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FAMILY PORTRAIT 
by Lester J. Start 

Undated 

Text: Luke 2:19. But Mary kept all these things, and pondered them in her heart 

When Woodrow Wilson was president of Princeton University he once startled an alumni group 
which he was addressing with these words. Many of you have been writing to us, he said, asking 
us why we do not do more f or your boys, why we do not make more out of them. The answer is 
this: it is because they are your boys. This would be startling for many people to hear who 
believe that a good school should be able to do wonders for their children; for such people do not 
realize the influence which early training has upon a child; they minimize the profound influence 
of the home. A wise Latin proverb reads: it matters much with whom you have lived. And so it 
is: the early associations of childhood have a profound and a far-reaching influence upon the 
later lives of all of us to such an extent that what we have been will truly determine to a large 
extent what we shall become. And it matters much therefore with whom we have lived. On this 
Mother’s Day, therefore, let us think together of the influence of the family and the home upon 
all of us, and in particular the place of the mother in this influence of the home. It has been truly 
said, what is a home without a mother? We will think through together what might be called a 
family portrait of the home and the position of the mother in this picture. 

Let us first try to capture in our imagination a portrait of the family and the home life of our Lord 
Jesus Christ, and try to understand the woman who was blessed to become the mother of the Son 
of God, the woman whose body was honored by his Incarnation, that Incarnation which began 
when Mary said, “Into thy hands I commend my body”. So much tribute has been paid to Mary 
in the great art and poetry, music and literature of our civilization that it is hard to get a picture of 
what she was really like in that simple Galilean town of long ago. Because of the deification of 
.the Virgin Mary as the Mother of God in the Catholic tradition which has influenced our great 
art, it is hard to see her as a person. We must put aside these exalted conceptions which have 
appeared in picture and in words to see the simple peasant girl, not more than sixteen years of 
age, which Mary was. She was the product of a simple and poor home, but the evidence that 
poverty does not have to result in an impoverished spiritual nature. She was a girl of unsullied 
character, of unwarped mind, unspoiled, unsophisticated in the ways of the world, uninterested in 
the quarrellings of the rabbis, and especially a girl of unusual devout and receptive piety. The 
Bible is full of inspiring pictures of the loving care and affection which Mary showered upon the 
infant babe who was to be the Savior of the world. She knew that her child was a holy person 
although she could not understand the meaning of what people said about her child. And so Mary 
kept the thoughts and dreams of her little one locked up in her heart. In the Gospel of Luke we 
read on several occasions this verse which follows accounts pointing to the holy power of the 
infant Jesus: Mary kept all these things and pondered the sayings in her heart. The story of Jesus 
in the temple talking with the learned rabbis when he was but a boy of twelve shows how he was 
rapidly growing in that spiritual knowledge which was to culminate in his great teachings. As a 
boy he was as interested in the things of God as most boys today are interested in the insides of a 
motor. He became so absorbed in the discussions that he lost all track of the time and allowed his 
parents to go on without him. We can imagine the parents hurrying back to Jerusalem when they 
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found he was not with them, but Jesus was happy with the discussions of the learned men, so 
eager to learn all that he could that he did not miss being with the caravan. His mother seems to 
have been more frightened about him than cross. “Son, why hast thou thus dealt with us? Thy 
father and I sought thee sorrowing.” And he answered them, “Why did you worry about me? I 
just had to listen to them talking about the things of my father.” And these things Mary kept and 
pondered in her heart. She could not understand so well now this wonder child who was in some 
mysterious manner her son. The boy was beginning to grow up and pass into a different phase of 
his life. There had begun that inevitable breaking away of the child from his parents which 
causes so many mothers so much pain. But in this case the break must have been even more 
complete than usual, for now the spiritual world was becoming more and more important and 
real to him in a way and to a degree that has never before or since been equaled. And as God and 
the things of God became more real to him, his home and his family became less important so 
that he seemed to his family strange and remote. And his mother seeing this change unable to 
comprehend this strange son but never ceasing to love him “kept all these things locked in her 
heart and pondered them.” She could not understand the fire that was burning ever brighter in his 
breast, a passionate longing to be about his Father’s business. It must have been disquieting to 
her to see her son leaving the carpenter shop to go out to preach and to upset ecclesiastical 
authority. Certainly Mary must have been puzzled by her son and worried about his great 
ambitions, but she never ceased her love for her strange child and she never lost her respect for 
him. That love led her to the cross, and it followed her to that final reconciliation on Easter 
morning. Perhaps the words of Kipling could be used by Jesus: 

