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PASTORAL LETTER
OF

BISHOP ALAN HOPES

BISHOP OF EAST ANGLIA

ON THE FEAST OF THE HOLY FAMILY

To be read at all Masses the weekend December 26/27 2015
Dear Brothers and Sisters in Christ,

The parish where I lived in London, always put up a large Christmas Crib outside the church. I was always impressed by the number of people who stopped to look at the Crib – children with their mothers, those who were not so young and teenagers stopping to see what it was all about.  
It is the Crib that reminds us of what Christmas is all about. It shows us how God came into our world to share in our humanity. Because that is who the child is who lies in the manger of the Crib – he is Jesus Christ – God with us, God made man – born at a real time, in a real place, to a real mother – Mary.  
At the centre of the Crib is a family – the Holy Family of Jesus, Mary and Joseph. Jesus Christ was born into a family. He lived with his family for thirty years before he began his public ministry. Those years were a preparation for the purpose of his life- his death and resurrection – for being the Saviour of the world. 
The Crib and today’s Feast remind us all that marriage and the family are the basis of the life of the Church and that of society. 
In one of his recent addresses about marriage and family life, Pope Francis said: Marriage has been inscribed in creation’s design by God.  He reminds us that marriage comes from God. It is not of human making - it is part of a bigger picture that God has revealed to us in the universe.
What is this bigger picture into which marriage fits? It lies in the story of creation. The divine design is that of complementarity. In the account of creation in the Bible, each day God brings about a series of complementary realities – light and dark, sea and land, earth and heaven and so on. Then God gives us the greatest complementary reality of all – man and woman. Each of them is made in God’s own image, so distinct and so different – yet meant to find fulfilment in each other.
Pope Francis teaches us again:  complementarity is at the root of marriage and family.
In God’s divine plan, this complementarity of husband and wife is not intended to be selfish or self-absorbed. It is intended that it should be open to new life, assisting God in his work of creation. And so, out of their love for each other, children are born and the life of the family begins. 
A family, of course, brings with it deep responsibilities. As we see in the Gospel today, it means handing on our faith to our children. It means trying to raise our children to be men and women of faith, love, integrity, forgiveness and justice, holiness. It means each day trying to live out and witness to the faithfulness, the sacrifice and self-gift that we offer to each other in marriage. These qualities are a priceless gift which we pass on to our children and grandchildren.

The Christian family is described by Pope St John Paul II as the  Domestic Church – the Church  in miniature. That is because our families and the Church share a common identity and a common mission. 

Pope Francis says again: When a man and a woman marry in the Lord, they participate in the missionary life of the Church by living not only for themselves or their own family, but for all people. 

As domestic churches, our families are the Church on the ground, right at the front of the action. Through them, Christ’s Gospel comes into contact with the people of our diocese and beyond. 
May our families, as Domestic Churches, encourage and enable our Diocese in the Jubilee Year of Mercy, to speak to all people of the untiring and merciful love of Jesus Christ as we seek to live out our lives in generosity, faithfulness, pardon and reconciliation. May we enfold in the prayers of the Holy Family, all those who are struggling with family life. And may we, with Jesus Christ, extend his love and compassion towards them. For we too recognise that none of us is perfect and that we are all called to repentance and forgiveness.
I wish you and all your families the joys and blessings of Christmas and a New Year that is filled with peace and reconciliation.

Yours devotedly
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The Right Revd Alan S Hopes

Bishop of East Anglia

