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TENTH ANNIVERSARY EDITION OF A FAMILY
PERSPECTIVE IN CHURCH AND SOCIETY
Foreword
In 1988 the U.S. Catholic Bishops’ Ad Hoc Committee on Marriage and
Family Life authored a seminal document entitled A Family Perspective in
Church and Society. Ten years later, the concept or paradigm of a family
perspective continues to inspire study, discussion, experimentation, and
varying degrees of implementation by church ministers and leaders as well
as by policy makers and professionals working within social institutions. Over
the course of the past decade the family perspective paradigm has been
received with understanding and enthusiasm by some, while others have not
yet grasped its central tenets nor grappled with its implications. In order to
celebrate the positive influence of A Family Perspective in Church and
Society and to call attention to its continuing validity and necessity, we are
pleased to issue a tenth anniversary edition.
This edition differs from the original only in minor respects. Some statistics
have been updated to reflect family trends over the decade. Sections of the
text have been rearranged to make the overall flow simpler. The reading list
has been shortened to include only official documents of church teaching.
Historically, the Church has been an advocate of strong family life. This
manual builds on that history, urging the Church and its leaders to take
strong and immediate action by incorporating a family perspective in all its
policies, programs, ministries, and services.
The Church possesses the resources to support and act as an advocate for
families. The Church’s presence and moral power must be tapped. The state
of the family has been verified; the need is clear; the direction has been set;
immediate action is possible. The Catholic Church in the United States can

be informed, alerted, and empowered to place the family at the center of its
work and worship. The Church can join hands with all social institutions and
all people of good will who daily see the results of beleaguered and
undersupported families.
This manual explains what a family perspective is, and its basic elements. It
describes the implications of a family perspective for Church and social
leaders and proposes some creative ways for implementing a family
perspective in Church and society’s policies, programs, ministries, and
services. It is not intended to be a treatise on family life, although it draws
on theology, Catholic tradition, and the sciences explicating family life.
Rather, it is intended to elicit continuing pastoral action in support of family
life.
This manual is a result of careful listening to families, of study, and of
discussion. It flows directly from several pastoral initiatives and teaching
documents. In 1978, the Catholic bishops of the United States adopted The
Plan of Pastoral Action for Family Ministry: A Vision and Strategy. In 1990
they reaffirmed the substance of that Plan. As a result, dioceses across the
nation have become more pro-active in developing programs for marriage
and family life. The church’s interest has also paralleled the concern of other
Churches and government agencies.
In 1980 Pope John Paul II convoked the Synod of Bishops on the topic of
family life in the modern world. At the conclusion of this synod, the Holy
Father wrote an apostolic exhortation on the family entitled Familiaris
Consortio. In this exhortation we read that ―No plan for organized pastoral
work at any level must ever fail to take into consideration the pastoral area
of the family‖ (no. 70). In reflecting on this injunction the Committee
became convinced that implementing a family perspective in the Church’s
policies, programs, ministries, and services was the next necessary and
logical step in the development of family ministry.
This manual is addressed to national, diocesan, and local church leaders in
the various ministries of the Church who directly or indirectly minister to
families. (The term ―church leaders‖ includes bishops, priests, deacons,

religious ministers, professional staff, lay leaders, and volunteers). This
manual is also directed to leaders in social institutions, with the hope of
engaging them in a meaningful dialogue so that their policies, programs, and
services can be more supportive of marriage and family life. It is also our
hope that this manual will promote a greater collaborative partnership with
other ecumenical and inter-faith communities to support family life.

The manual has been developed to help interested persons apply the
elements of a family perspective to their policies, programs, ministries, and
services. The committee realizes how difficult it will be to refocus one’s
thinking from an individual-centered approach to a family-centered
approach. Therefore, it is our hope that leaders will convene the appropriate
persons in their national, diocesan, and parish offices. The purpose would be
to read, study, and reflect on this manual so that the concept of a family
perspective will have practical implications.
A Family Perspective in Church and Society was first developed under the
aegis of the Ad Hoc Committee on Marriage and Family Life, chaired by
Bishop Howard J. Hubbard. Involved in the original writing were: Rev.
Thomas Lynch, Rev. Steven Preister, Rev. David O’Rourke, Sr. Faith Mauro,
and Dr. Theodora Ooms. Ten years later, the ad hoc committee has been
replaced by a standing NCCB Committee on Marriage and Family, chaired in
1998 by Bishop Thomas J. O’Brien. Mrs. Winifred Honeywell, Mrs. Paula
D’Albor Stuckart, Sr. Lauren Hanley, Dr. James Healy, and Dr. Richard
McCord have contributed to the present edition.
The members and leaders of the National Association of Catholic Family Life
Ministers —particularly its Family Perspective Committee —have been
essential in helping to formulate the concept of a family perspective, in
putting it into practice, and in developing and critiquing the concept from the
vantage point of their experience with families, church ministries, and social
systems.
This new edition is organized into three main parts.

Part One contains two chapters, one on the realities of contemporary
family life and one on what a family perspective means. The latter
chapter may serve as an ―executive summary‖ of the paradigm.
Part Two explains in detail, over the course of four chapters, each of the
four elements of a family perspective.
Part Three provides ideas about implementing a family perspective and
offers a concluding word.

PART ONE
An Overview of Family Life Today
What Is Meant by a Family Perspective

CHAPTER ONE

An Overview of Family Life Today
NOTE TO THE READER: Information contained in this chapter has been obtained from the following
sources. They are valuable sites for updating demographic and statistical data: (1) U.S. Bureau of the
Census: www.census.gov; (2) General Social Survey: www.icpsr.umich.edu/gss (see also National
Opinion Research Center, Chicago); (3) Princeton Religion Research Center (Gallup): (609) 921-8112;
(4) also Gallup Research Library: (609) 924-9600; (5) Center for Demography
and Ecology, University of Wisconsin: (608) 262-2182; www.ssc.wisc.edu/cde.

From the time of the American Revolution to the present, the most intense
and compacted period of social change in the history of civilization, the story
of the family in the United States has been characterized by persistent
change. As we moved from an agricultural to an industrial to a technological
society, families have adjusted. Experts have long agreed that the family is
here to stay.
During the past three decades the speed of change has accelerated. Today
the American family continues to face fundamental challenges. The
innovations and opportunities of the ―information age‖ have added new
stresses to family life. The increasing globalization of the economy has led to
significant changes in the workplace, with consequences felt in every kind of
household.
Changes within and outside the family itself have produced a mixed picture
consisting of, at one and the same time, signs of hope, signs of failure, and
challenging opportunities that have positive and negative potential.

Signs of Hope
Among the opportunities that are signs of hope for today’s families, the
following should be noted:

• Americans strongly believe in marriage and family life. Not only are they
among the most marrying people in the world, but pertinent public opinion
polls indicate that the majority of Americans consider marriage and family
life to be the most important part of their lives. Across the nation there is a
movement toward strengthening and supporting family life. This is true at
the personal level, as exemplified by the growing interest in marriage
enrichment, parent education, natural family planning, and family
spirituality. At the societal level there are developments in public policy and
legislation that favor marital education and a reform of no-fault divorce. A
particularly strong effort is being made by churches to offer marriage
preparation programs.
• Because the majority of women are in the work force today, men and
women are sharing more of the responsibilities of parenting, and fathers’
and mothers’ roles have become more flexible. Fathers who live with their
children appear to be more involved with them. There is also wide
institutional support for initiatives that encourage and support fathers in
their essential parental roles. Also, as increasing numbers of parents have
the option to work out of their homes, new solutions for child care may
emerge.
• Many service institutions are showing a renewed interest in family life and
how to provide their services in ways that support families’ own
responsibilities. For example, health care institutions over the last several
years have made notable innovations, such as family-oriented hospices for
dying persons and opportunities for family participation in birthing. The
growing ―family support movement‖ holds as one of its basic principles the
need to work with parents and families, focusing on their strengths and
challenging them in their responsibilities.
• In the public arena, both conservatives and liberals seem to be moving
toward a consensus that family concerns should be at the front and center of
the public policy-making process. For the first time, many policy makers are
injecting a family perspective into public policy and human services. Family
medical leave, court-ordered parent education following divorce, and health
coverage for uninsured children are some results of this family focus.
• During the past two decades information about the natural methods of
family planning has become more effectively circulated. The reliability of the
various methods has been scientifically supported, and instructional

techniques have been refined. The number of couples successfully using the
natural methods is growing. The U.S. Catholic bishops have issued national
standards to assure the quality of natural family planning education in
diocesan programs.
• The U.S. Catholic Church has strengthened its support for family life in
other ways. Recent documents have not only stated clearly the Church’s
vision for children and families, but have boldly addressed the pressures on
families today. Challenges have been issued to families themselves as well
as to the social institutions (including the Church itself) that have an impact
on family life both positively and negatively.
Challenges Facing Families
However, there are other changes in society that present both challenging
opportunities and potential dangers for many families. They raise issues that
must be addressed, questions that must be answered.
• There have been significant changes in the patterns of marriage. The
median age at first marriage in 1996 (24.8 for women and 27.1 for men) is
quite different from that in 1960 (20.3 for women and 22.8 for men). In
1990 nearly half of all marriages were remarriages for one or both partners
(as compared to 31 percent in 1970). It is estimated that 25 percent of
today’s children will live in a step-family situation.
• Among the majority of the population, the total fertility rate has declined.
Among non-Hispanic whites, women have delayed childbearing since the
early 1970s so that an increasing number of women are having a first child
in their 30s or even 40s. Households consisting of married couples with
children have been declining and are projected to continue to do so over the
next decade. Fully half of all family households today contain no children
under age 18.
• At least 60 percent of mothers with children under age 6, and 77 percent
of those with school-age children, are employed outside the home. Five
million children ages 5 to 14 are home alone after school each week. Many
others are in totally inadequate child care situations. The issue here is not
women’s employment as such, but ensuring that children’s health and wellbeing are protected. The child care issue affects most families at some time

in their lives and cuts across all economic, gender, religious, racial, and
political groups.
• Because so many women are employed outside the home, the majority of
families today are required to spend considerable energy negotiating family
responsibilities within the home. While this can be seen as an opportunity for
growth, it is also a serious source of stress for many families, particularly
those young married couples with pre-school children. Whereas a generation
ago, the full-time homemaker could usually manage the relationships
between the family and the service institutions (schools, hospitals,
government, etc.) with which they interacted, families today report that
their relationships with the these same institutions are frequently complex
and stressful.
• In general, the impact of the economy on today’s family is a mixed one,
which depends on family members’ financial circumstances and job security.
The majority of families, particularly those with small children, still face the
difficult question of how to balance work and family priorities. This includes
dilemmas such as whether to take a good job with long hours but little time
for family, whether to accept well-paid contract work without benefits, and
whether to move far from extended family in order to find better work. Many
low-income fathers and mothers do not earn enough together to lift their
families out of poverty. Many who wish to move ―from welfare to work‖ often
cannot do so without jeopardizing the safety of their children.
• The four-generation family is now the norm in the United States, and the
five-generation family is also common. As average life expectancy rises,
almost every family today must care for frail elderly members. This new
phenomenon particularly burdens families in which the only parent or both
parents work outside the home. Millions of families experience the stresses
of these responsibilities and the financial worries of caring for family
dependents, both young and old.
• Today’s couples are entering religiously mixed marriages at a rate (over
35 percent) at least twice that of their parents. In some parts of the country,
over half of all marriages involving Catholics are ecumenical. This situation
presents some unique opportunities—as well as dangers— for these families.
Marriages can weaken if there is a lack of a mutually shared religious vision,
and a set of common moral principles. Conflict over religious issues and
practices, especially those related to children, can damage family stability.

• Since the 1920s, the practice of boarding and lodging has been replaced
by solitary living. The solitary residence of individuals—almost nonexistent in
the nineteenth century— began to increase in the post-World War II period
and has further increased dramatically since the 1950s. Between 1970 and
1996, there was a 200 percent increase the number of women living alone,
and a 300 percent increase in the number of men.
• In a given year nearly one in six Americans changes residences. The
average person living in the United States makes about eleven moves in a
lifetime. While most of these moves are not from one part of the country to
another, even moving to another location in the same city can change and
disrupt a family’s relationships with their families of origin, friends, and
supportive community services.
Signs of Failure
Finally, there are signs of failure that lead to the question: Does this society
really believe in and support family life? Is our stated belief in the value of
family life mere lip service?
•

Research is showing that over half of couples marrying today cohabit

before marriage. Of these, as many as two-thirds cohabit before remarrying,
even though a significant number have children under age 18 at home.
There are now clear indications in the research literature that couples who
have lived together before marriage have a substantially higher risk of
divorce.
• While it appears that the rapid rise in divorce, beginning in 1965, is over
at least for the present, recent rates indicate that at least one out of three
first marriages entered this year will end in divorce. If remarriages are
included, which are now failing at a higher rate than first marriages, one out
of two marriages begun this year will end in divorce.
• Most studies of the consequences of divorce on children are not hopeful
ones. As the ranks of such children grow, more evidence comes to light
about the long-term effects of the breakup of families, particularly when
there is multiple divorce. Divorce affects 26 percent of all families with
children. It is estimated that 40 to 50 percent of children of divorced parents
have not seen the nonresident parent for more than a year. Only one child

out of every six has some form of regular, weekly contact with his or her
father following divorce.
• Approximately 27 percent of all U.S. children (21 percent of white
children, 32 percent Hispanic, 57 percent, black) now live in a single-parent
household due to separation, divorce, out-of-wedlock births (40 percent of
single parents were never married), and the death of a parent. Between
1960 and 1990, the percentage of children under 18 who will experience the
divorce of their parents has grown from 1% to 50%. An increasing number
of children will experience multiple divorce and family breakups.
• A major problem for single-parent households is an economic one. Most
of these households are female-headed, with little or no financial or
emotional support from the fathers of the children. Child-support payments
constitute less than 10 percent of total family income for approximately half
of the recipients. At least 25 percent of the fathers ordered to make support
payments never make a single court-ordered payment.
• Approximately 23 percent of this nation’s preschool children and 20
percent of children under age 18 are living in poverty. Of these children, 70
percent are living in families in which at least one person is a wage-earner.
The majority of persons on public assistance are children.
• At least one in four of all babies is now born out of wedlock, an increase
of more than 50 percent in just 20 years. The majority of these births are by
women beyond their teens. In the 13 largest U.S. cities, out-of-wedlock
births now exceed births to married women. For the large majority of these
children, legal paternity is never established.
• The practice of abortion and the ―wanted child‖ ideology threatens the
natural, nurturing role of parent-child relationships. Abortion legislation
tends to neutralize family solidarity, viewing the family as a group of
individuals and their self-interest. Abortion not only kills; it undermines the
emotional bond of family life. At the other end of the family life cycle is the
growing acceptance of euthanasia and assisted suicide: other powerful
threats to family relationships.
• Families face multiple other challenges to raising children: the reality of
crime and violence, the allure of materialism and consumerism, continuing
prejudice and intolerance, and media that often belittle family values.
Advertising that targets children and child pornographers who lure children
via the Internet are only two of the latest dangers to family life.