If I were hanged on the highest hill, 

Mother o’mine, O mother o’mine! 

I know whose love would follow me still, 

Mother o’mine, O mother o’mine! 

For Mary’s love did follow him to that high hill called Calvary. “There stood by the cross of 
Jesus his mother.” 

It would be nice if we could show a portrait of the home life of Jesus which might serve as an 
ideal family portrait for an ideal. But the fact seems to be that the home life of Jesus in his later 
years at least was not ideal. His family could not understand his mission; his brothers were 
probably resentful that he left his responsibility at home to go off following his strange ideas and 
devotion to what he called the kingdom of God. His loyalties went beyond the interests of the 
home into a realm which his family could not completely understand. We find evidence that the 
home life of Jesus was not ideal in some of his sayings. He said: “A prophet is not without honor 
save in his own country and in his own house”. And again: “A man’s foes shall be those of his 
own household”. A person who. was completely happy in his home would scarcely have said 
these words. And yet as we look at the picture of Jesus’ early home life and especially at the 
picture of his mother, Mary, we see that she deserves the homage that she has received for 
several reasons. She was in many ways the ideal mother. 
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First of all: she was the one who made a home for him, and nourished and cared for him in his 
early years, first in her own body and then in that little house at Nazareth. This influence of the 
home in Jesus’ infancy and boyhood must have been good else he could scarcely have developed 
the nature he had. Modern psychology has emphasized to a degree that is almost frightening to 
the parents of little children the importance of the early atmosphere of the home. The parents of 
Jesus between them must have provided a spirit that was calm, loving, wise, and free, an 
atmosphere in which a little child’s mind could grow up responsive to the touch of God and open 
up like a flower in the sunshine. If in the first ten years of his life there had been quarrelling or 
lack of harmony in the home, if there had been cruelty or hate or jealousy, - any of the things 
which wound and distort and crush the spirit of a little child, - the effect upon the child who was 
destined to become the Savior of all mankind would have been quite different. [religious training 
--shemah--] We read that “Jesus increased in wisdom and in stature, and in favor with God and 
man.” This would assuredly not have been the result if the home life of Jesus had been 
unfavorable. We read little about the influence of Joseph in the life of Jesus; Mary is the central 
figure in his childhood. But he must have been a remarkable individual else Jesus would never 
have thought to teach the world to address God as Father; if his own father had stood in a 
relationship to him which did not fit in with the love of God, he would hardly have thought of 
God as a loving father. 

But even more important than this early influence of the home was the fact that Mary loved her 
son from first to last even when she could not comprehend or understand him. It would be easy 
at first. Most mothers feel that the first weeks and months of the child’s life seem the happiest to 
the mother because the child is so completely dependent upon the mother. As the child grows 
older, however, and learns to get along more and more by himself, as the utter dependence upon 
the mother fades, it is harder to retain that same love which the mother feels for the newborn 
infant. As the child grows there are times when the new development and new ideas reaching out 
into the world exclude the mother. Certainly there must have been times in the life of Jesus when 
his plans and dreams and ambitions went beyond and excluded the world in which his mother 
lived and thought. There were times when this strange development must have been very hard to 
bear for the young mother. And yet with all this, the mother love never faded; the faith in her son 
never grew dim; even at the times when she understood him the least, the same warmness of 
affection and love and trust was left undiminished, and Mary only “kept all these things and 
pondered them in her heart”. Her mother heart was never disquieted; her love followed Jesus to 
the cross. 

