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 What picture comes to your mind when you think of family?  Do you picture the models 

we used to see in the old Sears Roebuck Catalogs – a family of four, tall good-looking Dad, 

slightly shorter pretty Mom, a boy around middle school age and a little girl in grade school?  

Or maybe you think of some of the families we see now on television, multi-racial, single 

parent, or two mothers or two fathers?  Maybe you immediately think about a gathering of your 

family and you smile at the good times you remember, or you cringe and want to forget the 

painful experiences that come to mind.  

 Each of us has our own response to the image of family – likely a combination of our 

families of origin, families of friends, our hopes, families we have formed through marriage or 

through friendships that we count as family.  The way you heard Jesus’ response in today’s 

Gospel,  “’Who are my mother and my brothers? And looking at those who sat around him, he 

said, ‘Here are my mother and my brothers!’” was likely influenced by your image of family and 

the emotions that it raises for you. 

 Those of us profoundly influenced by Western cultures are extremely unlikely to hear 

Jesus’ words the way that those gathered that day did.  In our Western culture, we don’t 

expect that our family will all live in the same neighborhood.  It’s common that children go 

away to college and then find jobs someplace far from their parents’ home.  As adults our 

family members, siblings, children, grandchildren may be spread across great distances.  We 

develop friends who know and understand us better and see us more than our biological family 

members. 

 But for those more connected with Eastern cultures, and particularly in Jesus’ time, it 

was not only normal, but expected that family would live close together.  For 1st century Jews, 

the close family bond was understood to be part of God’s plan. It was as foundational to Israel 

and worship of God as the Sabbath, or the dietary laws or any of the other traditions.  Jesus’ 

words cut through their tradition and their structure and were scandalous.   
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 Jesus was declaring that God was creating a new family – a family that was formed by 

those who were doing God’s will – not by blood ties.   

 If your history includes a negative family image, if it was abusive or degrading, or 

neglectful, then Jesus’ words may feel like hope and possibility.  These words may mean that 

you finally belong to a family of love and grace that you have ached for all your life.  Those 

from loving families may share generously among themselves and be very supportive of each 

other but potentially run the danger of becoming ingrown so that they do not see beyond their 

own family circle and may miss the great human need that is around them.  In that case, 

Jesus’ words can be distressful.   

 Whatever our initial response is, we miss the most important piece if we think that Jesus 

is in some way diminishing the idea of family.  If we stop and look and listen, we discover that 

this story actually can lift us beyond the limitations of our personal experience.  Jesus is 

teaching us to broaden our horizons.  He is inviting us to think beyond our biological family and 

at the same time he is inviting us to be part of his family.   

 There is only one criterion to become part of his family and that is to do the will of God.  

This is not just some vague idea of being a good person, it is very specific, but it is also very 

easy to identify and to remember.   Very simply – and yet, very complicated – it is to love God 

and to love our neighbor.   Throughout the gospels we find Jesus teaching this.  In Matthew, 

Mark, and Luke, when asked what the greatest commandment was, Jesus went to the 

foundation of Judaism, the Shema, found in the book of Deuteronomy 6:4-5. This was the 

morning and evening prayer prayed by all Jewish people.  “Hear, O Israel!  The Lord is our 

God, the Lord is one!  You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your 

soul and with all your might.” 

 Jesus then added, that the second was like it, “Love your neighbor as yourself.”  

Everything rested upon these two commandments according to Jesus. In John’s gospel, we 

also learn that this is lived out, by among other things, ministering to the sick, feeding the 

hungry, bringing good news to the poor and proclaiming liberty to those held captive in any 

way. 

 Thomas Troeger thinking about Jesus saying that “Whoever does the will of God is my 

brother and sister and mother” wrote these words: “If we keep the first commandment, we will 

discover the unconditional acceptance and indestructible joy that not even the most loving 
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human family can provide.  If we have been abused by our families, we will discover the 

overflowing grace that can heal our wounds.  If we keep the second commandment, we will 

have developed a healthy self-love, the kind of inner affirmation that releases us from the 

feelings of self-loathing and negativity that abusive families inculcate.  In other words, keeping 

the two great commandments is a way of doing the will of God, and in the doing of God’s will, 

we find ourselves healed and empowered.” 

 He continues, “Far from weakening families, Christ’s statement that ‘whoever does the 

will of God is my brother and sister and mother’ nurtures those qualities that make us healthy 

members of our immediate family and faithful members of Christ’s unbounded circle of grace 

and love.”i 

 As with much of Jesus’ teaching, he is not calling us away from something good, but 

rather making that good thing even better.  For those for whom family is not a good 

experience, he is redeeming that, transforming it into something that is nourishing and loving.  

A friend of mine who was abused by her biological father, was talking about the idea of God as 

father.  There are many abused people for whom this image is painful. But she clung to that 

image, because as she said, she never had a loving earthly father, but the image of God as 

father was healing because it reminded her of what a father should be.  

 Jesus’ proclamation that anyone who does the Will of God is part of his family, can be 

healing, it can be aspirational, it is invitational, welcoming and inclusive. 

 There’s only one catch.  We all know that we didn’t choose our biological family, and the 

same thing is true of our spiritual one.  We cannot be selective about who is in Christ’s family.  

He makes that decision, and he has set only one criterion – doing the will of God.  We discover 

that just as we may have family members who we prefer not to be with, there may be people in 

Christ’s family who we would not have chosen, but who are there because they are doing 

God’s will, and they then become our siblings in Christ as well.  

 But when we continue to live, loving God and loving our neighbor, we may grow to love 

those whom we would not have chosen.  We become united in sharing our love for God and 

our love for others.   

 Isn’t that what the world really needs today?   Wouldn’t we all be blessed if through our 

loving of God and neighbor, we could help transform our society into a culture of compassion, 
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understanding, mutual respect and solidarity?  We can start with the very first thing we see 

before us, the first way that we can love another person.  

 The Washington Post carried a story this week about John Butlerii a paraeducator at a 

high school in Louisiana.  As he arrived for his own daughter’s graduation, one of his students 

was outside.  He had been barred from entering the graduation because the person at the door 

declared that his shoes did not meet the school’s requirements.  The young man had not tried 

to violate the code.  He truly believed that what he was wearing was acceptable, but now he 

found himself out on the sidewalk being told he could not enter or be part of the graduation.   

 When he was unable to convince the person at the door to let the student in, Mr. Butler 

simply took off his shoes and handed them to the young man.  Because the student’s shoes 

were two sizes too small for him, he attended his daughter’s graduation in his stocking feet. 

The young man was able to shuffle across the stage in shoes much too big for him and receive 

his well-earned diploma. 

 I don’t know anything about Mr. Butler’s religious beliefs; but I am sure that he and his 

student became family that night as he loved the student in the same way he loved himself and 

did for him, what he would hope someone would have done for his child.  

 The invitation and affirmation is open to all of us to be part of Christ’s family. 

 Let us pray: 

 God of love, we thank you that you have created for us the perfect model of family and 

invited us to be part of it.  We thank you for your love that forms who we are and helps us to 

transform this world through our daily actions of love, compassion, understanding, mercy, and 

respect. Amen.  

 

  

 
i Troeger, Thomas H.  Feasting on the Gospels, Mark,  Homiletical commentary on Mark 3:31-35, p.259 
ii Washington Post  June 1, 2021 