• Finally, there are threats to children that come from within families
themselves. Three million children were reported abused or neglected in
1996. Nearly one million cases were confirmed. An increase in other forms of
domestic violence (spouse, elderly) is well documented. Over 20 million
children live with an alcoholic parent.
• As a consequence of both familial and societal pressures, one million
children run away each year, many of them supporting themselves by
prostitution. At least one out of nine youths will be arrested before the age
of 18. The suicide rate among 15- to 19-year-olds has tripled in 30 years.
The use of drugs and alcohol by teenagers, as well as involvement in
premarital sex, has been well documented.
The Need for a Family Perspective
In looking at these realities of family life, the committee decided to address
in this manual four particular areas that help account for these opportunities
and pressures on families. These four areas relate to the four ―elements‖ of
the family perspective.
First, the complexity of today’s family life and the family diversity in our
nation can make it more difficult for families to identify their personal vision
of family life. Often they have little sense of the needs and concerns of other
families and thus can be confused about their common identity and purpose.
They are also dealing with the consequences of social change in the larger
culture and society. Institutions often add to the confusion by claiming the
status of ―expert‖ without listening to real family stresses and strengths.
Second, our society pays attention to the needs and rights of individuals, but
not of family systems. Policy makers, human service providers, and
employers often think in terms of individuals, not of families. For example,
there is a tendency for employers to ignore important aspects of the family
life of their employees, such as the need for time to deal with family
emergencies and the struggles faced in the area of child (or elder) care.
Those institutions that most affect the day-to-day life of families often fail to
appreciate the power they have to truly strengthen and support family life,

Such an individualistic orientation encourages the segmentation of a
person’s life into compartments (e.g. work, family, and civic life) and makes
relationships stressful. This orientation also encourages an overemphasis on
self-fulfillment at the expense of the family. The body of Western law known
as family law is being dismantled bit by bit in favor of legal views that
emphasize individual concerns.
Third, our society generally has not adjusted to the cultural, ethnic, and
structural diversities of families today. Family life is so fundamental to our
way of life that society takes for granted that families will be able to handle
the pressures that new challenges place on growth and development. In
many cases, society ends up complicating the life of the family and adding
further pressure.
Fourth, the locus of family responsibility has shifted. American society has
fundamentally changed from a basically family-run support system to a
service and information society which focuses on individuals and their needs
and wants. This change has, in turn, allowed social institutions to assume
many of the family’s traditional roles, such as the raising of children and
caring for the ill, the disabled, and the elderly. As a result, today’s family
shares important responsibilities with other institutions. As yet, however,
families and social institutions have not found effective ways to work as
partners in meeting their family’s’s needs.
Whether one believes that families are under siege or that they face unique
opportunities, the pressures on family life are creating crises that must be
met.
The purpose of this manual is to examine the role of the Church in this
critical time. In fundamental ways, the Church’s place and role must be the
same now as in every age. The Church’s place is in the world, as an active
participant. Its role is to bring the light of the Gospel to the contemporary
situation, enabling people to see how God’s plan can be lived out here and
now.

To involve itself in the contemporary situation, the Church needs, first of all,
to reflect on its own vision of family life. The Second Vatican Council and
John Paul II have articulated an understanding of family in which the family
is the basic foundation of the Church and of society, the most basic of all
human communities. However, since this understanding has become part of
common parlance, many tend to assume that this understanding is only an
idealized principle to be held versus a reality to be lived. However, any call
for partnership with families depends on the recognition of the value, the
dignity, and the mission of the domestic church.
After reflecting on and recommitting itself to family life, the Church needs to
take a second step of extending its hospitality to every kind of family, and to
the family at every stage of its life. The Church needs to invite all to hear
the Good News and needs to listen with open heart and open mind to
families as they struggle with the complexities of today’s living.
The Church’s third step must be action. Christians cannot take a valueneutral stance regarding the opportunities and dangers families face today.
The Church needs to challenge negative trends and address issues that
undermine family strengths. It is essential to support positive developments,
look for new ways to help families, and unearth the resources that enable
families to move from crisis to growth, from stress to strength. The call for a
family perspective demands also that the Church look at its own structures,
particularly in the parish, and examine how these truly help or hinder the
family life of its members.
In the end, the rationale for a family perspective as a pastoral strategy is
not that families are in trouble but that family life is so important in itself
that it needs the ongoing support of the Church. Family life is fundamental
to the healthy life of the Church and society.

Chapter Two

What is Meant by a Family Perspective
Using a family perspective in planning, implementing, and evaluating
policies, programs, ministries, and services means two things:
1. Viewing individuals in the context of their family relationships and their
other social relationships.
As a systems orientation, a family perspective is a lens that focuses on the
interaction between individuals, their families, and social situations. For
example, rather than seeing a frail elderly person as an isolated individual
who needs help, a family perspective assesses what kinds of supportive
relationships that person has (or lacks) from family, friends, church, and
neighborhood institutions.
2. Using family relationships as a criterion to assess the impact of the
Church’s and society’s policies, programs, ministries, and services.
As a criterion to assess ministry, a family perspective provides a means to
examine and adjust systematically policies, program design, and service
delivery. Its goal is to incorporate a sensitivity to families and to promote
the partnership, strengths, and resources of participating families. A family
perspective in ministry does not mean establishing another church office or a
new level of bureaucracy to carry out such evaluation. However, it does
mean calling all ministries to undertake this critical process.
A family perspective is rooted in the challenge of John Paul II as stated in
Familiaris Consortio: ―No plan for organized pastoral work at any level must
ever fail to take into consideration the pastoral area of the family.‖1
At the foundation of a family perspective are four
very heart of contemporary family life. Bringing a
in ministry means keeping these four elements in
implementing, and evaluating policies, programs,

elements that touch the
family perspective to bear
mind when planning,
ministries, and services.

The First Element: A Christian Vision of Family Life
The family has a unique identity and mission that permeate its tasks and
responsibilities. (See Chapter Three for a fuller explication.)
The Church has a Christian vision of family life, rooted in Scripture and its
tradition, which it holds for its own members. The Church also seeks to offer
this vision to the larger community of persons and institutions that hold
other visions.
Drawing on Familiaris Consortio and Catholic tradition, the committee offers
this vision and definition of family life: The family is an intimate community
of persons bound together by blood, marriage, or adoption, for the whole of
life. In our Catholic tradition, the family proceeds from marriage—an
intimate, exclusive, permanent, and faithful partnership of husband and wife
This vision is rooted in the covenantal love of Jesus Christ. It holds that the
family ―constitutes a special revelation and realization of ecclesial
communion, and for this reason too, [the family] can and should be called
the domestic church.‖2 This vision proclaims that family life is sacred and
that family activities are holy. It also proposes a unique family mission. It
places the family at the service of building up God’s Kingdom in history.3
This mission also calls families to protect and reveal their intimate
community of life and love.
This vision and mission, in turn, empower families to undertake four specific
tasks for the good of the Church and society:
1. The family is to form an intimate community of persons.
2. The family is to serve life in its transmission, both physically by bringing
children into the world and spiritually by handing on values and traditions as
well as developing the potential of each member to serve life at every age.
3. The family is to participate in the development of society by becoming a
community of social training and hospitality, as well as a community of
political involvement and activity.

4. The family is to share in the life and mission of the Church by becoming a
believing and evangelizing community, a community in dialogue with God,
and a community at the service of humanity.4
A family perspective incorporates a vision of family that empowers families
to realize their identity, mission, and tasks.
Leadership Implications
To develop a family perspective in policies, programs, ministries, and
services that takes into account a Christian vision of family life, Church
leaders need
*Promote families’ visions of their own unique mission, sanctity, gifts, and
strengths for the service of their own families, the Church, and society.
*Promote the four tasks of the family, without overemphasizing one at the
expense of the others, as well as interconnecting all four tasks.
*Reflect on the tasks of the Christian family, discover concrete activities that
families can undertake to accomplish their tasks, and discover some creative
ways their own policies, programs, ministries, and services can promote
these activities without overburdening families.
*Reflect on and articulate the connection between the mission and tasks of
the parish community and the ―church of the home.‖

The Second Element: The Family as a Developing System
The family is not a collection of individuals, but a living and developing
system whose members are essentially interconnected. (See Chapter Four
for a fuller explication.)
A family perspective assumes that an individual lives connected to others by
relationships, not in isolation. Among the most important of these

relationships are familial ones. They follow set rules that establish roles and
patterns of interaction so the family can function. These roles and patterns
create a positive sense of family identity and promote satisfying and fulfilling
relationships among family members. They also facilitate family unity and
individual development and contribute to the family’s ability to deal
effectively with stress. These roles and patterns of interaction are rooted in
one’s family of origin.
Different kinds of change are also a part of every family’s life. Any change in
the family, individual, or community affects these roles and patterns, which
in turn affects the stability of the family and of each member. Likewise, as
families normally grow and develop, as well as encountering events such as
death, unemployment, and sickness, they face predictable and unavoidable
periods of transition; thus, all families face similar tasks and challenges. The
ways in which a family responds to these challenges influence the degree of
success it will experience in subsequent ones.
Leadership Implications
To develop a family perspective in policies, programs, ministries, and
services that takes into account the family as a developing system, leaders
need to
*Realize that they have their own preconceived notions about what a
healthy family is. These notions often grow out of their own family
experiences. Reflection on their family experiences and on how these affect
their vision of family life is essential.
*Become aware of the dynamic interconnection of family members and the
power and influence that each member has on other members.
*Be aware of the strengths that exist in each family, so that leaders can help
families deepen their strengths.

*Be aware of how families concretely deal with their interpersonal dynamics,
in order to understand how to support or challenge families who participate
in their programs and ministries.
*Appreciate the influence of the family of origin on the individual’s way of
relating, in order to help individuals deal with issues of relationships.
*Be sensitive to the dynamics of the individual’s family life cycle stage, so
that as leaders they can more effectively deal with the individual’s and the
family’s needs.
For example, in a parish baptismal program, the preparation of a family
for the baptism of a first child (the beginning family) is different from the
preparation needed by a family whose fourth child is to be baptized (the
school-age family).
Also, couples who were active in parish activities during the years of their
children’s education commonly relate to their parish in a new way once their
children are raised. They face new realities and challenges in their marriage.
They also face the issues of aging and retirement. Consequently, their
religious and spiritual needs will be different.
*Be aware of the issues, responsibilities, and dynamics faced by multigenerational families.
*Be able to assess whether the participating individual’s family is open or
closed to change, since the family can promote or sabotage the efforts of
ministry.
*Be aware of the process of change in the family as they work with
individuals. By helping an individual change, leaders may be introducing
more stress into the person’s family.
The Third Element: Family Diversity
The influence of societal trends and diversity in structure, economic status,
special needs, and ethnic and religious heritages affect the roles and
activities of families today. (See Chapter Five for a fuller explication.)

Families are not all alike. Today, they are characterized by diverse
structures, needs, economic status, and cultural, ethnic, and religious
heritages, and by how they are affected by social change. The result is that
families in our nation differ greatly in their values, perceptions, styles,
customs, rituals, social norms, shared meanings, life styles, and ways of
perceiving the world. Because of these differences, families establish their
own roles, responsibilities, and patterns of interaction.
A family perspective names and celebrates the uniqueness in each family. It
ensures that policies, programs, ministries, and services take family
diversity into account.
Leadership Implications
To develop a family perspective in policies, programs, ministries, and
services that takes into account family diversity, leaders need to:
*Keep up to date with family changes and trends in the nation and in their
locale, and then examine their policies, programs, ministries, and services in
light of this information.
*Be sensitive to the fact that many kinds of families participate in their
programs, not only the kind of family that has been called ―traditional.‖
*Be sensitive to the special needs families experience and the pressures and
stress these needs create for families. Leaders need to help families identify
these pressures and, in partnership, help families deal with them. Particular
pastoral care should be given to ―hurting‖ families.
*Help families realize that they cannot be fully self-reliant and that it is
socially acceptable and responsible to turn to others for help when they
experience special needs. Further, leaders need to help families learn to
seek help before special needs become chronic; preventive ministry needs to
be emphasized.

*Be sensitive, in planning, to the time and energy commitments of families
where both parents—or the only parent—are employed.
*Help families deal with the issues raised by social trends such as mobility,
the philosophy of individualism and self-fulfillment, the employment of both
parents or the only parent, the aging of America, divorce, sexual
permissiveness, the women’s movement, and changing sex roles.
*Help couples who are in pain and considering divorce to assess realistically
their remaining strengths in their marriage and help them find constructive
ways of staying together.
*Help couples who have divorced to continue to work together when
necessary in order to avoid behavior that is destructive of parent–child and
other family relationships. Leaders need to address such issues as child
support, co-parenting, and grandparents’ rights.
*Help families who are moving out of the community to leave successfully,
and help families who are moving into the community to adjust successfully.
This is especially true for migrant and refugee families.
*Be sensitive to the economic pressures families experience today,
particularly the economic distress of unemployed, unemployable, and
underemployed persons, as well as the economic stresses that more
economically secure families experience.
*Be sensitive to their employees’ family situations. Leaders need to develop
personnel policies, benefits packages, and job descriptions that support the
family life of their employees.
*Be aware of the influences that shape persons’ and families’ values and
behavior. Leaders can develop counter-cultural experiences that challenge
negative and destructive values (e.g., exaggerated competitiveness,
individualism, and consumerism).

*Address their policies, programs, ministries, and services to families of
different cultural, ethnic, and religious heritages and build their programs on
the strengths of these traditions.
The Fourth Element: The Partnership between Families
and Social Institutions
Partnerships need to be formed between families and the institutions that
share family responsibilities. (See Chapter Six for a fuller explication.)
Historically, families and kinship groups have taken responsibility for their
own basic needs and functions. In the last century, however, many family
responsibilities have been shared, transferred, or assumed by public and
private institutions. As a result, families and their members spend a great
deal of their time, energy, and resources coping with the institutions that
now share their responsibilities and coordinating the many services they
receive. The policies and programs of many institutions—for example, the
government, employers, and service institutions—tend to complicate and
fragment family life. A family perspective establishes a working relationship,
a partnership between families and those institutions that participate in
family responsibilities.
Leadership Implications
To develop a family perspective in policies, programs, ministries, and
services that takes into account the partnership between families and social
institutions, leaders need to
*Be sensitive to the fact that even though families and institutions share
basic responsibilities, families still retain primary responsibility. Although
families may need support and institutional services, these are not the
primary responsibility of institutions. Rather, the task of institutions is to
support and supplement families in fulfilling their own responsibilities.
*Be aware that families today must seek out a variety of services, from
multiple sources, to help them carry out their basic responsibilities.
Furthermore, families no longer autonomously set their own standards for

these responsibilities; more and more, these standards are defined by
professionals, specialists, and social institutions. Families often face great
complexity in negotiating multiple services from multiple institutions.
*Understand that all programs affect families, even programs aimed at
individuals. All social institutions, including the Church, make a direct or
indirect impact on the unity, well-being, health, and stability of families.
There is a tendency to replace family responsibilities, in part or in their
entirety, by social institutions or to marginalize families’ participation in the
various programs and services provided by these institutions because these
services are designed primarily for individuals.
*Help families manage their coordinating and mediating responsibility,
rather than complicate it. For example, parish leaders often tell family
members that their participation in parish programs is imperative. But
families need to be active participants in determining parish priorities, and
they have a responsibility to determine their participation in some parish
programs based on a realistic assessment of their energy, family time, and
resources.
*Target family and social programs at the mediating structures closest and
most accessible to those families, in accordance with the principle of
subsidiarity.
*Consider how frequently family members are drawn out of their homes and
away from time spent in common. Programs need to build on family
presence in the home rather than take family members out of the home
even more. Ritual and prayer need to be rooted fundamentally in the home.
For example, the Book of Household Blessings and Prayers, to be published
by the USCC Office of Publishing and Promotion Services in 1988, is a
resource that situates family blessing, prayer, and ritual more effectively in
the home.
*Promote like-to-like ministry of married couples, family groups, and
associations who assist and support families in carrying out their
responsibilities and growing in intimacy.

