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2015 Ordinary General Assembly of the Synod of Bishops 
The vocation and the mission of the family in the Church  

and in the contemporary world. 

QUESTIONS ON THE LINEAMENTA 
re-arranged for consultations by Dioceses in Canada 

 
 

Part I - Better Identifying the Reality 

 

During the extraordinary Synod in 2014, there was an effort to better determine the reality of families 

today and to identify the challenges the Church must deal with when accompanying families along their 

journey of life. The following questions attempt to foster a deeper reflection on this reality in order to 

better determine and identify the challenges we face. 

 

--families come in all shapes and sizes 

--quit telling people that they are doing things wrong 

 

1. For each of the following themes, indicate its impact on families and whether the Church’s 

reflections are addressing this challenge: 

 

a) The challenges posed to the family by cultural changes [1]; 

It has been a generation since the Canadian Church was the moral arbiter for social mores in Canada. In 

many ways this was a reaction to the perception and too-often reality that the Church was less a field 

hospital for the wounded, as it was a court marshal and firing squad for any who dared to disagree.  Having 

turned away from the church, it is difficult to bring those who have left back, or to effectively attract their 

children or other newcomers to the faith, especially where there is a perception that the Church has 

contributed to family breakdowns, whether directly through abuse, or through judgmental attitudes and 

stances. 

 

Many of the current “crop” of Catholic young adults are raised by parents who value their children making 

their own choices about faith.  Many come to faith discussions as ‘blank slates” who are eager to know 

more about the Catholic culture, traditions, and faith. This may also mean that they come to liturgies 

without basic knowledge that is often taken for granted (e.g. we had a young person who did not know the 

words to, let alone the history or theology of the Lord’s Prayer) 

 

During the 50s, 60s and 70s in Canada, the act of coming out for gay and lesbian persons was an act against 

culture (which was at that time homophobic) but in accordance with their nature and conscience.  It is now 

clear that people’s orientations are inherent and part of their God-given nature, just as is their capacity for 

love and family-building.  This needs to be reflected by a loving church that supports stable, respectful, 

nurturing and life-giving families, whatever their composition. 

 

People are increasingly marrying later in life.  Some of these, or other couples, regardless when they marry, 

are unable to have children.  This was formerly grounds for annulment and divorce, but it is now 

recognized that a family can be life-giving even where there are no children of the union.  This family 

model needs to be respected as just as full and ‘successful’ a marriage as one with children. 
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b) The analysis of the aspects (positive or negative) of the anthropological and cultural changes affecting 

families [2];  

 

Despite the many ‘chicken little’ cries about the deterioration of families and their place within society, and 

the various models of families, the ‘family’ as a model and cohort of love and respect remains strong. The 

strength of family bonding has not diminished in the face of the many changes that are apparent.  The 

impulse of the church to be pastoral and merciful in the face of widespread rejection of established 

practices is sound. Jesus would not withdraw from change in the world around him but would seek to 

accompany those he encounters, and to call them to their greatest wholeness and holiness in love.   

 

God does not call us to reject our fellow Catholics who are gay or divorced.  We must end the Church's 

hateful and fearful ways when it comes to family.  Sexual orientation and identity do not affect the quality 

of love in relationships, nor do these personal characteristics negatively impact spiritual yearning or our 

capacity for engagement and relationship with God.   

 

Developing a prayerful, forgiving relationship starts with being vulnerable about our humanity.  The more 

we learn to share our feelings and to approach conflict in humility, the stronger our relationships will 

become.  The Church has great depth to offer not just to young people and newly marrieds, but also to 

those who have been in long-standing marriages and relationships, but all of these will be attracted by and 

listen to wisdom and authenticity - not fearful reactions and scolding judgment. 

 

The development and daily advancement of the digital age and social media cannot be understated.  The 

family is being redefined in many ways.  Connecting to those across the globe is instant and the nature of 

who is family and how we inter-act is broadening in both amazing and challenging ways.   