There is another way in which Mary showed that she deserves our praise as an ideal mother. She 
never tried to dominate or control or dictate in any manner the life of her son. Today we are 
learning the danger that occurs when a mother binds herself too closely to her child, when she 
bends its will to her own, prevents the working of any influence which might lead the child away 
from her, and forges an emotional bond so strong that the child cannot, except with a strong 
feeling of guilt, tear himself away from her. And the unfortunate part of such a situation is that 
the child so bound can never be truly happy with the mother either. He cannot be himself. The 
mother by too close an attachment develops in the child what the psychologists call a super-ego, 
an artificial identity or personality which conflicts with the child’s true personality which is 
trying to express itself. The child feels that to be himself, if it conflicts in any way with his 
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mother’s ideas of what he should be or how he shou1d act, becomes a peculiar sort of disloyalty, 
or even sin. And yet the true self is always laboring for self-expression with the result that the 
conflict may lead to a complete destruction of any native talents or to a final breakdown. The 
tragic thing in such a situation is that the mother feels through her great love and interest and 
care that she is doing the best thing for the child when she may be making the groundwork for 
his ruin, by dominating him to such an extent that he loses his true personality. A similar 
situation is seen often in a forest when a sapling begins to grow too close to a large tree. It finds 
that it cannot live either with or without the big tree. It cannot live with it because the large tree 
robs it of the light and the air and the root room which it needs to grow. It robs it of the winds 
which are needed to make it tough and the rains to nourish it. In this way an all embracive 
sheltering mother’s love can rob her child of the experiences needed for development. And when 
the sheltering process has been going on for any length of time, the child cannot live without this 
shelter either. If we destroy the large tree, the little sapling will not be able to sustain the sudden 
demands made upon it; because it has never been used to the roughness of the world it perishes. 
Too many children have been ruined by the mother-fixation as it is called. When we see the 
danger of this attitude we realize that Mary was very wise in refraining from doing what may 
have spoiled the precious life entrusted to her. There must have been times when she saw her son 
developing in lines which were not according to her wises. And yet so far as we know she never 
thwarted his progress, never pleaded his love for her as a reason for his doing her will, or blamed 
him when he followed a path which only he could see as a divine plan. 

Finally we honor Mary for she maintained the family unity; even after the death of her husband 
she kept together a large family and provided a home that was able to produce Jesus. This 
influence of the family was profound in the life of Jesus; though he went his own way, he always 
remained a member of his family, and on the cross he made provision for his mother by 
entrusting her in the care of his beloved disciple John. Mary maintained the home for it takes a 
mother to make a home. Nothing on earth can make up for the love and care of a mother in the 
life of a child or a young person. No worldly advantages can supply the place of a mother’s love. 
It is safe to say that probably every neurosis developed by people with mental disorders has as its 
cause the deprivation of love in childhood. 

One of the things that is so alarming in the trend of modern life is that the home seems to be 
disintegrating before our very eyes. Even in most of our so-called Christian homes the house is a 
combination of dormitory and restaurant. Young people will sleep at home since it is convenient 
and cheap to do so, and they take their meals there for the same reason; but they usually don’t 
find their chief joys there. And the reason seems to be that the parents live in a completely 
different world into which the children may not intrude. Of course, there are times when the 
parents descend heavily into the world of their children; but this is usually for disciplinary 
reasons, because the children are doing something which interferes with the lives of the parents. 
We cannot expect children to grow like Mopsy, who just grew; we cannot feed them and clothe 
them and think we have discharged the complete responsibility. A child needs the love and the 
encouragement and the guidance of a unified home. 

In a real home the joys of one are the joys of all, the cares of one are the cares of all, the 
anxieties and trials and difficulties of one belong to all and in all truth, the sins of one are the sins 
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of all. If we all understood the significance and implications of this last point, much discipline 
would then be unnecessary. If children could feel in a real sense that the results of their actions 
affect in a real. sense the well-being of the family circle, they would be more thoughtful and 
careful. We cannot expect them to have this sense, however, if the parents and especially the 
mother fail to create this spirit in the home. We cannot tell a child to do one thing and do another 
ourselves. The home must be a unity which supplies the needs of the children; if it does not, they 
will look elsewhere for what they need. 