NOTES
1. Familiaris Consortio, 70.
2. Ibid., 21.
3. Ibid., 49.
4. Ibid., 21.
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CHAPTER THREE

The Christian Vision of Family Life—The First
Element of a Family Perspective
A Christian vision of family life is the first essential element of a family
perspective for the Christian community. It is a vision that the Church offers
in dialogue with persons and institutions that hold other visions.
Context of Faith
Social scientists view the family as it is. That is, they describe its structure,
its origin, its problems, and its tasks. Their view is descriptive. Theologians
proceed differently. Their view is normative. They say how the family ought
to be and propose a Christian vision of family life. Their starting point is not
the charts and tables of the sociologist, but a vision of human growth
through God’s grace. This vision bears examining.
The Book of Genesis tells us that God created human beings in the divine
image: ―Male and Female God created them,‖ with the blessing to be fruitful,
multiply, and fill the earth. By this act, God made family life sacred.
Christians believe that human beings were made by God for God. However,
they also believe that, by the first sin, human beings turned from God into
themselves. This selfish action inflicted on human nature a wound whose
healing (conversion or reconciliation with God through Christ) has become
the heart of the Christian life.
Yet, even though the human race had lost its friendship with God through
the first or original sin, God, as the words of Eucharistic Prayer IV say, ―. . .
did not abandon [us] to the power of death,‖ but gave us the means ―to
seek and find [God]. Again and again [God] offered a covenant,‖ a covenant
which reached its fulfillment in the coming of the savior, Jesus Christ. This
new covenant, established in the death and resurrection of the savior, is the
model for marriage and family life.

This marital covenant, founded on the life of Christ, brought about by free
human choice, and ratified by divine assistance, is realized in the sacrament
of marriage and family life:
Christ himself entrusts to this domestic church, the family, a specific and
original role within the Church that is his body. The family’s task is ―to
build up the kingdom of God in history through the everyday realities that
concern and distinguish its state of life‖ (Familiaris Consortio, 50). In
developing this theme, Pope John Paul II, drawing on the teaching of
Vatican II and Pope Paul VI, stresses that the specific conjugal love of the
spouses—the love meant to be expressed in their lives and extended
through their family and children to the community in which they live—is
what ―constitutes the nucleus of the saving mission of the Christian family
in the Church and for the Church‖ (ibid.). Thus, to understand the specific
and original role within the Church of the Christian family, it is necessary
to reflect on the specific nature of conjugal and spousal love. The
characteristics of this love, beautifully set forth in The Church in the
Modern World, Humanae Vitae, and the writings of Pope John Paul II,
may be summed up by saying that spousal or marital or conjugal love is a
specific form of human friendship love that is unique because it is
sacramental and redemptive, exclusive, and fruitful or procreative.1
In recent years, the Church has reemphasized both the nobility and
importance of marriage in the life of the Church and also the central role of
the spouses in creating and maintaining the marriage relationship. The
Second Vatican Council spoke of ―the intimate partnership of married life and
love . . . rooted in the conjugal covenant of irrevocable personal consent.‖2
John Paul II has described marriage as ―the covenant of conjugal love freely
and consciously chosen, whereby men and women accept the intimate
community of life and love willed by God himself.‖3
In addition to considering the divine plan for the spouses themselves, the
Church has also been concerned with the full social dimension of marriage
and family life. The Charter of the Rights of the Family (hereafter referred to
as the Charter)—produced by the Holy See at the request of the 1980 Synod
of Bishops, which discussed the family—presents the rights of the family

both as a vision of the way things should be and as a norm for legislation
and social policy. The Charter begins by stating that ―the rights of the
person, even though they are expressed as rights of the individual, have a
fundamental social dimension which finds an innate and vital expression in
the family. . . .‖ The family ―exists prior to the state or any other
community, and possesses rights which are inalienable. . . .‖4
The social dimension of the family cannot be limited to civil society. In the
Church, this social dimension is manifested by seeing the family as an
authentic church community, a ―domestic church,‖ and therefore a
community that seeks to bring about the Kingdom of God in the world. This
church of the home provides, prepares, nourishes, and sustains the
members of both the Church and civil society.
Definition of Family
Defining the family proves to be a more difficult task than it appears. As the
1980 White House Conference on Families demonstrated, defining the family
is not only sociologically difficult but politically charged as well. It is
sociologically difficult because the criteria customarily used to define family
membership are undergoing change.
The Church itself is no stranger to changes in family definition. Until recently
the Church, like much of Western society, drew on the principle of Roman
law that defined family membership by reference to the family head as the
family’s cohesive force. Those who were under the authority of the family
head were members of that family, and the power or authority of the head
was a major social value.
However, the Church has changed this authority-focused view. As noted, the
Second Vatican Council spoke of marriage as an intimate union of life and
love. The revised Code of Canon Law describes marriage, and thus the
family, as a partnership of equality, and the significance of this equality
should not be missed. Because of the normative role of sacramental
marriage in defining family roles, this view of marriage proves most useful in
providing a Christian foundation for a consideration of family membership.
This view of marriage as a partnership of equality is also reflected in
Familiaris Consortio. In this statement, Pope John Paul II defines the family,

of which marriage is its foundation, as that intimate community of life and
love. The family’s first task is always to form a community of persons in
mutual self-giving.
The definition of family life used in this manual, below, is intended to reflect
current church legislation and to be consistent with Christian beliefs, and
thus to reflect faithfully what is of divine origin for family life. To do all this,
the definition must be exclusive enough to maintain its real meaning. The
term ―family‖ (or ―family life‖) does not include the more symbolic uses of
the word family that are drawn by analogy from family life, such as the need
all persons have for intimacy and community. It excludes metaphors, such
as the parish as a family. It must also be broad enough to include the
variety of families and family situations in our society.
Drawing on Familiaris Consortio and Catholic tradition, this manual defines
the family as an intimate community of persons bound together by blood,
marriage, or adoption, for the whole of life. In our Catholic tradition, the
family proceeds from marriage—an intimate, exclusive, permanent, and
faithful partnership of husband and wife. This definition is intentionally
normative and recognizes that the Church’s normative approach is not
shared by all.
This definition does not limit the family to two generations, parent and child,
living in the same household. It proposes a broader view:
*It includes other relatives as well as ancestors and crosses the family life
cycle. In fact, the definition is broad enough to recognize that family ties
bind tightly, even when members live in different households.
*It recognizes that many persons are involved simultaneously in several
families, a fact that can be complicating as well as supporting, since each
family can both require and provide support.
*It also includes single persons, as they too have families and are involved
in the lives and needs of their family members. While many single persons
live in their own households at a distance from family members, this manual

is also addressed to them and their relationship with their family of origin,
which continues to have a powerful effect on how they relate to themselves,
to God, and to others.
*It also recognizes that there are other covenantal relationships in the
family besides marriage, for example, the relationships between parents and
children, siblings, grandparents, and family dependents. In many cases,
these relationships can last longer than the marriage relationship itself,
especially in the event of the death of a spouse.
*Finally, the definition acknowledges the special relationships established in
families that are created by adoption, which mirrors the image used by St.
Paul (e.g., Rom 8:23; Gal 4:5). These families respond to the need in our
society to bring into families those people who have none or whose birth
families cannot meet their needs.
Prophetic Role of the Christian Family
The committee recognizes that this definition of the family contains views
that are counter cultural. They represent an important departure from
definitions of the family based on notions of social production and authority.
The view that the family exists to serve the needs of the state, while foreign
to the American situation, is still common enough elsewhere in the world to
merit attention and rejection. The view that the family is to be principally a
school in willing obedience to its head and all authority, or the view that the
family is to provide another generation of good stewards for the family’s
possessions—views more prevalent in our society—both contrast with the
mission described by John Paul II. Likewise, the view that the family is a
temporary community of individual self interest is also wholly foreign to
Christian understanding. John Paul II’s definition is adaptable to diverse
arrangements of family structures and responsibilities, providing that ―the
family be a community of life and love, that guards, communicates, and
reveals that love.‖5
John Paul II has enlarged upon the four general family tasks given by the
1980 Synod on the Family,6 developing a notion of the family’s mission in
the world. Because of the Christian challenge so evident in these tasks, an

idealism that places the family in the forefront of social renewal, they are
included here under the heading of the family’s prophetic role.
Task 1: The family is an intimate community of persons.
This community is manifested in mutual self-giving by the members of the
family throughout its life together. It calls for a faithful and permanent love
among all family members, rooted in the complementarity and equality of
husband and wife. It challenges an exaggerated individualism by calling all
members to mutual self-giving in order to contribute to the life and vitality
of the family and to individual members. This community also calls for the
respect of each family member’s uniqueness and dignity. Special attention
must be given to the rights and dignity of every member, especially children,
the sick, the disabled, and other dependents. It is essential that the elderly
be respected and provided loving care as well as given the opportunity to
contribute to the family’s and society’s well-being.
Task 2: The family serves life in its transmission, both physically by bringing
children into the world, and spiritually by handing on values and traditions as
well as developing the potential of each member at every age.
Husbands and wives truly love each other when they are responsible before
God and carry out God’s plan for human life and love. The love between
husband and wife must be ―fully human, total, exclusive, faithful and open to
life.‖7 Further, responsible parenthood involves not only bringing children
into the world but also taking part personally and responsibly in their
upbringing and education. According to Vatican II, the role of parents in
education has such importance that it is almost impossible to provide an
adequate substitute. It is therefore the duty of parents to create a family
atmosphere inspired by love and devotion to God and their fellow persons,
which will promote an integrated, personal, and social education of the child.
―Hence, parents must be acknowledged as the first and foremost educators
of their children.‖8 However, the formational task is not limited solely to
parenting. It is the responsibility of all members of the family to promote the
development and potential of each member at every age.

Task 3: The family participates in the development of society by becoming a
community of social training, hospitality, and political involvement and
activity.
Because the family is the first and principal school of training in social
virtues, it is the most effective means for humanizing and personalizing
society. How family members learn to relate to each other with respect,
love, caring, fidelity, honesty, and commitment becomes their way of
relating to others in the world.9
When the family is a community of hospitality, it responds generously to the
hungry and the abandoned. A growing privatization and individualization
within American society has led to a regrettable willingness within families to
close their doors to needy relatives and to consider all other needy the
responsibility of the state.10 The Christian family sees the care of the needy
as a normal part of its vocation. As the bishops’ pastoral letter Economic
Justice for All states: ―At times we will be called as individuals, as families,
as parishes, as Church, to identify more closely with the poor in their
struggle for participation and to close the gap of understanding between
them and the affluent.‖11
Since the family is a community of political involvement, it is required to
enter into the life of society in a creative and active way:
Families should be the first to take steps to see that laws and institutions
of the state not only do not offend, but support and positively defend the
rights and duties of the family. Along these lines families should grow in
awareness of being ―protagonists‖ of what is known as ―family politics‖
and assume responsibility for transforming society; otherwise families will
be the first victims of the evils that they have done no more than note
with indifference.12
Task 4: The family shares in the life and mission of the Church by becoming
a believing and evangelizing community, a community in dialogue with God,
and a community at the service of humanity.

By sharing in the life and mission of the Church, the family is the church of
the home. In a homily in Perth, Australia, John Paul II made the following
statement:
The family is the domestic church. The meaning of this traditional
Christian idea is that the home is the Church in miniature. The Church is
the sacrament of God’s love. She is a communion of faith and love. She is
a mother and teacher. She is at the service of the whole human family as
it goes forward towards its ultimate destiny. In the same way the family
is a community of life and love. It educates and leads its members to
their full human maturity and it serves the good of all along the road of
life. In its own way it is a living image and historical representation of the
mystery of the Church. The future of the world and of the Church pass
way of the family.13
This papal teaching renews a major theme in Catholic theology. It calls for
reform in any church or parish program that does not recognize the
authenticity of the family as the church of the home. This teaching contains
two principles that can serve as guidelines both to restore the proper role of
the family in the Church and to develop the partnership between the Church
and families: (1) family life is sacred and family activities are holy; (2) the
Christian family, as the church of the home, has a unique ministry.
The principle of family life as sacred and family activities as holy speaks to
the meaning of family spirituality:
The ordinary experiences and activities of family living can and do reveal
the sacred. Look at any point within the broad range of our families. Most
of the significant human events occur there. Birth and death, marriage
and childhood, sickness and unemployment—these are but a few of the
ordinary events of life, and all form a family spirituality. Each event has a
potential to open up and reveal the sacred. Each presents an opportunity
to recognize and celebrate the love at the heart of family life.
The family meal is an example of the sacred in the ordinary, and an
opportunity to know one another in the breaking of the bread—to have

intimacy with the Lord through intimacy with one another. In the sharing
of ordinary food and conversation the sacred is likely to emerge, from one
day to the next. . . .
Ordinary daily events have a deep natural holiness waiting to be
unlocked, as does taking time to reflect on the day that is just beginning
or just drawing to a close. Times of forgiveness and reconciliation are
fertile ground for recognizing the presence of the Healer. Small,
sometimes momentary ways to evoke the sacred in these and many other
ordinary family events can be created by a family that tries to be
sensitive to the inherent holiness of their life together.14
The principle of the Christian family as the church of the home, a church that
has its own unique ministry, has been strongly supported by papal
documents, theological insights, and a renewed understanding of Scripture
and tradition. As already seen, the Church is recovering and renewing the
idea of the domestic church as an authentic ecclesial community.15 The
family is not merely like the Church, but is truly Church. Karl Rahner wrote:
―The Church becomes present in marriage: marriage is really the smallest
community of the redeemed and the sanctified . . . hence, it is truly the
smallest individual church.‖16
The Fathers of Vatican II revived the concept of the family as the
domestic Church,17 a concept rooted in Scripture, Judaism, and the
traditions of the early Church. The earliest Christians were converts from
Judaism, and the center of Jewish religious life (particularly after the
destruction of the temple in A.D. 70) was the home, not the synagogue.
So it makes sense that the early Jewish Christians would hold family life
in the highest esteem.
The Acts of the Apostles and the letters of St. Paul reflect positive
attitudes toward family life that must have been so common as to have
simply been taken for granted. ―The household,‖ write scripture scholars
Elisabeth and Louis Tetlow, ―was the basic unit of the Christian
community in the first century. It was the household, the family, that
heard and accepted, lived and taught, the Gospel of Jesus.‖

As early as the late fourth century, St. John Chrysostom named the
family ecclesia, and consistent with this ancient teaching, in the late
nineteenth century, Pope Leo XIII called the family ―the first form of the
church on earth.‖18
Just as the institutional Church calls all levels of society to follow the
principle of subsidiarity, the Church also needs to follow this principle of
subsidiarity in its relationship to the family. Thus, the diocesan church
cannot and should not do what the parish church can rightly do better. Nor
should the diocesan or parish church do for the church of the home what it
can rightly do for itself and the Church.19
The ministry of the family as the church of the home is rooted in its identity,
mission, tasks, and responsibilities. As John Paul II tells us: ―Among the
fundamental tasks of the Christian family is its ecclesial task: the family is
placed at the service of building up the kingdom of God in history by
participating in the life and mission of the Church.‖20
In this call to participate in the Church’s life, ministry is recognized as an
integral part of Christian family life. According to Familiaris Consortio,
ministry is an inherent call given to all Christian families, especially given to
parents in their irreplaceable and primary formation of their children.21
Families minister first to their own members, but that priority is not strict or
exclusive. Families need to keep in mind that the family-by-adoption, as the
Holy Family exemplifies and St. Paul explains at length, is the prime model
in Christian life. Consequently, the Christian family is called to be a model of
generosity and charity to those in need, especially to those in need of what
the family is, a community of love, and of what the family, in fact, has—love.
The family is also called to develop in the hearts of its members an openness
and willingness to serve the Church in the particular roles of the ordained
and the consecrated life. Vocations to the priesthood, diaconate, and
consecrated life are to be fostered through family prayer and
encouragement.