 

c) The challenge posed by cultural relativism in secularized society and the consequent rejection, on the 

part of many, of the model of family formed by a man and woman united in marriage and open to life [4]; 

 

The construction of the question itself is inaccurate as it pre-supposes a rejection of a family model of a 

married man and woman open to children; this model remains robust and widely accepted – along with 

other models which share the same elements of mutual love, respect, and commitment. The modern 

construct of what constitutes a ‘family’ is accepted by society in general in response to scientific, medical, 

and psychological advancements in knowledge, and the consequent political advancements in human 

rights, with Church teaching sometimes viewed as a footnote and as reflecting the social mores of a 

different time with different challenges (e.g. status and economic independence of widowed women). The 

Church should not presuppose and impose one sole correct model of family.  

 

As humans, our experience is paramount to what we understand of life.  If one’s experience of faith or 

church does not validate one’s lived cultural experience, it is easy to discount the participation in a faith 

tradition.  When the wider culture accepts many forms of marriage that seem to contribute to society in 

positive ways, and the church is the only institution that questions such variety, many see no reason to 

support the latter.   

 

d) The challenge of the proliferation of common-law unions [22]; 

 

There is little financial, social or legal benefit associated with legal or sacramental marriage, as compared 

to a long-term common-law relationship. With this in mind, the Church must articulate the benefits of 

sacramental marriage in a way that demonstrates what marriage adds, versus how non-sacramental unions 

are ‘lacking’ something. 
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e) The more specific cultural context in which the local Church (the diocese) is implicated [1]; 

 

f) The identification of common (positive) elements in cultural pluralism [2]; 

 

There has been some improvement in the way the Church has tolerated if not welcomed cultural pluralism.  

Some of this is reflected in diversity of liturgical expression.  The facts that we are an international Church 

should equip us to be leaders in fostering a culture of unity in diversity.   

 

g) The identification of marriage and family values that young people and married couples strive to realize 

in their lives [8];   

 

The more we can promote values of acceptance and forgiveness in families, the greater chance we have of 

seeing these lived in the larger society.   

 

h) The sense of the presence of God in the lives of families [1]; 

 

Family members should be encouraged to not keep their recognition of God’s presence and blessings made 

manifest in the other family members to themselves (rejoice or ponder in their hearts), but to actively 

express their appreciation openly to the person and family in a way that reflects both the person’s 

individuality and their inherent nature as a gift to the family as a whole from God. 

All members of the family should be encouraged to articulate how God has helped them to deal with 

challenges (not the ‘miracle fix’, but through grace and the gifts of the Holy Spirit) and how they have seen 

Gods gifts and grace in the positive aspects of their lives. Too often God’s presence is invoked only in 

‘foxhole’ moments of great trial or tribulation.  Families need to reflect God’s presence and generosity in 

moments of rejoicing and thanks. 

i) Teaching sound interpersonal relationships [1];  

 

The Church should address/acknowledge sexual exploitation within families, keeping in mind the wide 

range of family constellations. It should address the vulnerability of children, women, marital partners, 

volunteers, staff, and priests.  

 

Where there is violence, abuse or family breakdown, support and pastoral and educational guidance must 

not only be given to the family itself (obviously), but also to the ‘community’, the ‘family village’ within 

which the directly affected family lives., in response to their needs and so that they may better support the 

affected family directly.  

 

It is important to treat all children participating in any church activity as equal, regardless what kind of 

family they come from, whether married/non-married, non-Catholic families, mixed religion or cultural 

unions, gay/lesbian unions. 

 

j) Difficulties linked to the attention given to children, the elderly and family members who are ill [1]; 

 

The Church has an amazing role to play in accepting and supporting those in the community who suffer in 

mind, body and/or spirit.   



 4 

There continues to be a challenge in providing adequate policies, resources, education and compassionate 

awareness regarding mental illness in society and within families.  The Church has an opportunity and a 

responsibility to continue to call for such necessary policies, resources and care both within and outside of 

a supporting family system, and to live this principle by welcoming people with mental illness and their 

families into parish facilities and activities to the degree possible.  It is critical that the Church be a bulwark 

against the stigmatization and ghettoization of people with mental illness and their families, and provide a 

safe, non-judgmental, non-blaming environment for both those with mental illness, while also managing 

any potential risk to the community as a whole. 

