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As Catholics we believe in the family and take seriously the admonition to honor our fathers and 
mothers. After all, they gave us life and nurtured us to adulthood - or should have. They deserve our 
respect and honor.  
 
Far too many people today though did not have a good experience from their parents. 
Alcoholism, drug addiction, divorce, and workaholism are just a few of those things that got in 
the way of parents being the examples that God intended them to be. It seems that honoring 
such parents would be impossible or perhaps even actually work against you. 
 
Dealing with dysfunctional parents is tough and can be very confusing when trying to be a 
faithful Christian. How do we honor parents who fell short of the mark of perfect, or even 
adequate, parents? The holidays can be particularly challenging as family gatherings add extra 
stress to already strained relationships. If that’s your situation, here are a few tips that might 
help get you through the “season of joy” as well as all holidays and special occasions throughout 
the year. 
 

1. Accept People as They Are 
 
First, since you can’t change your parents, you need to accept them as they are, with all of their 
shortcomings. Let go of wishful thinking. If they haven’t turned into Ward and June Cleaver yet, 
it’s unlikely they ever will. Get out a piece of paper and a pen and write out who they are (or at 
least the way you see them)…e.g. My Dad is an alcoholic who only thinks of himself. My mom is a 
super critical perfectionist who holds everyone to impossibly high standards.  You get the drift.  
 

2. Refocus and Reframe 
 
Next, think about this: Your parents are just kids who grew up and had kids…or it may be more 
accurate to say, your parents are kids who got older and had kids. Maybe they never really grew 
up because of hurts they suffered in their own lives.    
 
What do you know about your parents growing up years? You know, as kids we naturally saw 
our parents as little gods in a sense…they’re older, wiser and in complete authority. It can be 
hard to imagine them as children who were once vulnerable and perhaps scared and hurt by 
their parents just like you were.  How old were they when you were born? You may be shocked 
to realize how young they were and that you were still goofing off with friends with no real 
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responsibilities at their ages.  I remember one client whose father left him when he was only 2. 
His mother had mental problems and the father just bailed. Realizing Dad was only 21 at the 
time and that he’d spent his teen years in an orphanage put a different spin on the perception he 
had had of his father. If you don’t know much about your parents’ upbringing, try asking them or 
someone in the family who can give you a glimpse into their childhoods. You may be surprised 
by what you hear. 
 

3. Pray for Understanding 
 
Next, ask the Holy Spirit to give you a spirit of understanding and forgiveness. Forgiveness is an 
act of the will so don’t worry if you don’t feel it right away…your feelings can catch up later. 
 

4. Be Realistic 
 
Now, let’s focus back on reality. Sometimes after we forgive we kind of expect that things will 
somehow magically change…like all those things they do to annoy or anger you will suddenly 
stop or that miraculously you will no longer be bothered. Not realistic!  
 
I’ve often suggested to clients who are stressing over holiday gatherings with family to make 
their top ten list of things their parents (or other family members) do that drive them crazy. 
Memorize it and have a sense of humor about it. Then see how many you can check off at dinner. 
This way instead of focusing on the fantasy of how you hope they will act with the inevitable 
disappointment and angst, you are more prepared for the reality of what they will more likely 
do. 
 

5. Be Proactive  
 
If you know the evening tends to deteriorate after the drinking begins, make plans to go to a 
friend’s for dessert and let them know beforehand you have to leave by a set time. They may 
make you feel guilty, but they’ve done it before and you’ve survived.  
 

6. Examine Your Holiday Traditions  
 
Often holiday celebrations were commandeered by family members long ago. It may seem 
there’s no breaking those “traditions.” You may be married with your own children now. Talk to 
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your spouse and think about what works best for your family. For example, maybe you have 
small children and yearn to be home to get them to bed early on Christmas Eve to avoid the ugly 
meltdowns that inevitably follow the late night Christmas Eve at Aunt Ethel’s. Remember your 
state in life. Your first obligation is to your spouse and your children. That’s always a good guide. 
What makes sense for you? 
 

7. Recognize the Difference Between 
Healthy Interactions and Manipulation  

 
Healthy relationships and exchanges always respect the freedom of the other. I’ll repeat that - 
healthy relationships and exchanges always respect the freedom of the other. When 
someone plays on your guilt, sense of obligation or your fears, they are manipulating you. Many 
people fall into this habit…they focus on what they want and do whatever they feel they must do 
to get it, regardless of your feelings or needs. If you feel uncomfortable, guilty or shamed, 
chances are you are being manipulated. Run it past a trusted friend or a counselor to see how 
they see it. If it is manipulation, then stand your ground. Has caving to their pressure actually 
made you happier in the past…or just anxious, resentful and depressed? You have a choice. 
 
One thing I’ve observed in unhealthy relationships is that many people define selfishness this 
way: When you don’t do what I want you to do, you’re selfish. Think about that and see the 
obvious selfishness inherent in that attitude and don’t let them play on your guilt and 
vulnerability.  
  

8. Differentiate Between True Needs and Wants  
 
If Mom slices her finger and needs to go to the emergency room to avoid bleeding to death, that’s 
a need that can trump your want to watch the football game. But if, for example, Mom wants you 
to take her shopping on Black Friday and you have small children at home and you know you’ll 
be exhausted and need to rest, that’s her want and you need to take care of you and your 
children first. 
 

9. Take Care of You 
 
Even with the best proactive planning the holidays can still be very stressful. Pray for the grace 
to make the best of it. Make a commitment to do something meaningful to you - maybe take a 

http://catholictherapists.com/view-users-list/search-for-a-therapist.html?searchmode=1


  P a g e  | 4 
 

©2021 Allison Ricciardi 

couple of hours at adoration in prayer, watch your favorite movie or plan a get together with 
friends who are on the same page with you and your values.  
 

10. Have a Spiritual Focus 
 
Take some time alone to focus on the true meaning of these holidays. What are you thankful for? 
If you can’t think of anything, ask God to give you an awareness of some of the blessings that 
surround you. And even though Christmas can be a time of stress in our modern culture, take a 
few moments each day to kneel before the stable and remember what it’s all about. Jesus came 
to set you free and heal you….but you need to be in His presence to avail yourself of those 
healing graces. Don’t let the modern Christmas machine hijack this blessing. 
 
Remember, the holidays come upon us quickly and are over quickly too. If you find this is a 
recurring issue in your life, consider speaking to someone. A therapist can help you heal those 
old hurts or a coach can help you set goals and achieve a better balance. It’s never too early to 
plan a happier holiday for next year. 
 
May God bless you and may His peace reign over you and your family for each holiday and 
special gathering in your life.  

http://catholictherapists.com/view-users-list/search-for-a-therapist.html?searchmode=1
http://theraphaelremedy.com/free-consultation-with-a-catholic-coach
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Allison Ricciardi is a Licensed Mental Health Counselor in 
New York, in practice since 1990. In 2001 Allison founded 
www.Catholictherapists.com, the web’s #1 resource 
connecting Catholics with faithful Catholic therapists and in 
2021 launched www.CatholicLifeCoaches.com.  She is also 
the director of The Raphael Remedy, which offers counseling, 
coaching and wellness resources from an authentically 
Catholic perspective.  

Ave Maria!  
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