This insight about the family as the church of the home is not a surprising
one. The Church is essentially a community of believing persons, joined in
relationship in fulfillment of the Lord’s command to love one another. As the
basic community of believers, bound in love to one another, the family is the
arena in which the drama of redemption is played out. The dying and rising
with Christ is most clearly manifested. Here, the cycle of sin, hurt,
reconciliation, and healing is lived out over and over again. In family life is
found the church of the home: where each day ―two or three are gathered‖
in the Lord’s name; where the hungry are fed; where the thirsty are given
drink; where the sick are comforted. It is in the family that the Lord’s
injunction to forgive ― seventy times seven‖ is lived out in the daily
reconciliation of husband, wife, parent, child, grandparent, brothers, sisters,
extended kin.22
The Family as a Community of Redemption
An asceticism resides at the very heart of Christian marriage and family life.
This asceticism is not that of the stoic—a discipline undertaken for social
utility or personal growth. Rather, this asceticism, whose purpose comes
from God, is open only to the eyes of faith. This asceticism is rooted in the
life commitments made by men and women, commitments that need not
have been made or that could have been made differently, that can and
must be kept. They are kept as the individual’s own and as the couple’s way
to participate in the redeeming work of Christ. By freely keeping these
commitments in Christ and through Christ, the wound of original sin is
healed.
Family Impact Questions
To incorporate a family perspective that takes into account a Christian vision
of family life, leaders need to ask questions such as the following about their
specific policy, program, ministry, or service:
*How does it state a vision of family life that is faithful to Christian tradition?
*In what ways does it develop within the family both a greater appreciation
of family activities as sacred and also a better understanding of the family’s
ecclesial mission?

*How does it promote the unique ministry of the family?
*How does it promote the tasks of the family without overburdening
families?
*How does it help spouses to remain faithful to the Church’s teaching
regarding their responsibilities for the transmission of life?
*In what ways does it promote the knowledge and skills that can enable a
participating family to become a more effective community of persons?
*How does it promote the development of family prayer, ritual, and
celebration?
*In what concrete ways does it promote the organization of families into
small faith communities and help them to be more politically active in
protecting the rights of all families?
*How does it enable families to be more effective in handing on their values
and traditions?
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Chapter Four

The Family as a Developing System—The
Second Element of a Family Perspective
The second element of a family perspective is recognizing the family as a
system:
A system is anything that constitutes a cluster of highly interrelated
parts, each responding to the other while at the same time somehow
maintaining itself as a whole even when there is incessant internal
change. The three parts of the definition [of a system] are: the parts are
in relationship with one another; the whole is greater than the sum of the
parts; and, the whole is able to continue and change in response to itself
and to its environment.1
A systems approach elevates the interaction and cooperation among the
members of the whole to a place of prominence and places less emphasis
upon the solitary action of the individual. It does not see the whole as
merely a collection of individuals, but as a system of relationships,
expectations, and responsibilities by which people connect the very heart of
who they are to other people.
This is at the very heart of our understanding of family from the
beginning. God created male and female and in that act(s) was created
the mystery that is known as the family. One cannot understand a family
or minister to that family until one understands the nature of “and” and
the dynamics of relationships that “and” implies.2
Thus, a family is more than the sum of its parts. It is a dynamic and
developing system whose members are radically interdependent. Individuals
participate in their systems rather than being mere parts. The way one
person depends on another, the fact that a person acts independently, the
health of a parent, the aging and illness of a family member, a child’s
maturing and leaving home—all these events in the life of one or another

family member have an effect on the lives of all family members. St. Paul, in
his letters, captures this understanding:
As a body is one though it has many parts, and all the parts of the body,
though many, are one body, so also Christ (1 Cor 12:12).
For as in one body we have many parts, and all the parts do not have the
same function, so we, though many, are one body in Christ and
individually parts of one another. . . . we have gifts that differ according
to the grace given to us . . . (Rom 12:4–6).
God has so constructed the body as to give greater honor to a part that is
without it, so that there may be no division in the body, but that the parts
may have the same concern for one another. If [one] part suffers, all the
parts suffer with it; if one part is honored, all the parts share its joy (1
Cor 12:24–26).
Like all other systems, family systems operate according to rules. These
rules are either explicit and recognized by family members, or they are
implicit. They determine roles and interactional patterns that individual
family members are expected to fulfill. To understand a family as a system
requires not only gathering data about characteristics of the individual
members but also focusing on how the members interrelate with one
another. Further, these relationships constantly evolve and change. Any
change in a family, or in a family member, or in a family’s environment
affects the life and functioning of the family and each of its members.
Therefore, the issues that are present in the life of a family must be part of
the agenda of those who are working with any member of a family.
For church and social leaders to incorporate the systems element of a family
perspective into policies, programs, ministries, and services, they need to
understand how each of the following dynamics operates in family systems:
(1) family strengths; (2) family health; (3) the family of origin; (4) the
family life cycle; and (5) family change.

Family Strengths
Each family member needs nurturance, autonomy, and intimacy, as well as
life-giving ways of obtaining them. This is why families are the source of so
much comfort, support, and love, as well as the source of so much tension,
pain, and anger. All families manifest these qualities at different times
because of their ability or inability to respond adequately to the needs of
members and to the needs of the family as a whole.
Researchers have identified important characteristics of families that enable
them to operate effectively.3 These characteristics are referred to as family
strengths. Family strengths can be defined as those relational patterns,
interpersonal skills, attitudes, competencies, values, and individual
psychological characteristics that help the family to work. These strengths
allow the family to cope with stress, change, and problems in a caring and
effective way.
The family has the ability to handle the daily hassles and events that
come along but also are able to handle the more typical stressors that
occur across the life cycle. This may include adjusting to the birth of a
child, dealing with rebellion of an adolescent, and adapting to the
changing roles of a mother as she may move from homemaker to the
workplace. It also means being able to deal with nonnormative events
such as illnesses or injuries which often have an immense impact on a
family system.4
Certain characteristics within the family have been identified as strengths.5
They include the ability of the family to
*appreciate and respect each other;
*spend both quality and quantity of time together;
*develop and use skills in communication, negotiating and resolving
problems and differences in a positive and constructive way;

*develop a strong sense of commitment to stay related during times of
transition, difficulty, or crisis;
*possess a solid core of moral and spiritual beliefs; and
*rely on other resources such as the social network, which includes family,
friends, and kin, as well as community resources such as churches and other
helping agencies.
Those family strengths have positive effects on the family. They assist in the
development of a positive self-image, promote satisfying and fulfilling
interaction among family members, and encourage the development of the
potential of the family group and its individual members.
Family Health
Family strengths lead to family health, the second dynamic operative in
family systems. Family strengths, and ultimately family health, develop
because a family is both cohesive and adaptive.
―Family cohesion is the emotional bonding that family members have with
one another and the relative degree of autonomy a person experiences in a
[family] system.‖6 A family lives in a dynamic balance between being too
connected (enmeshed) or too separated (disengaged).
When a family is enmeshed, the members are not allowed to possess an
individual identity other than that of the family’s. Members constantly live
out the expectations of the family without any appreciation of themselves as
unique persons with their own strengths and weaknesses. When a family is
disengaged, the individual has little sense of or appreciation for the family as
a whole. The person sees no connection between him or herself and other
family members. Family members simply coexist in the same space.
Cohesion is worked out concretely by a family around the following issues:7
Support. What kind of support is each member expected to give or receive?

Closeness. What kind of self-disclosure is each member expected to give or
receive?
Decision Making. How and by whom are decisions made?
Commonality. How much are family members expected to do in common?
Unity. How much are family members expected to be identified with the
family?
The following story, told by a young married woman, is an example of how
cohesion is worked out in a family.
When I got married, I tried to reserve a psychological space that was just
mine—something that would keep me from being so involved with my
husband that I could not separate one from the other. I was afraid that if
anything happened to him, I would not be able to cope unless I could
keep from sharing everything with him. Over the past five years of my
marriage, I’ve changed my mind, because I began to believe that I was
only cheating the two of us out of the best relationship we could have. I
realize that David is willing to love me as fully as possible, so I’ve grown
to take the risk to respond as fully as possible. It still frightens me,
though.8
Cohesion also pertains to how open or closed the family is to other social
networks (friends, extended kin, churches, and helping agencies). The same
issues of support, closeness, decision making, commonality, and unity are
worked out among the family and its members and the various communities
to which they belong.
The other base of family health is adaptability. ―Adaptability is . . . the ability
of a system to change its structure, including its power affiliations, its role
definitions, and its relationship rules in order to be responsive to situational
and cultural stresses.‖9 Families live in a dynamic balance between being
too structured (rigid) or too flexible (chaotic).

When a family is too structured, individual members are not open to change
or to give input. The emphasis is on maintaining the status quo of relating
and operating as family. Change is difficult and is faced with much
resistance. When a family is too flexible, individual members are constantly
exposed to unmitigated change. The structure is fluid and unstable,
providing no sense of continuity. Family adaptability is worked out concretely
by the family in the following issues:10
Leadership. How and by whom is initiative taken?
Discipline. How are limits set and consequences carried out?
Negotiations. How are problems resolved?
Organization. How organized is the family in accomplishing its tasks?
Values. How are the values of the family determined and transmitted?
The following example, told by a young man, addresses family adaptability:
During one period of my childhood after my parents’ divorce, my mother
took a series of part-time jobs with variable hours, and my father left the
state. My brother and I depended upon ourselves and the neighbors for
whatever we needed. The family was very fragmented, and due to money
and health problems, we never knew what would happen from day to
day. After my mother seemed to straighten out her life a bit, we were
able to do more things as a family and to get closer to each other again.
Life was still pretty unpredictable. Finally, my mother married again, and
we now live a very predictable life style, but it has allowed us to get
closer to each other. We are a somewhat dull but close family.11
Each family develops a style of communication to work out the issues of
cohesion and adaptability. The family and its members learn what may be
communicated as well how to communicate it. Their style of communication
can either facilitate or complicate the family’s ability to be stable or to adapt
and to bond or to be autonomous. As families address the issues of cohesion
and adaptability, they establish a sense of their unique identity and discover

how they want to be family at this particular time. In the beginning of a
family’s life, their identity can become cast in stone and be unable to adjust
to the circumstances of new members and life.
Family of Origin
One’s family of origin, the third dynamic of family systems, has a
tremendous influence on the way one relates to his or her family of
establishment or to significant social relationships. The family of origin refers
to the original nuclear family (parents and siblings) plus relatives
(grandparents, aunts, uncles, and cousins). The influence of the family of
origin is significant both in the past and the present. Parents themselves are
someone’s children, even as adults; they are still part of their own sibling
system.
It is important to understand how one’s own family of origin addressed the
issues of cohesion and adaptability. Such understanding gives a family
member insight into the emotional processes and patterns still at work in
these relationships. Such understanding can also help persons modify their
response to and aid significantly in the resolution of problems both in their
immediate family and in their other relationships.
Recognizing the influence of one’s family of origin is crucial to living together
as a family:
. . . specific patterns of behavior, perceptions and thinking, as well as
specific issues, for example, sex, money, territory, drinking, separation,
health, have an uncanny way of reappearing. When family members are
able to see beyond the horizons of their own nuclear family’s area of
trouble and observe the transmission of such issues from generation to
generation, they often can obtain more distance from their immediate
problems and, as a result, become freer to make changes.12
The patterns of relationship that one learns in his or her family of origin
(e.g., mover/follower, bystander/resister, overfunctioner/underfunctioner)
are the source of each person’s uniqueness. Hence, it is also the starting
point of one’s ability to relate to other persons. Individuals seeking to

change patterns of relationship first need to understand the influence of their
family of origin on how they are relating at the present time. The role and
position that they played in their family of origin will always have a major
influence on how they relate to others.
This unique position can dilute or nourish natural strengths; it can be a
dragging weight that slows our progress throughout life or an additive
that enriches the mixture of our propelling fuel. The more one
understands that position, therefore, and the more one can learn to
occupy it with grace and ―savvy,‖ rather than fleeing from it or
unwittingly allowing it to program our destiny, the more effectively one
can function in other areas of our life.13
Family Life Cycle
―Like every other living reality, the family too is called upon to develop and
grow.‖14 Just as each individual person continues to grow and develop a
unique personality, so each family system continues to grow and develop a
unique identity. This identity is greatly influenced by the quality of
interaction of its members, its own developmental history, and predictable
stages of development. These stages, the fourth dynamic of family systems,
are called the family life cycle.
In each stage, a family has particular tasks to accomplish and challenges to
face in order to prepare itself and its members for further growth and
development. At each stage, a family and each of its members also have to
readdress the issues of cohesion and adaptability. The structure that was
developed at one particular time of the life cycle may need to be adjusted so
that the family can more effectively function. ―A new stage . . . is reached
when (a person or married couple) is required to function in a new role,
using information and skills that were not used or needed previously.‖15 The
family life cycle stages are:
1. Establishment: new family without children. This is the time for the newly
married couple to become a separate, but connected unit of their extended
family systems.

2. New Parent(s): couple or one parent with one or more under-school-age
children. This is the time when a new family moves to establish new
subsystems: parent-child and sibling-sibling.
3. School-Age Family: couple or one parent with school-age child(ren)
and/or adolescents. This is the time when a family needs to foster
individuation and the growth of each of its members. This task frequently
intensifies when children enter adolescence. At this time, the family needs to
promote individuals’ increasing independence while redefining family
participation.
4. Empty-Nest Family: couple or one parent during and after child(ren) leave
home and/or enter the productive sector; middle-age couple without
children. This is the time when a family begins to regroup and relate to one
another and new members (in-laws) on an adult-to-adult basis.
5. Aging Family: couple or one parent after retirement. This is the time when
a family deals with issues of retirement, death, role reversals, reinvestment,
and diminishing financial and physical resources of the older members.
Today, individuals can be in different stages of the life cycle with different
generations. For example, while individuals are members of their own family
of origin, they can also have a family of establishment and be part of their
children’s and grandchildren’s families.
Further, divorced and remarried persons often parent children of different
stages from the current and previous marriages. Also, single adults go
through life cycle stages with their parents and their siblings.
Family Change
The fifth and final dynamic of family systems is change. A family is not a
collection of individuals, but a living system of interdependent members. The
changes that come into the lives of individual members affect all the family
members as well as the family’s roles and patterns of interaction. In order to
monitor change so that it is not overwhelming or destructive to the family’s
functioning, each family has an unconscious, internal process that takes in

information about itself and its members. This information helps a family
determine whether to be open or closed to change. For some families, one
more change may be unbearable, and for others, additional change may
deepen the family’s relationships.
Since change involves some loss, and loss is usually painful, families tend to
resist change. The more fundamental the change, the greater will be the
effect on the other members of a family. To change in response to another
person is difficult. Change by one member challenges the roles and rules by
which one’s family operates, and causes stress that requires the family
either to maintain its status quo or to adjust to the change.
When a family’s internal process signals that change will threaten it, the
family will seek to maintain the status quo. When this happens, the family
addresses a changed member in one of a series of ways: (1) conscious or
unconscious pressure is placed on the person to resume former roles,
attitudes, values, or behavior; (2) the person is excluded or expelled from
the inner life of the family; or (3) the family resigns itself to live with both
the person and the tension that is caused, adapting and adjusting to the
changes.
When a family seeks to adjust, the family’s internal process signals that
change is acceptable and needed for growth. When this happens, each
member begins the process of changing in relation to the changed person,
adjusting family roles and rules.
Ministry is designed to facilitate growth and conversion, which are forms of
change. The discovery of God, the realization that life needs purpose, and
entry into a believing community all involve real change. However, the way
ministry is provided today frequently misses the systems aspects of an
individual’s change. Too often ministries fail to realize that the other
members of a changing person’s family are also affected. The effects of this
change need serious attention.
Such attention is crucial not only for the family of the changing person, but
for the individual as well, for the family has tremendous power over whether

the person is able to integrate the new change. If the family has not
supported and integrated the person into its system, it becomes harder for
the person to retain the change and easier to regress to his or her previous
ways of relating to self, others, and God.
The Roman Catholic Church in the United States currently makes extensive
use of pastoral programs that precipitate change. These ministries seek to
provide individuals with new attitudes, values, behaviors, and skills. The
change precipitated in the family member may challenge the way a family
operates. Yet, for the most part, the effects of these programs and
processes on the family are not considered or addressed within these
programs. Therefore, church leaders need to be aware that programs and
ministries that actively seek to help participants live fuller Christian lives also
affect the lives of the participants’ families. These include:
*Intensive weekend experiences and ongoing ministerial programs, which
seek to change or deepen attitudes, values, behaviors, and skills of the
participants.
*The Rite of Christian Initiation of Adults and religious formation programs,
which address the person’s faith in a new way.
*Family life and sex education programs, which teach new knowledge,
provide relationship skills, and address the values of the participants.
*Prayer and scripture groups for individuals, which often help move
participants to a deeper experience and expression of prayer.
*Formal education programs (e.g., religious education, schools, campus
ministry, adult education), which seek to root one’s faith in the ongoing
tradition and service of the Church, and which may challenge the
participants to live differently.
*Parish renewal programs through which individuals become incorporated
more deeply into the life of the parish.