 

k) The development of social and economic policies useful to the family [1]; 

 

It used to be the case that the Canadian Council of Catholic Bishops was very visible in the media, 

commenting on social and economic policies and cultural mores (the increasing tendency towards a strictly 

consumer-ist approach to all aspects of life, including family and relationships), and serving as a “moral 

compass” to governments in protecting society’s most vulnerable citizens.  While it is not entirely clear if it 

is because the field has been vacated, or because the media is not paying attention, this is no longer the 

case.  While the Vatican has made its position the environment clear, and there have been comments about 

caring for the vulnerable and marginalized, this has not translated into direct commentary on government 

policy in Canada.  This is important in the context of the Synod’s questions because people who do not 

have enough, safe, nourishing food, who do not have homes, who do not have jobs by which to secure food 

and shelter - for themselves and for their families - will inherently not be focused on questions of faith.  

Their immediate needs are too great, too real, too pressing, to enter into dialogue with God.  Their pains 

and frustrations may become manifest in violence against other family members, abandonment of 

relationships and responsibilities, substance abuse and other negative behaviours.  The church would be 

wise to remember the words of Brazilian Roman Catholic Archbishop Helder Camara, “When I give food 

to the poor, they call me a saint. When I ask why they are poor, they call me a communist.” 

  

l) The rapid evolution in our society which demands a constant attention to the language of pastoral 

communication [24]; 

 

Communication will continue to be an important way to engage the younger Church.  It is not only what 

the Church says but how it says it that is important.  It should not be an arduous or troublesome task to 

speak in pastoral ways.  The times when “Because Mother Church says so” are long gone, as they should 

be.  The Gospel is attractive because of the engaging message of Christ.  It needn’t be tainted with coercion 

or threat of punishment.  The Gospel is a message of pure invitation.   

 

m) The challenges resulting from mixed marriages or interreligious marriages [39]; 

 

We need to better respect and celebrate the faith lives of all members of the family, regardless whether they 

are Catholic, Christian, or other tradition.  We need to embrace their faith as an opportunity to build 

common ground within the family, to enrich the faith life of the Catholic member(s).  All marriages have 

stressors.  Supporting ecumenical and interreligious marriages from the very moment they enter into a 

marriage preparation program is essential.  Equipping ecumenical and interreligious couples with tools and 

support needed to navigate these important issues in marriage and family life is key.   

 

2. In our pastoral activity, what are our best practices – practices that have had an impact and that 

could be examples to other communities – in our efforts towards: 

 

a) Supporting and strengthening families of believers living in fidelity [3]; 
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Encouraging opportunities for families to share faith, family life, and parenting.   

Utilizing good and pastoral resources that “normalize” faith as a part of family life.  

 Developing resources that can be used to integrate faith dimensions into daily life without further 

imposing lengthy obligations on already constrained schedules (e.g. easy to use prayers for certain 

seasons) 

Helping parents develop the skills and tools to embrace their role as the main catechists of faith to their 

children.   

 

b) Reaching those who are distant from the Church (or who feel that they are) [6];  

 

At the beginning of each liturgy, our community specifically says ‘All are welcome’.  This is a critical, but 

only a first step.  It is critical that there be follow-up and that such follow-up welcome people ‘where they 

are’.  Those with confusing, difficult, or hurtful encounters with the Church need to be offered ways to be 

heard and supported.  If the opposite of love is not hate but indifference, those with strong emotions for the 

Church are still engaged at some level.  Movements like Landings can assist in these efforts of listening to 

and welcoming back those who have left the community.   

