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by WILLIAM LYON PHELPS


Ivan Ludington of Detroit came to see us one day. He is an ardent attendant at the church presided over by Dr. Phelps in summer. “The best sermon Billy Phelps ever preached there,” he said, “is one called ‘Four Families.’ Get him to write it for you.”And so we did


Illustrated by EVERETT HENRY


�
INASMUCII as the family is the foundation of Anglo- Saxon civiliLatiofl, as well as its essential unit, it IS pleasant to remember that the Christian religion began with a family.


In a selected list of the most famous women in history, it is possible that second place would be given to Joan of Arc, the inspired maid; but there is no doubt at all as to first place. From the dawn of history until now, the most famous of all women is Mary, the mother of Jesus. Our religion begins v~ ith a mother and child; and there is still nothing more beautiful, more sacred. When Joseph and Mary and Jesus were together in the manger on the first Christmas night, more than nineteen centuries ago, the Divine Child received the homage of both angels and shepherds; Hea\ en and earth. The birth of this Child was the birth of the Christian religion.


Iwish that Mary had written a fifth gospel; I should like to have an account of the childhood, youth, manhood, and career of Jesus as only His mother could have told it. But as it is, her silences are more significant than the oral testimony of others. A whole essay could be written on the silences of Mary. When the shepherds had spread the good news, we are told: “But Mary kept all these things, and pondered 1/tern in her he~srt.” After His conversation with the learned doctors of the law, when Jesus was twelve years old, we are told “But His mother


kept all these sayings in her In art. Mary’s happiness on the birthnight was followed by her anxiety during the flight into Egypt, when the little family escaped in the night; by her alarm when she could not find Jesus after the feast of the Passover; by her watchful care over His youth; by her silent grief as she stood at the Cross; by her silent rejoicing on the day of l’entecost.


Not only is the foundation of the Christian religion the Holy Family, but out of this little group flowed the most mighty creative impulse in art that the world has ever seen. The Madonna and Child are the theme of the most sublime paintings that ever have been made; from the same Mother and Child came the medieval cathedrals of Europe, the most exalted and splendid works of architecture anywhere known; the Holy Pair are the source of Dante’s immortal floetry and of innumerable other poems: from this same Mother and Child came the music of Bach and Handel.


Thus not only with the Holy Family came into the world the mightiest of all religions and the noblest of all ethics, but ineffable beauty in many forms of art.


Today it is a pleasant sight to see mothers taking their children.tQ church, for together they represent the origin of the Christian religion—the family.


Ithink Catholics and Protestants should unite in their devotion to Mary. Many Protestants believe that the Catholics worship the Virgin Mary; they do not; they worship only God. But they venerate Mary and pray to her. Many years ago, Ian Maclaren (the Reverend Doctor John W atson), author of ‘Beside the Bonnie Briar Bush,” was coming out of a cathedral, and an old peasant woman, who had been praying, asked him ii he ever prayed to Mary. ‘No,” sai(l he kindly, “1 never pray to her.” “Oh,” said the humble peasant, “you are a man. I am a woman, and you caniiot imagine what a blessed thing it is to have a woman to pray to.”





NOW as the Christian religion began with the family, so our very conception of God is as a family—the Father, the Son, the Holy Spirit. Of course we are not foolish enough to believe in three Gods; but we believe in three manifestations of one God.


As to the ultimate motive power of the universe, the power that keeps the ‘stars in their places and is the source of all animal and vegetable and mineral life, we don’t really know much about it. Sir James Jeans says that God is not an engineer; He is a mathematician. He has been called Force, Will, Energy—and we remain in ignorance.


Fortunately no Christian is obliged to define God, or to form a definite conception of Him, even in imagination. Jesus taught us all to say “Our Father,” and that fact has tremendous significance. Every spiritually- minded person, of whatever shade of belief, can say that prayer.