*Formation programs for the priesthood, the permanent diaconate, religious
life, and lay ministries, which involve entry into a new community of peers
and ministry associates and, therefore, change the existing relationships
with the trainee’s family.
*Volunteer recruitment, training, and service for the various activities of the
parish, diocese, or movements, which require adjustments in the time,
energy, money, and activities of the volunteers’ families.
These ministries and programs make positive contributions to the life of the
Church and families. In many parishes and dioceses, they are a principal
source of parish energy, staff, and volunteers. But they also cause
individuals who participate in them to relate to their families in new ways,
which at times can cause serious stress and confusion in their families.
Therefore, church leaders need to help participants deal with the change
within their families that these programs and ministries may induce. Further,
it is important that leaders, together with the individual in the program,
determine the following:
*How the individual’s family is currently operating.
*How the individual’s family addresses the issues of cohesion and
adaptability.
*What roles the individual plays within his or her family, as well as the
patterns of interaction.
*How open his or her family is to change.
*How the individual’s change will affect his or her family and its members.
*What other family members would support the individual’s change and help
the family change its ways of relating and of assigning roles.
*What skills and knowledge may be needed by the family in order to change
in response to the individual’s change.

Family Impact Questions
To incorporate a family perspective that takes into account the element of
the family as a developing system, leaders need to ask themselves questions
such as the following about their specific policy, program, ministry, or
service:
*How does it promote family strengths?
*In what ways does it address the individual’s needs, the needs of the
individual in relationship to his or her family, and the overall needs of the
entire family?
*How does it determine whether there are competing needs within the
family?
*How does it recognize the role family members play in contributing to or
alleviating an individual’s need for service?
*In what specific ways does it help individuals and families deal with
changes the program may encourage?
*How does it direct itself to the needs of individuals and families at specific
stages of the family life cycle? In what ways does it address multigenerational families? For example, a family with teenagers may also include
a young adult who is beginning a family, as well as aging and dependent
grandparents.
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Chapter Five

FAMILY DIVERSITY—THE THIRD ELEMENT OF
A FAMILY PERSPECTIVE
The first two elements of a family perspective—a Christian vision of family
life and the family as a developing system—describe what families have in
common. The third element of a family perspective provides insight into how
families differ.
Each family is unique, and our pluralistic society is characterized by great
diversity and changes in family life. Chapter One cited some statistics and
trends as evidence of how family life is diverse. The point is that families in
the United States differ greatly in their structure, in their special needs, in
how they are affected by social trends, in their socioeconomic status, and in
their cultural, ethnic, and religious heritages. This diversity can compliment
or complicate the inner workings of family systems, not only because
families have to deal with structural issues such as social trends and cultural
and religious issues, but also because our society tends to value certain
structures, economic status, and ethnic and racial groups.
In order to understand this third element of a family perspective—family
diversity—this chapter addresses the five separate types of family diversity
identified in Chapter One, looking at three aspects of each: (1) the range of
diversity among families; (2) reflection on some operative social norms; and
(3) some of the issues these diversities raise for families.
Family Structure
Diversity
Families come in many forms and configurations today: nuclear, extended,
single or multiple generations, two-parent, single-parent, single-earner,
dual-earner, childless, blended, and separated families. There is no longer a
―typical‖ American family. Researchers speculate that three types of families
with children have developed today in the United States: intact, singleparent, and blended.1 Regardless of their structure, all families still have
similar issues to deal with: to create their vision of family life, to grow as a

family system, and to fulfill their own responsibilities in partnership with
social institutions.
Norms
Despite the great variety in family structure, our culture still proposes that
there is a typical or ideal kind of family. As a result, American families who
do not resemble this ideal often feel inferior. Similarly, they may be treated
differently by professionals in social institutions and, in effect, be penalized
or judged pathological.
Issues
Families of different structures have to deal with stereotypes about
themselves. For example, a single parent told this story:
When my son Jimmy was in second grade, I began getting telephone calls
from his teacher. She stated that while Jimmy wasn’t experiencing any
problems at the present time, she wanted to help me watch for any
potential difficulties. I was perplexed. After a while, I finally realized what
she was really getting at. A year previously, my husband and I had
divorced. It was a difficult time for our family, but we really had worked
hard so that both of us remained very involved with the children, and we
watched the children adjust and go on with their lives. Jimmy’s teacher,
while meaning well, was evidently convinced that a child from a divorced
or single-parent family had to experience school problems.
An anthropologist recently remarked that one of the historical anomalies of
our time is that, as a culture, we focus on family structure, while the real
issue today is family activities and responsibilities.2 Although it will be
difficult, our culture needs to shift its focus to the strengths and challenges
inherent in each kind of family structure. For example, two-parent families
have the strength of more adults to share family responsibilities; their
challenge is that they suffer more from the myth that they should be selfsufficient. On the other hand, single-parent families quickly realize they
cannot make it alone and need the assistance of extended family members,
friends, and others.

Special Needs
Diversity
All families experience developmental changes over the course of their life
cycle (see Chapter Two). For example, as children move from grade school
to adolescence, and adults move from parenting to preretirement, families
may need additional support to make these changes. Many families,
however, have special needs and face difficult problems, which may be
developmental, critical, or chronic.
In fact, most families face crises and emergencies at different times in their
life together: for example, a death in the family, a sudden illness, the birth
of a disabled child, a divorce, an elderly parent developing Alzheimer’s
disease, or unemployment. These special needs may be short-term or may
become chronic (e.g., an illness could become a disability), and often they
require the support of family, friends, and community services.
Norms
Unfortunately, most American families still live with the myth, inherited from
their agricultural ancestors, that families are completely self-reliant and
should be able to take care of all their needs themselves. Further, the myth
maintains that families should be places of love and warmth and should be
essentially problem free. This pressures families to keep special needs and
problems (e.g., marital conflicts) hidden and to turn to others for help only
reluctantly and then only if shrouded in confidentiality.
Issues
When a special need arises, families have to understand how vitally it affects
the family. Clearly, a crisis is bound to change how the family system
operates. A mother told the following story:
Family life is incredibly subtle and complex. Everything seems tied to
everything else, and it’s very difficult to sort out what is going on. For
example, when our oldest daughter Marcy contracted spinal meningitis,
the whole family reflected the strain. My second daughter and I fought
more, while my husband tended to withdraw into himself, which brought
me closer to my son. In their own ways, the three children became closer

while our marriage became more distant. As Marcy’s recovery
progressed, there were more changes, which affected how we relate now,
two years later. That one event highlighted the difficulty of sorting out
what is really going on.3
Families also have to learn how to get help when they experience a special
need. Unfortunately, our society still focuses almost exclusively on a
remedial approach: families seek help after a crisis has occurred and other
problems develop. An alternative is a preventive strategy. The following
story of a family who did not deal well with a death crisis is a good—if sad—
example of society’s remedial approach to problems:
A father reported that he was a blue-collar worker whose wife had died
from cancer. After a long illness which drained the family’s financial and
emotional resources, this man sought assistance to keep his family
together. He discovered that his $15,000 annual salary, modest by
today’s standards, was too high for government support and too low to
pay for private housekeeping and child care. The pressures of keeping his
family together intensified, and he turned to alcohol. He lost his job, and
the family strains grew worse. Finally, the community responded to his
problem by taking his kids away and placing them in foster homes while
he obtained help with his alcoholism. The government, which could not
provide modest assistance, was now paying $45,000 annually for foster
care and juvenile detention.4
Social Trends
Diversity
Families are also affected by certain trends in society, such as mobility and
migration, the emphasis on individualism and self-fulfillment, the
employment of both or the only parent, the aging of America, divorce, the
sexual revolution, and the women’s movement.
Norms
Americans generally have ambivalent attitudes about most of these social
trends. But no matter what reactions these trends elicit, the fact remains
they raise serious concerns, and each family must come to terms with them.

Take, for example, sex roles and their relationship with the world of work:
Changing norms of what a woman is ―supposed to do‖ as wife and mother
and what a man is supposed to do as husband and father are
transforming the institutions of the workplace and the family. Probably no
set of shifting norms carry greater significance for the culture. Norms
affecting whether a wife should work outside the home have, within a
single generation, reversed themselves. It should be kept in mind that
some women in America have always worked outside the home. The
number of working women has increased in recent years, but the
phenomenon is not novel. What is new is the cultural meaning of women
working. In the eighteenth century, and particularly in the nineteenth, it
was not unusual for the whole family—the husband, his wife, and his
children—to work for pay outside the home. In the late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries, as the nation industrialized and wealth grew, it
became a source of pride for a man to be so successful as a provider that
his children and even his wife no longer had to work outside the home. In
the early post-World War II years, the majority of women with children
who worked were blue-collar, not blue-stocking. When middle-class
women worked outside the home, a clear understanding existed between
the husband and wife. Even if the wife earned as much as or more than
the husband, the norm insisted that rent and food money come from his
salary. It was acceptable to use the wife’s income for ―extras,‖ to pay for
a house cleaner once or twice a week, or a baby-sitter, or even a
vacation, but not for the necessities of life. . . . Happily or unhappily, the
dual-earner family is rapidly becoming the norm, now accounting for a
majority of households. Although economic need pushes many women to
paid jobs, it is not easy to define economic need. In many families,
husbands and wives both work to maintain a standard of living that they
have come to enjoy and expect, though they hardly ―need‖ it in a literal
sense. Indeed, an impressive 67% of women who work say that they do
so for self-fulfillment reasons as well as economic ones.5
Even women who opt to stay home to be full-time mothers feel pressure in
the form of a subtle prejudice that insinuates that to have any meaning or

purpose in life everyone must have a paying job. Parenting is placed on a
part-time basis.
These changes raise real and serious issues for families, particularly in
defining sex roles and the meaning and purpose of family life. One writer,
summarizing the changes for women, puts it this way:
The [cultural] message [of an earlier America] said: serve your husband
and children; subordinate your desires to theirs; be a good mother, wife
and hostess; be passive, gracious and feminine—and your husband will
take care of you. . . . The new cultural message said: it is acceptable for
you to have what successful men have—desires of your own;
opportunities for self expression, independence and recognition; actions
on your own behalf; exercise of control over your own life; and pursuit of
a career that does not force you to hide your intelligence behind
―feminine‖ wiles. . . . How to preserve warmth and closeness while at the
same time holding onto the new freedom to choose? This is the
preeminent question the culture confronts on the domestic scene.6
Issues
The following, related by a woman, is an example of the effects of the
employment of both parents on a family:
I made a decision to go back to work to help cover the bills. I had a sixmonth, unpaid child care leave, and if I hadn’t returned, I would have lost
my job. In order to go back to work, my husband and I had to make
serious adjustments in our family life. My husband agreed to assist in
household chores, and we developed a format for co-parenting our
children. Because of the job demands, travel to and from work, time
spent transporting children, we have had to be creative with time
arrangements, personal space, family involvements, and our personal
relationships. Going from 5:30 a.m. to 10:00 p.m. with two full-time jobs
leaves little time during the week for anything else, and at times it really
causes stress in our marriage.

Economic Status
Diversity
Families are also diverse in their socioeconomic status, which affects their
ability to maintain their unity, health, well-being, and stability. The range
includes the poor, the lower middle class, the middle class, the upper middle
class, and the rich.
Poverty among families with children in the United States is increasing, not
decreasing. Most vulnerable are the unemployed, the unemployable, the
underemployed, and those whose employment is threatened;7 ―. . . burdens
fall most heavily on blacks, Hispanics, and native Americans. Even more
disturbing is the large increase in the number of women and children living
in poverty. Today, children are the largest single group among the poor.‖8
Official poverty statistics number 35 million Americans as poor, even after
government money transfers (welfare, social security, etc.). The number
would approach 60 million in the absence of such programs.9
Further, many working people and middle-class Americans live dangerously
close to poverty. ―A rising number of families must rely on the wages of two
or even three members just to get by. From 1968 to 1978, nearly a quarter
of the U.S. population was in poverty part of the time and received welfare
benefits in at least one year. The loss of a job, illness, or the breakup of a
marriage may be all it takes to push people into poverty.―10 Public opinion
polls reveal that ―the nearpoor, hard-working, salaried Americans believe
their security—the fruits of their own work, their savings, and their loyalty to
society’s rules—is being undermined by inflation, taxes, and chicanery.
Millions of middle-income Americans—home-owning, dual-earner families—
feel they are on a treadmill or adrift in a dangerous world with inadequate
[economic] leadership.‖11 It is not surprising, then, that ―many middle-class
Americans feel themselves in the grip of economic demands and cultural
pressures that go far beyond the individual family’s capacity to cope.―12
The reality is that economic factors are the greatest stressor of family life,
among all income levels. This is true for both low-income and high-income
families; the stressors merely change.13

Norms
By looking at the expectations people have about their economic situation,
one can discover that the central normative issue regarding economic status
is the unconscious agreement that people believe they have made to attain
their status. One observer of American culture describes this agreement in
the following way:
In the 40’s and 50’s, individuals operated on the following: I give hard
work, loyalty and steadfastness. I swallow my frustrations and suppress
my impulse to do what I would enjoy, and do what is expected of me
instead. I do not put myself first; I put the needs of others ahead of my
own. I give a lot, but what I get in return is worth it. I receive an evergrowing standard of living, and a family life with a devoted spouse and
decent kids. Our children will take care of us in our old age if we really
need it, which thank goodness we will not. I have a nice home, a good
job, the respect of my friends and neighbors; a sense of accomplishment
at having made something of my life. Last but not least, as an American I
am proud to be a citizen of the finest country in the world.
In the 60’s and 70’s, individuals added onto the traditional demands for
material well-being new demands for intangibles—creativity, leisure,
autonomy, pleasure, participation, community, adventure, vitality,
stimulation, tender loving care. To the efficiency of technological society
they wish to add joy of living.14
Unfortunately, there are some serious problems with these unconscious or
perceived agreements. First, this agreement is based on a false premise:
namely, that each person will continue to advance economically. In fact,
however, ―the promise of economic advancement beyond that of our own
parents has collapsed.‖15 Real family income has not increased since 1973.
Second, the agreement is based on a psychology of affluence that is
pervasive in our culture, one that insists that ―we do not need to choose, we
have a right to more.‖16 It has four features:

1. [The psychology of affluence’s] most prominent feature is [this]
mentality: the expectation of a high material standard of living and clean
air, water, and other environmental protections and affirmative action
programs for the disadvantaged and protection against illness,
unemployment, old age, and other life risks and the full rich life built
around leisure, self- expression, and personalized life styles. This is the
familiar ―we expect-more-of-everything‖ outlook.
2. A second feature of the psychology of affluence assumes that acquiring
more of everything is a matter of personal entitlement rather than a mere
hope or desire.
3. Its third characteristic is to take for granted that the economy will
function more or less automatically. The economy is Big Mother,
indestructible and bountiful, though sometimes she won’t respond unless
one screams and yells.
4. A fourth feature . . . is that it turns the self-denial ethic on its head.
Instead of a concern with moral obligations to others pursued at the cost
of personal desire, we have the concept of duty to self pursued at the
cost of moral obligations to others. Personal desire achieves the status of
an ethical norm.17
Issues
The bishops’ pastoral letter on the economy, Economic Justice for All, speaks
to one of the grave issues raised by the question of economic status:
The lack of a mutually supportive relation between family life and
economic life is one of the most serious problems facing the United States
today. The economic and cultural strength of the nation is directly linked
to the stability and health of its families. When families thrive, spouses
contribute to the common good through their work at home, in the
community, and in their jobs; and children develop a sense of their own
worth and of their responsibility to serve others. When families are weak
or break down entirely, the dignity of parents and children is threatened.
High cultural and economic costs are inflicted on society at large.18