 

c) Fostering and appreciating the “desire to form a family” planted by the Creator in the heart of every 

person, especially among young people, including those in family situations which do not correspond to the 

Christian vision [6]; 

 

The language of this question reflects an understanding that not all families are based on marriage  – as, if 

the desire to form a family is planted in EVERY person by the Creator, then those who choose celibacy 

(religious life) would be deliberating flying in the face of God’s will.  People are called to form a family so 

as to fully develop as human beings, but that may be through marriage and child-bearing (hetero or 

homosexual couples), and it may equally include building families of volition in place of (for e.g. where a 

family of origin has broken down and cannot provide the support each person needs and seeks) or as a rich 

complement to families of origin. 

 

d) Using the teaching of Sacred Scripture in pastoral activity on behalf of families [7]; 

 

e) Appreciating popular wisdom about natural marriage which is fundamental for culture and society [19]; 

 

f) Being present as Church to families in extreme situations, and preventing these situations [3]; 

 

The Church has a history of walking with many families who find themselves on the margins.  Struggling 

families that find themselves as lonely immigrants or refugees often receive care and support from our faith 

communities.  There is no greater role of a faith community than to walk with those on the margins and 

provide the corporal and spiritual works of mercy.   

 

g) Collaborating with political and social institutions for the good of the family [26];   

 

h) (In our marriage preparation programs…) Highlighting the vocation and mission of the family according 

to faith in Jesus Christ while proposing an authentic ecclesial experience [28]; 

 

We have tended to treat marriage ministries as clinical or healing ministries.  We are either trying to 

inoculate our marriage preparation candidates against the pitfalls of relationship or we are trying to offer 

new hope in the midst of accumulated hurts.  There is no denying the benefit of a reflection on real life 

suffering that leads through scripture and prayer to a vision of hope. However, perhaps the emphasis on 
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pain and fear is overdone.  God's gift of desire and its attendant gifts of new life are perhaps the surest signs 

of living life to the fullest, as Jesus intended.  Jesus' most compelling teaching on family was his treatment 

of the adulterous woman, whom he refused to condemn.  The church can follow his merciful and gentle 

encouragement to seek lifelong passion in marriage in the face of those who would condemn and judge.  

We need to rethink our antipathy to sexual excitement and draw on the energy that it brings to couples of 

all ages. We need to rethink our civil status as guarantors of order and law. Let us not fear pleasure but 

celebrate it and learn from it. Let us draw people toward a vocation both human and humanizing that is at 

the same time miraculous in its participation in creating new life. Let us call people to overcome the 

loneliness of being judged and weighed and used rather than being helped and supported unconditionally. 

 

The ‘modern’, tongue-in-cheek approach that Worldwide Marriage Encounter uses in naming its newsletter 

eMatrimony after the popular dating site eHarmony is encouraging as it shows a desire to reach out to 

modern couples in a way that reflects the culture in which they live.  There is so much more to a lifelong 

witness than simply finding each other! We are encouraged by the popularity of intimacy techniques that 

encourage people to ask trust- inducing questions.  FOCCUS Inc. has laid down a real foundation for 

relationship building in their Catholic faith-based questionnaires.  With new energy and conviction, the 

Church can make a home for men and woman who wish not to be judged but inspired. 

 

Most couples come to our Catholic marriage preparation program as “unchurched”, or having been 

involved as children or teens, yet not currently engaged in the life of the faith community.  How do we 

offer time, resources, and mentoring to these couples and ignite the flame of faith that we believe dwells 

inside of them.  How do we reflect on the idea of covenant together, with these couples, to uncover the 

desire and God-made motivation for many towards marriage?   

 

i) (In our programs of Christian Initiation…) Presenting openness to the vocation and mission of the family 

[29];   

 

The Church has long ignored the valid vocation of the single life.  Along with marriage, ordination, and 

religious life, it must be seen as holy, sacrificial, and sacred.   

 

j) Welcoming the contribution of witness and support that can be brought by families, associations, and 

family movements [30]; 

 

k) Pastorally accompanying couples in the initial years of family life [31]; 

 

A vibrant family program can be vital on the journey of family life.  These programs and resources 

underscore that families invested in faith are not alone.  The same can be said about newly married couples 

and those in the first few years of marriage.   