And as the story of the Holy Family is a human story, so in the person of the Founder of Christianity, God is revealed to us in human form. The Word was made Flesh and dwelt among us; we have a clear record of what lie said and did; and the entire Christian religion is summed up in two words—Follow Me.


‘1 hen the third family is the human family—husband and wife, parents and children, brothers and sisters. This existed before there was any church or any religion on earth; but its significance, its integrity, its supremacy in society were tremendously emphasized by the Christian re]igiJn. It is not too fanciful to say that the first m~n and woman who really fell in love and “kept house”


together, formed the first church. For when a free man and a free woman sincerely and wholly fall in love with each other, it is not only happiness; it is religion. It is charming, delightful, but it is also sacred, holy. To he united by love and to form a family under one roof—this is the entrance of the divine into human life.





EVERY person who reads these words belongs to a family, whether other members are living or not. We do not realize our love for the family, our brothers, our parents, our relations, until perhaps one of them is sick or in pain or is iniured or insulted. Then we find that blood is thicker than water; something deeper than reason rises up in us to stand by our own flesh and blood. Often v.e do not realize how much we love our parents until they are dead and beyond our reach. This is tragic for them, but more tragic for us. It is better to show our affection while they are here to appreciate it.


Family love is a universal sentiment; and there is a vital difference between the family life of animals and• that of man. All animal mothers will protect their young. They will die for them if necessary. The Russian novelist, Turgeniev, was amazed and profoundly affected when a mother spar;ow attacked his big hunting dog, because he came near the nest.


But when the animal young are grown, and can shift for themselves, then the mothers care nothing for them, are completely indifferent to their ~vclfare, and will often fight them. You cannot imagine a mother-dog ~vhen she is shown a photograph of her son, having her eyes fill with the happy tears of pride, or the bitter te4rs of loss. But with human beings, there is no limit to parental love. I have known some thousands of parents of grownU~ Sons; their love is tremendous, sometimes almost terrifying.


‘Ihus, members of the seine family must not quarrel. Families are sometimes separated and lose their happiness through mere pride. Douglas Jerrold, the English essayist, said that for husband and wife, while quarrelling, to try to have the last word, is as crazy as it would be if they were struggling to possess a lighted bomb. It is better to lose one’s pride and keep one’s happiness.


‘fhere are few more depressing and tragic sights than to see members of a family fighting over money; vet I am afraid it happens frequently. To see (Turn to page 100)


�
the children of dead parents fighting each other ov: r a will, over the amount of money left, is w .rse than brutality. For the sake of one’s owit happiness and peace of mind, one mUSt noT fght one’s own flesh and blood.





FINAL]. Y, what is the fourth family? Well, this ii defined by St. Paul—”The whole


family ir Heaven and earth.” We have indicated already three families—the Christian rehig~on beginning in a family, the threefold con~ption of God as a family, the human families an earth. The fourth is the biggest of all, aol embraces some of the others.


All rn: n, women, and children belong to one family, when they say, “Our Father Who art in Hoaven.”


Ido n t say that this fourth and largest of families composed only of church-members. The Chr stian Church is an organized form, of religk ~s family, and happy are those who belong to it. A president of Yale, in the eighteen lb century, Ezra Stiles, in a letter to Benj:Lmin Franklin, defined the fourth family ~ thout knowing it, in these eloquent


words, broad-minded indeed, coming from an orthodox clergyman in those times:


the virtuous and truly good of every religious denomination in Christendom, and those of every age, nation, and mythology,’ who reverence the Deity, and are filled with integrity, righteousness, and benevolence.”


This conception of all sincere human beings as one familr is splendid and inspiring. And we count the dead with the living; like the little child who told Wordsworth there were seven brothers and sisters in her family, although two of them had died. On earth we are often separated from other members of this family, by geographical and national boundaries; just as we are separated from our own immediate family by travel, by sickness, and by death. Yet it is one family.


And as members of the family gather together at Christmas and at Thanksgiving, coming from afar to be once more together in happy union, so we of faith look forward to that ultimate reunion when all members of the great human family shall be united forever,





