
 Back in November of 2012, when I returned to eastern Oregon to 

visit my place of baptism as part of the Year of Faith, I sought out the 

first home I remember living in, in Pendleton. When I found the house 

we had rented back then I was shocked.  My old house was in a poor 

neighborhood. It was a tiny box! It was kind of a dump.  How could the 

six of us have lived in it? I remembered it so differently.  

 Now, I realize 45 years can really change things – and I’m sure 

time wasn’t kind to my house or the neighborhood.  But it still struck 

me, “We were poor back then.” Not dirt poor, or without future 

prospects.  My Dad had a good starting job in the U. S. Forest Service.  

My parents were young and could look forward to climbing the social 

ladder, but there wasn’t much money if we had to rent such a house. 

 I was thinking of the poor, and what it is to feel poor, and feel for 

the poor, in relation to today’s feast of the Presentation.  When Joseph 

and Mary offer the sacrifice of two turtledoves for Mary’s purification it 

is a sign of their poverty.  The Mosaic Law in Leviticus 12:6,8, states, 

“When the days of [a woman’s] purification for a son or for a daughter 

are fulfilled, she shall bring to the priest . . . a yearling lamb for a 

holocaust and a pigeon or a turtledove . . . If, however, she cannot 

afford a lamb, she may take two turtledoves or two pigeons.” 

 By offering two turtledoves rather than a year old lamb plus a bird 

the Holy Family was publicly taking the poor person’s option. We don’t 

know what percentage of new parents took this option, but knowing 

human nature I suspect there was some silent judging going on in the 

temple that day.  “That couple doesn’t look so poor.  Why no lamb?” 

“Look at those poor hicks from Galilee!” There were no government 

subsidies or social programs for the poor back then, but Mary and 



Joseph were taking advantage of a provision in the law meant to relieve 

the poor from financial distress and everyone would know it. 

 What attitudes do we have toward the poor who seek help from 

the law today? My parents didn’t need any government assistance 

when we were living in Pendleton, but I wonder about the people I saw 

who live in that house today. When I drove through the neighborhood I 

was thinking they probably did. And I think of the Holy Family. They 

were a new family.  Joseph was a skilled worker, but they also led 

disrupted lives.  They had to move around, Nazareth, Jerusalem, 

emigration to Egypt, then back to Nazareth. If one saw them on the 

road what would have been the judgment made about this family? 

“Look at those poor hicks from Galilee?” 

 I mention this detail from the description of the Presentation, and 

my trip to Pendleton, because I want to preach today about other poor 

families and how we see and treat them. Every year there is a day when 

ordinary Catholics go down to Olympia to speak on behalf of those who 

have serious needs, but little voice. It is called Catholic Advocacy Day. 

 I would like to invite you to join me on the bus to Olympia on 

February 21. It’s a Friday. We go to visit our state representatives and 

senators, asking them to support measures that the Catholic bishops of 

Washington have decided are the most important, and where our 

voices would have the greatest impact. 

 This year the bishops have chosen four issues to focus on. The 

four issues are: first, trying to ward off cuts from two programs 

providing housing, utilities and essential items like personal hygiene 

items and bus passes to people who are receiving Medical Care 



Services, but are homeless or in danger of becoming homeless; and to 

protect a small cash grant to those with physical or mental disabilities. 

 A second issue is support of Temporary Assistance to Needy 

Families program. To be eligible for this program a family must have 

resources no greater than $1,000.  The benefits are based on family size 

and income. Before 2011 a family of three with no income received 

$562 a month, since then they only receive $478, a drop of 15%. We 

would like to restore that cut. 

 The third issue is to fund the Housing Trust Fund at the highest 

amount feasible. The HTF provides resources for the development of 

low income housing. The program has, since 1986 contributed to 

building over 40,000 affordable housing units. The state uses these 

funds to leverage funding from a broad spectrum of private sources to 

build these homes. 

 The last issue is comprehensive immigration reform which the U. 

S. Bishops have made a national priority. 

 We have a tendency to judge others from the outside, with a 

glance, or just by driving through their neighborhood.  I know I do.  But 

the stories of families needing assistance are as complicated and 

diverse as in the days of the Holy Family. Love and respect for those the 

world holds up to contempt and ridicule has always been a foundation 

and mark of Christianity. Jesus’ love for the poor must have been 

touched by His own experience.  His teaching of the law always pointed 

toward mercy and aid for those in need.  Perhaps He saw in them a 

reflection of Mary and Joseph in their early years as a family. 



 It’s easy to label people as worthy or unworthy of our help in the 

abstract.  But what would we want those in need to receive if they 

were our own families -- and they might be someday – or have been in 

the past? We’re all in this together -- life, I mean. That is what the 

Church’s teaching about human solidarity is all about.  We are to act 

and speak up for one another’s good.  Please join me February 21st on 

Catholic Advocacy Day, or if that is not possible, include in your prayers 

that day our brothers and sisters who are having a hard time in life and 

need our help. 