 

l) Effectively proclaiming and promoting openness to life as well as the beauty and dignity of becoming a 

mother or father, in light, for example, of Humanae Vitae by Blessed Pope Paul VI [41]; 

 

The natural desire to have children does not need to be coerced.  Indeed, the Church’s history of 

exhortation to child-bearing and large families has alienated many, who view it as patronizing and 

disrespectful of this natural desire and the competency of adult men and women to decide for themselves if 

and when to have children.   

 

There are many assaults on parenting roles and the Church should be at the forefront of calling for more 

humane work/life ratios, as well as work and society policies and practices that support active parenting.   
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In the area of family planning, the advancements of the scientific and medical community in the area of 

fertility cannot be underscored.  Yet most couples are surprised that there are viable natural options of 

family planning.  The Church has done mostly a disastrous job in pastorally promoting the natural methods.  

If natural methods were, instead, being publicized by the “green and organic” subcultures, would they be 

more accepted?  We think so.  The moral finger-wagging has done little good and much harm in promoting 

natural methods of fertility awareness.    

 

The desire to become a parent is not contingent on being heterosexual.  The Church should support all who 

are called to the challenges and rewards of parenthood, regardless of orientation. 

 

m) Emphasizing, in catechesis, maternity or paternity as the response to a vocation... what formation is 

offered so that it might effectively guide the consciences of married couples? [43]   

 

n) Combating the scourge of abortion and fostering an effective culture of life [44]; 

 

Within the western culture, the question of abortion has become merely a political one.  The Church has 

lost the moral compass on this issue by concentrating mostly on the legal framework, and a focus that often 

ends at delivery, rather than situating it in the context of providing resources for effective parenting, not 

just in religious terms, but economically and socially, from delivery forward.  How do we look past a 

dualistic approach and instead encourage the dialogue as to what is best for the men, women, and children.  

A society, at its core, is scourged by abortion.  How are we to invite reflection on the larger picture as to 

what makes a society whole?   

 

o) Integrating the family into the formation of priests and other pastoral workers [23]. 

 

Our pastor is invited to the homes of all our 1st communion candidates for dinner.  This gives him the 

experience of authentic family life and it shows the family, especially the children, that our Pastor is a 

“normal” human, just like them.   

 

3. How are our Christian families... 

 

a) Bearing witness, for succeeding generations, to a progressive growth in affective maturity? [5] 

 

b) Directly involved in the formation of priests and other pastoral workers? [23] 

 

Many families recognize the isolation that priests may feel (this is more pronounced in diocesan priests 

than in those who live in community) as they often serve in communities far from their families of origin.  

These families welcome priests into their homes as effective ‘members of the family’.  This is critical to 

giving priests a view and experience of family life in the hurly-burly of daily living – its challenges and 

rewards – and also provides the priests with the very real and necessary aspects of family that are often 

neglected in the current model of priesthood, that is, emotional intimacy and an experience of God’s love 

made manifest in human inter-action. 

 

4. How are our Christian communities... 

 

a) Pastorally involved in the situations of couples living in irregular situations? [33]   
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We do not distinguish between those in “regular” or “irregular” situations.  Every person, household, and 

family is treated equally in our community.  Any individual or family that is need of any physical, 

emotional, or spiritual resources is offered them.   

 

b) Assisting in discerning the positive and the negative elements in the life of persons united in a civil 

marriage so as to guide and sustain them on a path of growth and conversion towards the Sacrament of 

Matrimony? [33]  

 

This question acknowledges that the Sacrament of Matrimony is a subset of marriage. Obstacles to full 

canonical communion include the inability to obtain annulments from previous heterosexual marriages, or 

the lack of recognition of same-sex marriages.  Promoting the value of entering a covenant has seemed to 

make a difference in our marriage prep program.  We must remember that the Catholic Church was not 

involved in “the marriage business” until the 13th century.  It is no wonder that many do not see the 

legitimacy of “church recognized” unions even though they have been demanded.  It can be argued that the 

act of demanding itself has turned many away.   

