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Our families offer us many gifts.  One gift that our families can provide us is a safe environment to grow and develop by loving us and by giving us restrictions that offer us security and a sense of permanence, and opportunities to rebel against these restrictions as we experience life outside the shelter of our family.  Both are helpful, and provide us with an environment in which we can mature.  No family is perfect.  If families were perfect, there would be no coarseness to hone our image of self, others and God.

Another gift is the image that we have of ourselves, God, and others.  The image that we have of God, for example, originates in our image of our parents.  This is neither good nor bad.  It is, rather, a place to start.  It is not, however, an easy place to start.  As we absorb the image that our parents have of God, many of us are not aware that our parent’s image of God influences us.  St. Teresa of Avila reminds us that the image that we have of God is also the image that we have of our-selves.


My parents were very different from each other.  The best way that I find to describe their difference is by giving the following example.  When my Mom entered a room where people were gathered, she could enter with a brass band and no one would notice her.  When my Dad entered a room where people were gathered, he could sneak into the room and everyone would know that he had entered.

My Mom was the rule follower and went to church.  My Dad had his own set of rules that he followed and saw no need to go to church.    Even their style of prayer was different.  Mom prayed in church and used booklets at home; she listened to Bishop Sheen and shied away from drinking alcohol.  Dad prayed kneeling at his bed when everyone else was in bed.  Drinking a beer was a social event that he enjoyed.  The image of God that unknowingly influenced both of them was God loves but only from a distance.

To see how our parents influence us, we have to see ourselves from a distance.  Gaining distance to see ourselves without judgment and with compassion is one purpose of prayer.  Once again, Teresa of Avila provides us with more advice.  She tells us to know our-selves.  She continues… to know our-selves is to know God, and to know God is to know our-selves.

Mostly healthy families, then, can offer us opportunities to grow and develop an image of our-selves and of God.  They can also unknowingly resist change.  To the degree that we know and accept our-selves with our positive and negative traits, we encourage growth and development, or we undermine growth and development.  Usually, it is a mixture.


The holiness of any family is often found in the struggles that life presents.  Many years ago I realized and accepted that my parents did the best that they could.  That realization and acceptance freed me to see the ways in which I was influenced – negatively and positively – by my parents.  The image of a God of love and compassion came into clearer focus.
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