Thus, one economic issue many families in our nation face is what happens
to them when the economy fails them. For example, when a major industry
shuts down and hundreds of employees are thrown out of work, the results
are far reaching.
I spoke with the pastor of a church in a community that suffered severe
economic depression when an automotive plant closed. He expressed
dismay at the disruption it caused within family life. ―If you told me a
year ago that some of these strong families were only as strong as the
breadwinner’s weekly paycheck, I would have disagreed,‖ he said. ―But
now I realize how fragile and dependent families are upon the
economy.‖19
Another issue families face is coming to terms with the impact of the
psychology of affluence on family values. As the bishops’ pastoral letter on
the economy states:
. . . A large number of women and men, drawing on their religious
tradition, recognize the challenging vocation of family life and child
rearing in a culture that emphasizes material display and selfgratification. . . .
. . . Together we must reflect on our personal and family decisions and
curb unnecessary wants in order to meet the needs of others. There are
many questions we must keep asking ourselves: Are we becoming ever
more wasteful in a ―throw-away‖ society? Are we able to distinguish
between our true needs and those thrust on us by advertising and a
society that values consumption more than saving? . . .
Husbands and wives, in particular, should weigh their needs carefully and
establish a proper priority of values. . . .20
Similarly, the bishops also challenge families to ask themselves basic
questions about the nature of our economic system:

. . . does our economic system place more emphasis on maximizing
profits than on meeting human needs and fostering human dignity? Does
our economy distribute its benefits equitably or does it concentrate power
and resources in the hands of a few? Does it promote excessive
materialism and individualism? Does it adequately protect the
environment and the nation’s natural resources? Does it direct too many
scarce resources to military
purposes? . . .21
Cultural, Ethnic, and Religious Heritages
Diversity and Norms
The United States is the most ethnically diverse nation in the world. Virtually
every ethnic, racial, and religious group is represented in our nation.
Nevertheless, every nation has its own culture, even one characterized by
great diversity like our own. Culture can be defined as ―the values, shared
meanings, social norms, customs, rituals, symbols, arts and artifacts, ways
of perceiving the world, life styles, behaviors, and ideologies by which people
participate in an organized society.‖22 A culture passes on its values
primarily through socialization in families.
The United States has a dominant culture, one promoted by the most wellestablished groups. This dominant culture stresses a value system with a
future orientation, mastery over nature, the mixed good-bad nature of
humans, doing as opposed to being, and individuality.23 The dominant
culture tends to devalue those other groups that do not promote these
values in their families.
The tension between the ideals of family behavior imposed by the dominant
culture and the traditional patterns of ethnic groups has been a recurring
issue in American life. The first imposed solution to this tension was the
―melting pot‖ process that promoted
. . . a tendency toward homogenization of American culture and, with it,
an increasing emphasis on uniformity in family behavior. Immigrants,
primarily in the second generation, adapted their family size, withdrawal
of wives from the labor force, and changing styles of consumption and

tastes. However, this ongoing process did not result in a total assimilation
of family ways and traditional customs, because new waves of immigrants
have tended to bring with them (other) family patterns.
It is therefore unrealistic to talk simply about the American family. Until
very recently, the stereotype of the private nuclear family as the ideal
family in American society has been dominant. Alternative forms of family
organization, such as those of various ethnic families, were
misinterpreted as ―family disorganization‖ because they did not conform
to the official stereotype. But actually over the past decade, the strength
and resilience of ethnic families has been recognized. These traditional
resources of family and kinship among certain ethnic groups have been
rediscovered . . . and (ethnic family diversity) is now being valued as a
source of strength and continuity, rather than being described as a
manifestation of deviance.24
Issues
Thus, for many families, the values and traditions inherent in their ethnic
and religious heritage are a source of family strength. For example, many
black families’ strengths come from these roots.
One of the traditional and continuing stress-absorbing systems for Black
families has been the wider supportive network of their families. These
reciprocal exchange systems have enabled Blacks to cope with, and
sometimes transcend, severe environmental stress. These networks
extend beyond the house to include relatives of several generations. They
often include friends and church members who become as a family or
fictive kin.
The extended family-help system, the ―elasticity‖ of family boundaries,
the high level of informal adoption, and the important supportive role of
religious groups, have augmented existing internal family supports in
being able to cope with stress. The wider extended families are a source
of emotional and instrumental strength, especially during periods of high
stress. The ―kin insurance policies‖ were very active because goods and

services flow in both directions between mobile and nonmobile family
members.25
Many black leaders today, however, indicate that these strengths are being
eroded by the impact of unemployment.
One special issue facing many families today is immigration and migration,
which is particularly stressful for families who flee their homeland to escape
persecution. The following story illustrates the impact of immigration on a
family and the resulting clash in cultural values:
We left our village in El Salvador in 1983: three children and two adults.
Our first stop was Guatemala, where we remained a number of weeks
with family members; then came Mexico City and eventually Los Angeles,
also for short stays with relatives or one-time fellow villagers; and finally,
Washington, D.C., where many of our fellow villagers from El Salvador
now live, and where one of us got a job in a restaurant. Four cities, three
countries, and a job without totally leaving behind our neighbors, family
ties, familiar language, or shared cultural symbols. Each new stop partook
so much of the village we left behind that, in many ways, our new life
was a continuation of the old, but with many frightening new additions.
Once settled in Washington, we did our best to keep our old ways, but
the children want to be like all the other Americans. Ironically, this is
going on at the same time we may be forced to choose between
remaining illegal aliens in this country or returning to El Salvador.
It is not only immigrant families who face clashes between the dominant
culture and their ethnic family values. One of the major themes of Hispanics
in the Catholic Church in the United States is the beauty and strength of
Hispanic family values, the fear of assimilation, and finally, what Hispanic
family values can contribute to American culture.26 This same issue is faced
by other ethnic groups such as the Vietnamese and others.
Another issue that faces many families today is what happens when cultures
and religions are mixed through marriage. One man told the following story:

I was raised in a German Catholic farm community in Nebraska. When I
was a kid, one of my uncles married a Catholic girl who was Polish. My
family, indignant, accepted the situation and, to save face, called it a
―mixed marriage.‖ Twenty years later, of my six married siblings, three
are married to Catholics, one to a Mormon, one to a born-again
fundamentalist, and one to a Buddhist. My siblings and their spouses are
dealing with issues such as ―What religious values do we teach our
children?‖ and ―What rituals and symbols can we express in the
household?‖ The kids ask, ―Why can’t the whole family go to
communion?‖ These may seem like easy questions, but they are the
source of a lot of disagreements, confusion, pain, hard work, and joy in
my family.
Family Impact Questions
To incorporate a family perspective that takes into account the element of
family diversity, leaders need to ask themselves questions such the following
about their specific policy, program, ministry, or service:
*Which of the aspects of family diversity described in this chapter are
evident in the participating families? What are the implications for the policy
or program?
*Describe the different kinds of family structures manifested by persons who
participate in the program. What are the implications for the program?
*Describe how it addresses families with special needs. How does it seek to
support these families in both preventive and remedial ways?
*In what specific ways does it help families deal with the tensions of
changing sex roles? What adjustments are needed in the policy or program
to ensure that they take these new roles into account?
*How does it help families deal with the social trends that affect their life
together (e.g., mobility, individualism and self-fulfillment, the employment
of both parents or the only parent, the aging of America, and divorce)?

*In what specific ways do present personnel policies within the organization
affect the family life of employees? What adjustments need to be made?
*Does it direct itself toward a specific socioeconomic group? Is this justified?
*In what ways is it directed toward specific groups who need special help
but are not receiving it (e.g., the unemployed, the unemployable, and the
underemployed)?27
*How is it specifically adjusted to individuals and families of different ethnic
and religious heritages? What further adjustments need to be made?
*How does it help intercultural or ecumenical families form their own unique
vision of family life?
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Chapter Six

THE PARTNERSHIP BETWEEN FAMILIES AND
SOCIAL INSTITUTIONS—THE FOURTH
ELEMENT OF A FAMILY PERSPECTIVE
Change has always been a part of family life, but the degree and rapidity of
change affecting family life today are unusual. However, this does not mean
that these changes are unrecognizable or random. What they are, where
they have come from, and why they are taking place can be described.
In all cultures, the family has been the basic agency for performing
important tasks, from preparing for the birth of children to helping the
elderly die. Today, however, we are experiencing changes in family
responsibilities, for example, in child care and health care. For the most
part, the changes reflect a sharing of responsibilities between families and
specialized institutions:
Historians agree that the most crucial change wrought by industrialization
was the transfer of functions from the family to other institutions. The
preindustrial family served as a workshop, church, reformatory, school,
and asylum. Over the past century and a half, these functions have
become in large part the responsibility of other institutions. The
household has been transformed from a place of production to a place of
consumption and for nurturing children. The family has withdrawn from
the world of work, extolling privacy and intimacy as its major sources of
strength, and the workplace has generally become nonfamilial and
bureaucratic.1
Many people find this sharing of their responsibilities difficult, partly because
it runs counter to what they are accustomed to, partly because it does not fit
their expectations of family life.
Consequently, the fourth element that enters into forming and implementing
a family perspective is the need to establish a working relationship, a
partnership between families and those institutions that now share the

responsibilities once held by families. The lack of such a partnership
accounts for much of the stress that families face today. For example,
parents and teachers might see each other as rivals in the education of
children, or doctors and families regard each other as obstacles in their
desire to help an ill member.
Changes in family responsibilities have occurred as the nation moved from
its agricultural roots. The so-called traditional or agricultural-based family
was typical in the United States well into the nineteenth century. The
industrial family structure, which became dominant in the late nineteenth
century, remains with us today but is giving way to today’s families who are
living in a technological, information society. The three sections that follow
indicate that family life truly has changed and point out specific areas of
change; they provide a somewhat simplified version of a rather complicated
development. Following this explication, the implications of these changes
for social policy and social institutions are discussed.
The Family in Agricultural Society
In agricultural society, the family itself was the social institution in which
important responsibilities were met. Both men and women worked for the
family and received their financial support from the family’s efforts, either on
their own land or as laborers working for someone else. The family taught
people their roles, their crafts, and their prayers. If people fell sick, the
family took care of them. If they stepped out of line, family members called
them to account. Recreation took place at family and kin celebrations.
Spouses were chosen or approved by the family, and when people died, the
family buried them. The family in agricultural society, therefore, had the
following responsibilities: (1) economic support (as a unit of production); (2)
employment; (3) health and mental-health care; (4) education and
socialization; (5) social control; (6) religion; (7) recreation; (8) marrying;
(9) reproduction; (10) identity, affection, and love; and (11) protective care
of children, the frail, the disabled, and the chronically ill.
This arrangement did not mean that family life was always easy or
successful in agricultural families. At its best, people belonged to caring
systems and had a clear sense of identity. At its worst, individual needs were

not recognized because the families’ needs dominated; individuals,
frequently women and children, were abused.
The Family in Industrial Society
As society became industrialized, it required smaller and more mobile
families, and hence fewer household members to help in meeting
responsibilities. Thus, the majority of the family’s previously held
responsibilities began to be shared with institutions. There were now schools
for education, hospitals for the sick, mills and factories for employment, and
a police force for the unruly. In the Church, with the promulgation of the
Baltimore Catechism, religious education became centralized, and piety
became parish-based. Services once provided within the family itself were
now being shared or taken over by people especially trained for particular
services rendered. This left industrial families with fewer responsibilities that
were solely their own.
Some argue that the appearance of these institutions deprived the family of
its role in caring for its own members. However, the evidence seems to
argue that these services became institutionalized precisely because the
family no longer was able to exclusively shoulder all its previous
responsibilities. The ability of the family authority to bring the members
together to meet a need or threat was lessened because the role of the head
was diffused. In industrial employment, individual family members also were
able to contract individually for their services. This gave them more personal
independence and lessened family control. But no matter what caused the
rise of these institutions, the effect was to leave industrial families with
fewer responsibilities that were solely their own.
In industrial society, the individual still looked to the family for social
security during long-term illness or unemployment. However, the definition
of family became more restricted. While the family once included an
extended kin network (whether they lived in the same household or not—the
latter being more often the case) and, on the farm, might even include
retainers or boarders, the family was fast becoming restricted to the
household structure, with extended kin more scattered.

Recreation remained family-focused. Marrying, reproduction, and the rearing
of preschool children were still in the hands of the family. Thus, the family
began to specialize in child rearing and in maintaining the home as a private
retreat from the outside world. However, the choice of a spouse had shifted
from the family into the hands of the individual.
Families in industrial society could claim the following responsibilities as
theirs alone: (1) economic support (as a unit of consumption of goods and
services); (2) recreation; (3) marrying; (4) reproduction; (5) identity,
affection, and love; and (6) protective care of children, the frail, the
disabled, and the chronically ill.
The Family in Technological Society
From the mid-1950s on, major changes have occurred in American life.
These changes have drawn the center of action and responsibility away from
the family. The following examples indicate this tendency:
*The federal government, with its social welfare programs such as Aid to
Families with Dependent Children (AFDC), social security, Medicare,
Supplemental Security Income (SSI), and local government support in other
emergencies, have made government the source of ultimate financial
security in crisis situations.
*Television, which is the principal recreation for Americans, is a solitary form
of recreation and socialization. Leisure-time industries, of increasing
economic significance, compete for the remainder of Americans’ free time.
*With the development of computers and the subsequent knowledge
explosion, families are increasingly reliant on information drawn from
outside the home.
*In the Catholic parish, marrying is now regulated by diocesan policies that
move the preparation into the hands of professionals.2
*The typical family now relies on child care rather than having the children
cared for solely at home.

Clearly, the families in a technological society have fewer responsibilities
solely within their domain. In fact, only two major responsibilities are
exclusively theirs: (1) reproduction; and (2) identity, affection, and love.
The rest of the responsibilities that once constituted family life are now
shared with a variety of institutions. This points up dramatically how much
and how fast family life has changed in recent years. Those who grew up on
American farms and who now live in cities could have witnessed all these
changes.
To demonstrate the great shift of responsibilities from families to
institutions, family responsibilities in the three types of society are listed side
by side in Chart 1.
Transfer of Responsibilities
As described previously, many family responsibilities have been completely
transferred to institutions or are now shared with institutions. This
transfer/sharing continues; the growing number of children now in child care
is but one of the most common examples. For the sake of illustration, the
shared responsibilities in the three types of society are listed in Chart 2.

Chart 1: Families’ Sole Responsibilities
Agricultural Society
1. Economic support
2. Employment
3. Health and mental health care
4.
5.
6.
7.

Education and socialization
Social control
Religion
Recreation

8. Marrying
9. Reproduction
10. Identity, affection, love

11. Protective care of children, the frail, the disabled, the chronically ill
Industrial Society
1. Economic support
2. Recreation
3. Marrying
4. Reproduction
5. Identity, affection, love
6. Some protective care of children, the frail, the disabled, the chronically ill
Technological Society
1. Reproduction
2. Identity, affection, love

Chart 2: Responsibilities Shared between Families and Institutions
Agricultural Society
1. Limited sharing
Industrial Society
1. Employment
2. Health and mental health care
3. Education and socialization
4. Social control
5. Religion
Technological Society
1. Employment
2.
3.
4.
5.