 

c) Caring for wounded families so that they can experience the Father’s mercy? [35]  

 

The Gospel promotes a spirit of acceptance and forgiveness.  Might we, as a faith community, include in all 

of our formation programs and processes the fundamental experiences of forgiveness, the need to really 

care for one another, the promotion of helpful and healthy resources?  When families are wounded, are 

faith communities the first place they turn to?  Do we have the staff and resources to help them?   

 

We need tools and a framework to provide better spiritual care to heterosexual partners of persons who 

have left the marriage because of their homosexuality. 

 

d) Giving pastoral attention to families with persons with homosexual tendencies? [40]  

 

All of our parishioners are treated equally.  We do not make distinctions and everyone is welcome.  This 

goes a long way is supporting families with gay and lesbian individuals.  Our door is always open to talk 

with and pray with all members of our community and their families.  Members that struggle with 

acceptance themselves should also feel welcomed in the community and respected in their struggle.   

Specific support can be needed when a parent “comes out” as gay.  Support to such families is generally 

lacking, and sometimes tends to focus on the ‘wrongness’ of the departing partner/parent 

 

e) Living an effective solidarity and subsidiarity (the capacity to respond at their own level) in order to 

support a generous maternity/paternity with the necessary structures and tools? [42] 

 

Promoting healthy maternity/paternity programs and policies within a culture is vital.  The family cannot be 

valued and supported if parents have to make inappropriate decisions to either care for their children or 

make a living.   

 

Open Question: Does the description of the reality of the family presented in the Relatio Synodi (the 

Lineamenta) correspond to what we observe in the Church and in society today? What missing aspects 

could be integrated? (Preliminary Question in the official Vatican version) 

 

II Bringing About Pastoral Conversion 
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The Synod clearly opted for a pastoral approach that accents the positive: accompaniment, mercy, 

and the goodness of the Good News. It thus echoes the call of Pope Francis to all involved in the 

Church when it invites them to a pastoral conversion. The following questions are intended to 

encourage reflection on the various elements essential to such a conversion. 

 

1. In keeping with divine pedagogy, what human pedagogy needs to be taken into account – so as to have a 

clearer perspective on what the Church’s pastoral ministry should be as a couple’s life together matures and 

could lead to marriage in the future? [9] 

 

At least in the west, there is a challenge to help couples discern whether they are truly called to marry a 

particular individual.  By the time they sign up for a pre-marriage course, they have often put down 

substantial financial deposits for venues and receptions.  Although the engagement time is meant to include 

discernment, it is our experience that it takes a unique couple and maturity to cancel a pending marriage 

after engagement.   

 

2. How can people be helped to understand that no one is beyond the mercy of God? How can this truth be 

expressed in the Church’s pastoral activity towards families, especially those which are wounded and 

fragile? [20]   

 

When we promote pastoral activity that has as its base, forgiveness and reconciliation, we will be moving 

in the right direction.  Many have experienced the judgment and condemnation of organized religion and 

specific faith communities.  It is no wonder, then, that they do not seek out the Church when they are 

wounded or fragile.  With the decrease in numbers entering the priesthood, how do we train and encourage 

community members to provide this needed pastoral support?   

 

3. In the case of those who have not yet arrived at a full understanding of the gift of Christ’s love, how can 

the faithful express a friendly attitude and offer trustworthy guidance without failing to proclaim the 

demands of the Gospel? [21]   

 

The faithful are not called to be ‘friendly’, but to love. The demands of the gospel, namely forgiveness for 

self and others and reconciliation are not taught but experienced on the journey.  These become self-evident 

when journeying to be like Christ.  When we walk besides one another, not in front and pulling or behind 

and pushing, we can share the journey, share the burdens and the lessons, and embrace the cross as the 

means to our freedom in Christ.   

 

4. What can be done so that persons in the various forms of union between a man and a woman – in which 

human values can be present – might experience a sense of respect, trust and encouragement to grow in the 

Church’s good will and be helped to arrive at the fullness of Christian marriage? [22]   

 

What is our underlying motivation to do this?  Do we really believe that God, and even Christ, could not be 

present in various forms of unions outside or Christian marriage?  Maybe questioning these assumptions is 

the best place to start?   