The home is in a very real sense the unit of our community and our nation. When this fails, the 
others fail. For it is in the home better than anywhere else that the child can be taught to live with 
others cooperatively, to learn the principles of democracy, to think in terms of “our” instead of 
“my”. It is in the home that ideals can be nourished until they flower into deeds of great 
achievement; it is in the home that the cultivation for the excellent things in life can be made. 
And the power behind such a home must be the mother; no mother fails or misses God’s plan 
who leaves behind her a real home and a real family. 

On Mother’s Day it is fitting to think of those mothers of us who have passed on to a nobler life 
in deep reverence and thankfulness for what they have meant to us. But as we do so, we should 
think of those qualities in a mother which make possible the ideal family portrait, and so imitate 
these qualities that our own homes will benefit by their example. As the mother of Jesus 
pondered in her heart the meaning of.this child who had come into her life, so should we ponder 
the mysterious thing that is any child and the duties which rest upon us to make a home for him. 
The same care which covers the tender seed of a tree with a protecting husk is provided for the 
human plant by the mother and the home. May this protection be ever at hand- a love which will 
not crush the tender bud but guide it to a rich flowering. 

INVOCATION 

Almighty God, our Father, who hast planted eternity in the hearts of’ men and hast ordained that 
they should not find rest amid the things of time and sense: open unto us we pray Thee, the gates 
of that invisible realm wherein thou dwellest, and grant that as we abide with Thee this hour we 
may feel Thy greatness flow round about our incompleteness; round about our restlessness Thy 
rest. Deliver us from bondage to sin and fear, and enable us by the inspiration of thy spirit to face 
life with the calm assurance of those whose confidence is in Thee. Thou, o god, art the Way, the 
Truth, and the Life; Guide us in thy Way; enlighten us with thy Truth, and grant unto us the 
abundant Life that Thou alone canst give; We ask this not so much for our own sakes, but that 
we may do good to others and so glorify thy name. We pray in the name of Jesus Christ. Amen 

PRAYER for Mother’s Day 

Eternal Spirit, our rock, our fortress, our high tower, be Thou unto us the strength and stay of our 
souls! Thou art our salvation and an ever present help in trouble. Thou art our Father who 
watches over us as a Shepherd over the sheep of his fold. Within thy Fatherhood, O God, is a 
Mother-heart whose tenderness and mercy watch over us as the loving care of the mothers we 
honor today. Thou didst bless and sanctify womanhood in thy Son who was born of a woman; 
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we thank thee for the rich heritage that is the world’s through its mothers. We thank thee for the 
mothers who first taught us of Thee in the quiet hour of prayer at bedtime; for that loving spirit 
which so often prayed with us and always prays for us; for the gentle care an loving 
understanding that has been ours to comfort and encourage and inspire us, for the love which 
never fades, which always understands no matter what we may do, whether we are deserving of 
it or not. Give us, O God, that we have hearts to love them as we ought; make us humbly grateful 
for that love which we can never earn or merit. Help us to see in this unselfish love of our 
mothers the undying love of thy Spirit; help us to see that we can merit this love only by 
reflecting it in our own lives to others. Walk now, we pray, Spirit of the living God among this 
worshipping people and lay thine hand in special benediction and help on any who are lifting 
prayers from deep and inward needs, upon all who look to Thee for thy mother love, whose 
mothers have entered thy Spirit. Not far off, but near at hand–as near as air is to the birds or 
water to the creatures who live in it–be Thou to us, O God, in whom we live and move and have 
our being. And so minister to our needs this day that we may go forth renewed in thy truth and 
reinforced by thy spirit strengthened with might by the gentle spirit of love in the inner man 
which is the true strength of the soul. We pray in the spirit of Christ. Amen. 

 