Health and mental health care
Education and socialization
Social control
Religion

6. Some recreation
7. Marrying
8. Some child care

9. Protective care of children, the frail, the disabled, the chronically ill

New Family Responsibilities
This transfer does not tell the whole story of family responsibilities by any
means. Even though institutions provide services, families are still primarily
responsible for these human needs. An example may help to explain: if a
family member becomes seriously ill, the family is still responsible for
getting the person the medical treatment he or she needs, whether they live
in the same household or not. At the same time, this responsibility can
seriously tax the ill person’s family—both financially and emotionally—even
with reliance on the health care system for assistance.
Likewise, families have also taken on new responsibilities, all of them
oriented to coping with the new social situation (see Chart 3). The industrial
family took on the new responsibility of coordinating the family’s use of
institutional services, and this responsibility has expanded for today’s
technological family. Finding the appropriate service and a humane service
provider, and getting family members to the many institutions for service, is
hard enough; integrating these responsibilities is even more difficult.
Since the technological family has taken on the responsibility to coordinate
services, much more is demanded. This new responsibility reflects the major
place of consumerism in family life, the family’s increased reliance on
services, and its ever-increasing need for information. Families today expend
tremendous amounts of energy and income in obtaining services and getting
information.
Also, the role of love, affection, and protective care in the family has taken
on a new importance due both to the greater rate of survival of family
members and to privatization of family life. Almost all children survive to
adulthood, which is the greatest change, and adults survive to an older age;
families have more surviving members today who must be cared for when
frail, disabled, or chronically ill. Further, families today have the highest
expectations in the history of civilization of what marriage and family life

emotionally will provide their members, with a concomitant emphasis on the
privacy of the home. As a result, the climate of emotional support takes on a
prominence it did not have previously.

Chart 3: New Responsibilities Taken on by Families
Industrial Society
1. Coordination of services
Technological Society
1.
2.
3.
of

Coordination of services
Reliance on services, goods, and information
Greater emphasis on love, affection, and greater need for protective care
surviving members

Applications to Social Institutions
Even though social institutions now share many of families’ responsibilities,
they can never totally usurp families’ responsibilities. Families are never to
become bit players in their relationships with their own members. Families’
responsibilities cannot be replicated by institutions without an incredible
social and financial cost. Economic support and basic welfare, health and
mental-health care, education and socialization, social control, recreation,
reproduction, and formation of identity, affection, and nurturance are all
basic responsibilities of families. Can one imagine a society where families
did not provide them? Thus, it is in society’s best interest to enter into
creative partnerships with families so that families can fulfill these
responsibilities. Families are the key to improving the educational success of
children; they are crucial for planning and delivering care for the frail
elderly; they remain the essential resource for helping those who are in
trouble. Accordingly, it is crucial to society that its institutions (which include
employment and service institutions, the Church, and the government—as
reflected in public policy) enter into strong partnerships with families.

1. Employment and Service Institutions
Employment institutions need to realize that in the two-parent family where
both parents are employed, and in the one-parent household where the only
parent is employed, people experience tremendous pressures trying to
balance the demands of family life and work. There are some employers who
are experimenting with methods to help balance these demands (e.g., flextime, child care, and cafeteria-style benefits). A truly serious consideration
of these innovations will come about only if employers join with families in
realizing that family well-being is not just the family’s issue, but is an issue
that also affects productivity in the workplace.
Service institutions, too, need to reevaluate their relationships with families.
For example, some hospitals limit family visits. This practice implies that the
presence of the family will impede rather than help the patient’s recovery.
Experience and studies show that family support assists recovery. A
partnership between family members and medical personnel would seem to
be a great asset in patient recovery.3
Likewise, schools share with families the task of educating children. Reports
indicate, however, that parents often expect teachers to provide moral
formation and social skills in accord with the parents’ views as well as to
provide educational instruction. The implication is that the parents are
expecting too much of the school system. Teachers, in turn, expect parents
to support them in educating the child, but not to interfere in that education.
The implication is that the teachers expect too little educational competence
from the parents. A partnership recognizes both the complementary roles of
parents and teachers and the need for parents and teachers to work
together in all aspects of education.4
In these three areas—employment, health care, and education—and in other
areas as well, many responsibilities have now shifted from families to
specialized institutions. The American respect for progress could lead to the
assumption that this transfer was not only inevitable but an improvement.
But analysis shows that the institutionalization of these responsibilities has
exacted a high price. Individuals and society are not better served by
excluding families from participation in these services to their members.

2. The Church
The Church, like employment and service organizations, works with families
in fulfilling some basic family responsibilities, such as education, support,
religious and value formation, socialization, religious practice, health care,
and social services. The Church is also very much involved in social issues of
direct importance to families, such as economics and nuclear disarmament.
Consequently, the Church must address the issue of its partnership with
families. The principles that apply to social institutions and to social policy
apply to the Church as well. What the Church does and how it does it affect
the unity, well-being, health, and stability of families. Church leaders need
to be more aware of how the Church’s policies, programs, ministries, and
services can either help or hinder families in fulfilling their own basic
responsibilities. Church leaders need to see themselves as partners with
families, and they need to resist the tendency—common in service
institutions—to replace or substitute for families in fulfilling family
responsibilities.
3. The Government and Social Policy
Besides affecting employment and service organizations and the Church, the
changes in families also have affected the partnership that exists between
families and the government, as reflected in public social policy. The bishops’
pastoral letter on the economy states: ―In the principle of subsidiarity,
Catholic social teaching has long stressed the importance of small- and
intermediate-sized communities or institutions in exercising moral
responsibility. These mediating structures link the individual to society as a
whole in a way that gives people greater freedom and power to act.‖5 The
family as a mediating structure needs to play a crucial role by interacting
with society in the pursuit of the public good.
When families are working well, they carry out responsibilities essential for
the functioning of society. When families are in trouble, the government
must often act in their place. The government then establishes remedial
programs for individuals in trouble, but at tremendous cost. Perhaps such
trouble frequently could be prevented if all institutions worked to support

family strengths and to develop services for individuals that take families
into account.
The reason government policies and programs deserve specific attention
when discussing partnerships between families and institutions is because
they often set the direction for institutional services. And even more
fundamental, the role of government in family life is becoming pervasive.
Today, government policies and services have a tremendous effect on the
functioning of families. They provide vital and essential supports for families
to help them fulfill their basic responsibilities. Even two decades ago, over
200 government programs had a direct or indirect impact on family life.6
It is important that the government keep in constant dialogue with families
so that it does not exclude or marginalize families through its policies.
Familiaris Consortio states:
The family and society have complementary functions in defending and
fostering the good of each and every human being. But society—more
specifically the state—must recognize that ―the family is a society in its
own right,‖ and so society is under a grave obligation in its relations with
the family to adhere to the principle of subsidiarity.
By virtue of this principle, the state cannot and must not take away from
families the functions that they can just as well perform on their own or
in free associations; instead it must positively favor and encourage as far
as possible responsible initiatives by families. In the conviction that the
good of the family is an indispensable and essential value of the civil
community, the public authorities must do everything possible to ensure
that families have all those aids—economic, social, educational, political,
and cultural assistance—that they need in order to face all their
responsibilities in a human way.7
A fuller explication of the rights of the family is presented in the Charter of
the Rights of the Family, developed by the Holy See.8 This Charter
expresses fundamental parameters for legislation from a family perspective.

When legislation attacks or does not defend these basic rights, the way of
life of the family—and, therefore, of society—is at stake. These rights can be
. . . categorized as either developmental, environmental, or political. All
statements of rights are political in one sense, and these categories are
not, in the strictest sense, mutually exclusive. But the following
categorization can help us to think about the path to the fullest
implementation of [family] rights.
The developmental rights, namely, family establishment, procreation,
right to life, socialization, intimacy, stability, and worthy elderly
existence, are the very foundation of the family as a family. A
compromise on any of these strikes at the very heart of the family and its
raison d’etre.
Whatever the particular organizational form of the family, the
environment and political rights serve and support the developmental
rights. Housing, recreation, security, and protection from unwanted
external corruptions—these enhance socialization, intimacy, stability, and
the worthiness of the elderly’s existence. The formation of associations,
the support of free expression and representation, the respect for
traditions, and the practice of faith and ultimately immigration, are often
means necessary to the improvement or even basic actualization of
environmental and developmental rights.9
Governmental social policy that supports family rights is needed because
―families’ lives and government are not independent of each other but
deeply intertwined.‖10 The more explicit these policies are, the less it is
possible for them to usurp family responsibilities or to burden families
unnecessarily as they carry out their responsibilities. This is a difficult goal to
achieve because
. . . most government programs have been either designed for individuals
oblivious of their family roles and responsibilities or based on
assumptions about family structure and sex roles that are outdated. As a
consequence, many government programs and policies either actively

hinder or hurt families, or are not as efficient and effective as they would
be if they took families into account.11
Another problem shared by many government policies or programs is pitting
one group against another through categorical programs (e.g., programs for
children versus women versus the elderly). Another example is provided by
those who argue for limiting the numbers of immigrants and refugees who
enter the United States (in most cases to rejoin their families); they
erroneously suggest that these newcomers threaten the jobs and income
levels of American citizens.
The Plan of Pastoral Action for Family Ministry speaks to the relationship
between public policy and family life:
Because the family always exists in relation to the wider society, careful
attention must be given toward the constructive influence of public policy
as it relates to family life. Implicit government policy and explicit
government planning and programs can contribute to the erosion of the
health and vitality of the family. Examples of this process are urban and
neighborhood revitalization developments which favor the wealthy rather
than the displaced poor, the creation of suburban sprawl which is
determined primarily by the priorities of big business and real estate
developers, and the spread of giant agribusiness at the expense of the
small family farm.12 Comprehensive decisions of a national or regional
scope must take into account their impact on family life. Families,
especially whose influence is lessened by poverty or social status, must
be allowed their rightful input in those decisions which affect their daily
lives. This delicate, yet decisive, relationship between society and the
family demands careful study, and where destructive influences on the
family are apparent, society ought to be challenged in support of the
rights of families.13
This sentiment is reaffirmed in the bishops’ pastoral letter on the economy,
which states: ―Economic and social policies as well as the organization of the
work world should be continually evaluated in light of their impact on the
strength and stability of family life.‖14

Currently, a number of public-policy issues on the horizon need to take the
family into account. First is the issue of dependent care across the life cycle:
Families and government will continue to share economic, health, and
protective care of the chronically ill, the handicapped, and the elderly.
What will be the proper balance of responsibility? Will this shift toward
institutions as the traditional caretaker—the adult daughter or female
relative—becomes less available as she enters the labor force? Or will the
shift be toward the family as health-care costs soar? Moroney (1980:15)
phrases the underlying theoretical question as ―What is the most
desirable, effective, and feasible division between the family and extrafamilial institutions in meeting the need of individuals, and in what way
can these institutions relate to each other to maximize benefits?‖ The
most perplexing problem this issue raises is how to structure the public
and private payment mechanisms toward incentives for family and
community-based care and support.15
The second issue is one that concerns values, explicit or implicit, in public
policy:
Values are deeply embedded in all policy discussions about families,
although rarely made explicit. A family perspective will only be useful if
the basic value assumptions and goals of policy are carefully explicated,
the moral dilemmas are openly debated, and the questions of fact are
separated from the questions of values (to the extent possible).16
The third issue has to do with power: where families have power, and where
they are powerless, in dealing with daily life and with crises. Policy makers
and church leaders need to know what realistically can be expected of
families today by way of handling both crises and ordinary life. Such
assessment is not easily come by, as the question has become politically
charged. There are some—heirs to a branch of social theory who view the
family as a patient in need—who maintain that families can do nothing well
for themselves and need the direction of experts for survival. There are
others—often advocates for cutting government services—who say that only

culpable moral weakness prevents families from meeting all their own needs.
Each of these viewpoints has vocal advocates. In order to have the
information necessary to plan policies and programs, policy makers and
social leaders need to avoid these polarized views in favor of an accurate
assessment of the strengths and needs to be found in American families.
A fourth issue regards human service providers. Such professionals are, by
and large, trained to work with individuals. However, they also need to be
taught about family systems, diversity, and responsibilities so that they may
be better able to put their skills and knowledge to use. In other words, in
addition to the professional training that helps them to master their field,
they also need to learn how to share their information, decision making, and
power with client families.17 As some leaders in professional education will
admit, this aspect of professional education often
receives little attention.
Family Impact Questions
To incorporate a family perspective that takes into account the necessary
partnership between families and social institutions, leaders need to ask
themselves questions similar to the following about their specific policy,
program, ministry, or service:
*In what concrete ways does it complicate or assist families in their difficult
new responsibility of coordinating multiple services?
*Does it objectively state that families are equal partners in the service, or
does it tend to marginalize or limit family responsibility?
*How does it seek to involve participating families in its planning,
implementation, and evaluation?
*How does it concretely broaden the choices and options of participating
families?
*In what specific ways does it attempt to get the information to families that
they might need to fulfill their responsibilities?

*How does it promote the family as a mediating structure between its
individual members and social institutions?
Family Impact Questions for Public Policy18
The family impact questions that follow should be asked by policy makers
about the specific policy, program, or service:
*How does it protect the developmental, environmental, and political rights
of families?
*Does it lessen earned household income? If so, how do the benefits of this
action outweigh and justify the exaction from the family budget?
*How does it serve to reinforce the stability of the home and, particularly,
the marital commitment that holds the home together?
*In what ways does it strengthen or erode the authority of the home and,
specifically, the rights of parents in the education, nurturance, and
supervision of their children?
*How does it protect the family from unwarranted intrusion and allow
parents’ choice?
*How does it enhance individual development of competence and selfrealization and protect individual members of the family from abuse and
severe neglect?
*In what concrete ways does it help the family perform its responsibilities
and prevent government activities from substituting for that responsibility?
How does it improve the capacity of families to master a broad range of
developmental tasks and promote family strengths?
*How does it improve the liaison or linkage functions related to social
resources and supports needed by families?

*Does it subject people to humiliating circumstances and suggest that they
have an inferior status, thus devaluing and stigmatizing them and causing
them to suffer a loss of self-esteem?
*Is it divisive, in that it gives unwarranted advantage to some, or that it
separates people for unwarranted reasons on the basis of age, sex, racial,
and ethnic group membership, socioeconomic status, education level, and
the like?
*Does it promote marriage and family enrichment groups and associations
as partners in the common tasks of supporting and assisting families?
*What message, intended or otherwise, does the policy, program, or service
send to the public concerning the status of the family?
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IMPLEMENTING A FAMILY PERSPECTIVE
Once pastoral leaders are aware of the elements of a family perspective and
the need for a partnership between families and social institutions, they are
ready to implement it within their own areas of ministry. Although there are
many ways to accomplish this, the following planned approach is offered to
help leaders ensure that a family perspective lies at the heart of their
policies, programs, ministries, and services. This approach includes:
1. Study of the elements of a family perspective as outlined in this
manual.
2. Reflection on the leadership implications and family impact questions
contained in this manual.
3. Realistic planning that incorporates any insights or recommendations
from leaders’ study and reflection.
Each organization, movement, diocese, and parish within the Church and
society needs to decide for itself the most useful and practical way to
implement a family perspective. However,
the committee encourages the use of any or all of the following practical
ways to accomplish this objective: (1) undertake a family impact study; (2)
appoint an advocate for family concerns or a family minister; (3) convene a
family forum; and (4) incorporate family studies into the curricula of
formation, training, and continuing education.
Family Impact Study
―A family impact study is a process of critically and systematically assessing
the past, present, or probable future effects of a policy, program, ministry,
or service (as well as procedures and training programs) on family
members, family relationships, and family responsibilities.―
An organization can engage in such a study on two levels. First, family
impact questions, such as those contained in Chapters Three through Six of
this manual, can be reframed so as to be relevant to the particular policy,

program, ministry, or service that is under study; then the policy or program
can be reviewed in light of these questions. For example, a youth minister
might use the following or other family impact questions to review a
particular policy or program:
• How does it address the adolescent’s own needs, the needs of the
adolescent in relation to his or her family, and the needs of the entire
family?
• How does it make itself aware of and eliminate any stereotypes or
negative attitudes concerning particular family situations (for example,
single-parent households, divorced families, blended families, ethnic
families, mixed religion families, and dual career families)?
• How does it help the teenagers and their families deal with the change
promoted by the program, as well as to mediate the tensions inherent in
parent-teen relationships?
• How does it involve the parents of the teens in its planning,
implementation, and evaluation?
Second, leaders at every level (parish, diocese, and national) of the Church
can also choose to enter into a more formal family impact study—a sevenstep process that comprises: (1) forming a working group to conduct the
study; (2) developing a study design and action plan; (3) developing key
family impact questions; (4) gathering and reviewing the data; (5)
developing and reviewing the findings; (6) developing the recommendations;
and (7) implementing the results of the study. Detailed examples of such
studies can be found in a companion publication to this manual, entitled
Families at the Center (U. S. Catholic Conference, 1990).
Within the parish community, it is recommended that family impact studies
be undertaken by the parish staff, council, and committees; on a diocesan
level, by the diocesan departments and secretariats. In addition, all major
national organizations and movements need to undertake such family impact
studies, especially in the areas of policy, training, and resource
development.

