist is the very last sacrament, it is called Viaticum, 

    “bread for the journey,” 

  so Jesus is with you and can serve as your personal escort to heaven. 

 

I wanted to be sure that my dad received Viaticum. 

On the afternoon before the evening that he died, 

  I visited him, and I had the Eucharist with me, 

  and he was so unresponsive that I couldn’t even rouse him. 

So I left, disappointed. 

 

But the parish deacon happened by about 5:00 p.m.,  

  and dad rallied a little bit, was briefly alert, 

  and dad was able to receive Holy Communion as Viaticum. 

He passed away at 8:00 that evening, 

  anointed, in the state of grace, 

  with the Apostolic Pardon, going straight to heaven, 

  and having received Holy Communion, with Jesus as his escort. 

 

So when mom asks me, 

  “Michael, do you think your father is in heaven?” 

I reply, “Of course, dear, he had every advantage of the sacraments. 

  He was in the state of grace and ready to go.” 
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My mom is a devout Catholic, 

  and the sacraments are very important to her, 

    but the healing grace of the sacraments was not completely compelling to her. 

For my mom, 

  it is more reassuring for her that my dad was a good man 

    than that he had received the sacraments, 

  and she uses today’s first reading has her rationale. 

 

On this Holy Family Sunday, the reading talks about fathers and sons. 

My dad really loved his dad, my grandfather. 

 

Ben Sira says, “Sons who honor their dads 

  atone for their sins and will have a long life” (paraphrase/combination, Sir 3:4,6a). 

My mom understands a “long life” to mean everlasting life in heaven. 

 

We lived in South Minneapolis. 

Grandpa (and grandma) lived in Chaska. 

Grandpa was the town barber, and he was an excellent barber. 

But grandpa wasn’t all that strong physically, 

 and he wasn’t very good with household tasks. 

So twice a month throughout my entire childhood, 

  dad piled us in the car, 

  we drove out to Chaska, 

  and my dad did the majority of grandpa’s chores – as an adult. 

My dad cut the grass and raked the leaves. 

It was before the time of combination windows. 

  He put up the storm windows in fall, 

    and he hung the screens in spring. 

He changed the oil in grandpa’s car. 

In the winter, he would shovel snow. 

He would paint things, fix things, 

  always gladly, never grumbling. 

After the work was done, dad would sit and visit with grandpa, 

  and they were like two peas in pod. 

Before it was time to leave, 

  we had our little family ritual: 

    we would gather around the dining room table 

      and have ice cream together. 

Then, after our good-byes, we’d head home. 

My friends, this went on for twenty-five years. 

My mom never protested. 

She never said,  

  “You go out to see your dad too much,” 

  or, “You should be spending more time our house.” 

No.  My mom admired my dad for being a good son. 
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My mom thinks the sacraments are a big deal, 

 but she thinks being a good man, a good son, is a bigger deal. 

She is in sync with the Holy Spirit. 

I’m pretty sure that God agrees. 

 

So I sometimes reverse the question. 

I ask mom, “Do you think that dad is in heaven?” 

She tells me with great assurance,  

  “Absolutely!  You can bet your life on it. 

   God promised it in that Old Testament reading. 

   ‘Honor your father and you’ll have a long life,  

      like everlasting life’”(paraphrase, Sir 3:3,6a). 

 

For my mom, she believes that the way her husband treated his father 

  is one of the top reasons that he is in heaven. 

 

My mom is at peace about my dad.   

Me, too. 

 

This Feast of the Holy Family highlights the importance of family. 

  God wants children to honor their parents. 

  God wants parents to honor their children. 

  God wants children to honor their brothers and sisters. 

 

When we love and serve the members of our family, 

  we are on the road to heaven. 

 

I’ll never forget how Archbishop Flynn would tell newly-ordained priests, 

 “Don’t you ever let your many duties as a priest  

     ever get in the way of taking care of your parents!” 

 

Similarly, Archbishop Flynn would tell us: 

  “Don’t let your job come ahead your family. 

    Don’t let your chores come ahead of your family. 

    Don’t hobbies come ahead of your family.” 

 

Because,  

  when you love your parents,  

  when you love your kids,  

  when you love your brothers and sisters, 

    you love God (see Mt 22:37,39; 1 Jn 4:2021). 

    and you’re on the road to heaven.” 

     