The Family Advocate
The committee recommends the appointment of a family advocate within
each of the departments of organizations, dioceses, and parishes. A family
advocate is an individual who is responsible for the family dimension of that
particular department. For example, a parish or a diocese may appoint a
family advocate within its religious education program. A family advocate’s
responsibility will usually be only a part of the person’s fuller job description.
However, the individual must be allotted realistic time, as well as access to
decision-making processes, in order to effectively advocate for familycentered ministry.
Family advocates have two major responsibilities. The first is to articulate
the realities families face today to the organization’s leadership and thus to
facilitate the adjustments that may need to take place within policies,
programs, ministries, and services. The second is to develop the underlying
family component inherent in the ministry. For example, the following is a
partial list of possible family components for particular ministries:
1. Disability: support groups and respite care for families of the disabled.
2. Ecumenism: marriage and family support for mixed-religion families.
3. Education: family life education; after-school programs; support
groups for children dealing with death or with divorce of parents,
4. Health: the family context of health care; support and respite for
families caring for the frail elderly.
5. Liturgy: resources for home-based ritual, prayer, and celebration.
6. Multicultural: recognition of the diversity of family needs, strengths,
and resources.
7. Religious education: family catechesis; effective sacramental
preparation; formation of parents in sex education.
8. Social development: family social policy; strengthening neighborhood
and community environment as support for families.
9. Social services: marriage and family counseling; family strengthening
and support services; bereavement ministry.
10. Young adult ministry: helping young adults deal with family-of-origin
issues; fostering discernment of vocational choices.

11. Youth ministry: fostering parent-teen relationships; education in
appropriate dating relationships; fertility awareness programs.
A family advocate needs to be trained in or exposed to family studies (see
section below for a detailed description of topics). Often, an organization will
not have a person currently trained in these areas, but continuing education
or enrollment in a formal program can lead to the necessary formation.
The Family Life Minister
Appointing family advocates does not eliminate the need for designated
family parish/family life ministers and a diocesan family life office. To
understand the relationship between family advocates and family ministers,
it is important to note the role of the family life minister.
The major responsibility of the family life minister and the family life office
within the diocese, parish, or organization is to promote total ministry to,
with, by, and for families. The family minister also needs to
• Implement the marriage and family policies and programs of the
universal Church and the bishops of the United States.
• Develop and promote a Christian vision of family life in a way that
empowers the constituent families of the organization, diocese, or parish.
• Coordinate services to families in order to eliminate duplication and the
waste of families’ time, energy, and money.
• Identify gaps in family services and assess the organization’s, diocese’s,
or parish’s ability to fill them.
• Disseminate current information and research data about family life,
including what is being learned by regularly and systematically listening to
families themselves.
• Assist departments as they develop their family component or act as a
family advocate for a department until they have appointed one.
• Serve as a liaison to other national and local religious and secular
organizations that relate to family life, thereby providing a broader base for
consultation, sharing, enrichment, networking, and advocacy on behalf of
families.

The family life minister also promotes a particular approach to family
ministry, one affirmed in the Plan of Pastoral Action for Family Ministry and
Familiaris Consortio. ―Like-to-like‖ ministry is based on the principle that
individuals with similar life experiences can support and minister to each
other; for example, parents who have lost a child, newly married couples,
the divorced. To implement like-to-like ministry, the family life minister
• Initiates and oversees the formation of groups of people with similar
experiences; recruits, trains, supervises, and supports group leaders;
determines when the groups are no longer necessary; and facilitates a
positive closure of the group.
• Helps these groups and other grass-roots family organizations to form
associations or small faith communities. The family life minister encourages
families themselves to become more active in supporting, asserting, and
protecting their rights. The family life minister encourages families and
associations to organize politically so that they will have a greater voice
within the institutions and services that share their responsibilities.
Family Forum
To promote the incorporation of a family perspective, an organization,
diocese, parish, or movement can convene a family forum. A family forum
provides an opportunity for families to come together to share how particular
policies, programs, ministries, or services affect them. This forum can be a
vehicle to promote a renewed partnership between the organization and the
families it serves.
To help assure the relevancy and sensitivity of the family forum to the
concerns of families, the organization could form a steering committee
comprising persons from different kinds of families. They would work with
the designated family minister or advocate in establishing the location,
frequency, format, and agenda for the family forum.
Family Studies
Finally, to ensure that a family perspective is built into organizations,
dioceses, parishes, and movements for the future, it is important to
integrate family studies into the curricula of formation, training, and

continuing education of all leaders. By family studies is meant a basic
understanding of family systems; the history and sciences that explicate
family relations; family services; pastoral ministries; and a theological
understanding of marriage and family life as rooted in the tradition of the
Catholic Church. Incorporating family studies into training curricula may or
may not mean adding courses; however, it does require adjusting existing
courses so they incorporate a family dimension. Examples follow.
• Canon law: serious attention to c.1063 (regarding the pastoral care of
marriage) and its implication for parish ministry.
•

Catechesis: the role of parents as ministers and primary educators, and

the development of family catechesis.
• Church history: the history of the church of the home and how Christian
families have changed and developed over the centuries.
• Ecclesiology: the sacredness of family life and its inherent ecclesial
dimension and ministry.
• Ecumenism: the opportunities and stresses inherent in ecumenical
marriages, pastoral support for ecumenical families, and a study of the
marriage and family traditions of other communions.
• Liturgy: the ritual and symbolic activity of the household, family prayer
and worship, and the connection between parish communal worship and the
worship of the church of the home.
• Pastoral counseling: the theory and practice of marriage and family
counseling.
• Pastoral field placements: preparation of ministers who can initiate,
supervise, and train leaders to facilitate like-to-like family ministry.
• Pastoral theology: the family as a subject as well as the object of parish
ministry, and the empowerment of families regarding their four tasks as
identified in Familiaris Consortio.
• Psychology and human development: family systems theory, the family
life cycle, and family diversity.
• Sacraments, and especially the sacrament of marriage: the inherent
sacredness of marriage and family life; the family as the church of the home
with its own unique identity, mission, and tasks.
• Spirituality: family spirituality, rooted in the sacredness of the ordinary.

Additional Resources for Implementation
Following the initial publication of A Family Perspective in Church and
Society, a companion volume, Families at the Center, was published by the
Committee on Marriage and Family as A Handbook for Parish Ministry with a
Family Perspective. This handbook contains practical tools for
implementation, including simple summaries of the four elements of the
family perspective. It also contains detailed examples of family impact
analysis and further information on family advocates. Finally, there are
dozens of examples from parishes that are trying to be more familysensitive.
The National Association of Catholic Family Life Ministers (NACFLM) is
another rich source of information for implementation of the family
perspective. Parish and diocesan members of NACFLM have spent the past
ten years developing models, training programs, and written materials for
use in parishes and dioceses across the nation. For additional information
and a catalog of resources, please call the national office at the University of
Dayton, 937/229-3324. Fax: 937-229-4638. E-mail: nacflm@udayton.edu.

NOTE
1. T. Ooms, A General Educational Guide to Family Impact Studies (Washington, D.C.: The
National Center for Family Studes at the Catholic University of America, 1985).

CONCLUSION
The Bishops’ Committee on Marriage and Family hopes this manual affirms
ministers in the Church—lay, religious, and ordained—who are making great
efforts to support the unity, health, well-being, stability, and holiness of
family life. The Committee affirms pastoral leaders in other ministries not
directly related to family life, who have made a conscious effort to support
married persons and families in their programs. The Committee also
acknowledges leaders in society (government, the professions, business,
education, and other religious groups) who are promoting the well-being and
stability of family life.
Nevertheless, the need to continue such efforts in a more systematic way,
by incorporating a family perspective in the Church’s policies, programs,
ministries, and services, remains an urgent one. Among the fundamental
challenges to the Church and to our nation’s social institutions are the
following:
—More theological study of the church of the home (domestic church) and
its implications for the parish community, as well as other issues of
marriage, intimacy, and family life.
—Development of models of empowerment for families, which will help them
accomplish and integrate their four tasks as specified in Familiaris Consortio.
—Better integration of the insights of the sciences of family relations and
family systems into pastoral reflection and practice.
—A methodology for regularly gathering data about family life, to serve as a
basis for program revision.
—A systematic analysis of how cultural, economic, and political systems
affect family life and values.
—Models of partnership between families and those institutions that share its
responsibilities.
—Development and promotion of a shared agenda with other social and
ecclesial institutions that promotes family rights.

—Ongoing evaluations, at each level of the Church, of policies, programs,
ministries, and services to determine how they support or undermine family
life.
—A detailed explication, by every ministry in the Church, of its inherent
family component.
—A systematic revision of programs of ministry training and formation to
incorporate the family dimension of particular disciplines.
In the ten years following the original publication of A Family Perspective in
Church and Society, U.S. Catholic bishops have used the principles contained
in this manual in their teaching and pastoral ministries—both at the level of
individual dioceses and as a national episcopal conference. Examples can be
found in the pastoral letters of diocesan bishops, and in the initiation and/or
improvement of various family-related ministries, such as those dealing with
marriage preparation, marital crisis, parenting, and youth. As an episcopal
conference, the bishops have spoken about the need to reform the social
and cultural contexts in which families live (see Putting Children and Families
First: A Challenge for Our Church, Nation, and World) and have addressed
families directly about their own dignity and responsibilities (see Follow the
Way of Love: A Pastoral Message of the U.S. Catholic Bishops to Families).
The Committee on Marriage and Family is grateful for the many creative and
dedicated persons who have made a family perspective an integral part of
their lives and work over the past ten years. It is truly a vision which has
taken root and continues to flower under the influence of God’s Spirit. The
Committee is also hopeful that, in the years to come, many more persons
will come to understand, accept, and act upon what a family perspective
means for society, for the Church, and for families themselves, upon whom
the future of the human family rests.

Suggested Reading List of Teaching and Pastoral Documents
on Marriage and Family Life
Most of these documents (those listed with a publication number) are available from
the United States Catholic Conference, Office for Publishing and Promotion Services,
3211 Fourth Street NE, Washington, DC 20017. 800-235-8722.

Papal/Vatican Documents
Holy See. Charter of the Rights of the Family. October 22, 1983. Publication No.
906-8. A document addressed to governments presenting principles to be
used in drawing up legislation, family policy and programs.
John Paul II. The Gospel of Life (Evangelium Vitae). On the Value and
Inviolability of Human Life. March 25, 1995. Publication No. 316-7.
Reaffirms the ―greatness and inestimable value of human life‖ as the pope
discusses the present-day legal, ethical, and moral threats to life.
. Letter of the Pope to Children in the Year of the Family. 1994.
Publication No. 048-6. Apostolic letter offers reflections on Christ’s birth
and holiness at Christmas time. Written to mark the end of the
International Year of the Family, the Holy Father’s insights remain as
fresh and applicable today ans when they were written.
. Letter to Families. 1994. Publication No. 793-6. In his apostolic letter
addressed to families, the Holy Father urges families to fulfill the
responsibilities entrusted to them and assures them of the Church’s love
and support.
. Letter to Women. 1995. Publication No.5-052. Building on Mulieris
Dignitatem, the Holy Father extols the ―genius of women‖ and applauds
the valuable contributions of all women, as they ―enrich the world’s
understanding and help to make human relations more honest and
authentic.‖

. On the Dignity and Vocation of Women (Mulieris Dignitatem). August
15, 1988. Publication No. 244-6. The mutuality of men and women in
marriage, the importance of the order of love, and the essential Marian
dimension of the Church are presented in this apostolic letter which
springs from the Holy Father’s meditation on the Scriptures.
. On the Family (Familiaris Consortio). December 15, 1981. Publication
No. 833-9. Apostolic exhortation on the nature and tasks of the Christian
family and the scope of pastoral care needed by families.
Paul VI. On Human Life (Humanae Vitae) (also known as On the Regulation of
Birth). July 25, 1968. Publication No. 280-2. Encyclical letter on the
nature and purposes of married love, the gift of fertility, and the call to
responsible parenthood.
Pontifical Council for the Family. From Despair to Hope: Family and Drug
Addiction. 1992. Publication No. 552-6. The Council empasizes the
concern of the Church over the terrible effects of drug addiction on family
life and offeres hope that those threatened by drugs will find true freedom
in God.
. The Truth and Meaning of Human Sexuality: Guidelines for Education
within the Family. 1996. Publication No. 5-090. The Council urges parents
to have confidence in their rights and duties regarding the education of
their children.
Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity. Directory for the Application of
Principles and Norms on Ecumenism. March 25, 1993. Publication No.
658-1. A document containing important directives on mixed marriages.
Second Vatican Council. Constitution on the Church in the Modern World
(Gaudium et Spes). December 7, 1965. Publication No. 015-X. Teaching
on the dignity of marriage, the role of the family, and the duty of society
and the Church to support families.

NCCB/USCC Documents
National Conference of Catholic Bishops. Faithful for Life: A Moral Reflection.
1995. Publication No. 5-019. A statement from the U.S. bishops that
provides moral reflections on today’s pro-life themes and stresses the
genuine mission to respect human life and human dignity.
. Family Ministry: A Pastoral Plan and a Reaffirmation. November 13,
1990. Publication No. 426-0. Statement providing leadership and direction
for pastoral ministry with families.
. Follow the Way of Love. 1993. Publication No. 677-8. An encouraging
message from the U.S. Catholic bishops that addresses the challenges of
living faithfully, giving life, growing in mutuality, and taking time to
balance work and family obligations.
. Human Life in Our Day. November 15, 1968. (Not currently available
from USCC; please check with your parish or diocesan library.) Pastoral
letter emphasizing the maturing of life in a family and the development of
life in a peaceful world order.
. To Live in Christ Jesus: A Pastoral Reflection on the Moral Life.
November 11, 1976. (Not currently available from USCC; please check
with your parish or diocesan library. Pastoral letter responding to certain
moral questions arising from life in the family, nation, and world
community.
, Committee on Marriage and Family. Always Our Children: A Pastoral
Message to Parents of Homosexual Children and Suggestions for Pastoral
Ministers. 1997. Publication No. 5-131. The U.S. bishops urge parents to
be accepting of themselves, their children, God’s plan, and the Church’s
ministry. It follows in the tradition of outreach to families in difficult
situations.
. Families at the Center: A Handbook for Parish Ministry with a Family
Perspective. 1990. Publication No. 337-X. A resource for those who want

to know how the principles of a family perspective can be utilized in parish
ministries.
, Committee on Marriage and Family and Committee on Women in
Society and in the Church. Walk in the Light: A Pastoral Response to Child
Sexual Abuse. 1995. Publication No. 5-000. Intended as a practical
introduction to the issue of sexual abuse, especially in a family setting,
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