 

As stated above, there is little financial, social or legal benefit associated with legal or sacramental 

marriage, as compared to a long-term common-law relationship. With this in mind, the Church must 

articulate the benefits of sacramental marriage in a way that demonstrates what marriage adds, versus how 

non-sacramental unions are ‘lacking’ something. 
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5. In proclaiming the Gospel of the Family, how can the conditions be created so that each family might 

actually be what God wants it to be and that society might acknowledge the family’s dignity and mission? 

What “pastoral conversion” and what further steps towards an in-depth examination are being done to 

achieve this? [25]   

 

To create an atmosphere “so that each family might actually be what God wants it to be” seems a bit 

presumptuous and like a riddle that needs deciphering.  How, instead, do we promote human values of 

acceptance, forgiveness, and reconciliation in families that aid them in connecting their lives experience 

with one another to the Gospel of unconditional love?   

 

6. In light the Church’s teaching, in which the primary elements of marriage are unity, indissolubility and 

openness to life, what criteria are taken into consideration for a proper pastoral discernment of particular 

situations (e.g., couples living common-law, in a civil marriage, etc.)? [32] 

 

7. In a particular way, what responses can be given to the problem posed by the persistence of traditional 

forms of marriage (for example, in some immigrant communities), such as marriage by stages or arranged 

by families? [34]  

 

It should be borne in mind that the Holy Family celebrated a ‘marriage by stages’. 

 

8. With regard to the divorced and remarried, pastoral practice concerning the sacraments needs to be 

further studied, including assessment of the practice of Orthodox churches and taking into account “the 

distinction between an objective sinful situation and extenuating circumstances.” What are the frames of 

reference in which to proceed? What steps are possible? What suggestions can be offered to resolve forms 

of undue or unnecessary impediments? [38]  

 

The Sacrament in question seems to be the Eucharist.  When this Sacrament becomes a “carrot” for those 

who are “worthy” we have already lost our call to become the Body of Christ.  We can remember when 

those who committed suicide were not afforded a Catholic funeral.  How did this affect those who 

remained behind to continue their journey, both those directly bereaved or the community at large?  The 

Sacraments should never be used, only celebrated for what they are.  Mature adults can make their own 

choices.  Most know, very well, their brokenness and the Sacraments remind us that we are loved in spite 

of and because of our humanness.     

 

This question depends on the relevance of Church in society; many marriages are dissolved by the civil 

authority; the former spouses then may remarry without ever considering the possibility of seeking a church 

declaration of nullity, with a subsequent sacramental marriage. 

 

Where people from failed marriages come to the Church either as single individuals or as part of a 

subsequent (civil) marriage, they need to be welcomed for their faith and continued engagement with the 

Church, rather than interrogated about who was responsible for their marriage breakdown, and accorded 

‘tiered’ sacraments and spiritual care based on a clerical assessment of their ‘merit’ or ‘deserving-ness’. 

 

9. While avoiding any unjust discrimination, how can family members with homosexual tendencies receive 

pastoral care in light of the Gospel? How can God’s will be proposed to them in their situation? [40]  

 

God’s will in all situations is that we live according to the two greatest commandments – that we love God 

with all our heart, mind and soul, and that we love our neighbor as ourselves.  This calls us to recognize 
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and live a non-judgmental attitude towards the supremacy of conscience in our brothers and sisters, 

including those who are homosexual. 

 

Open Question: Are there any other elements essential for pastoral conversion in family ministry not 

identified by the Synod? 

 

Part III - Proclaiming the Good News 

 
Too often, the teaching of the Church is understood as a set of rules imposed from without or as a code of 

conduct considered by many to be out of touch with modern reality. The participants in the extraordinary 

Synod, on the other hand, saw in this teaching a source of personal fulfilment and a path of vitality and 

hope. But how can we concretely translate this conviction into a language that will reach men and women 

today? This reflection is behind the following questions. 

 

1. Can certain marriage and family values be highlighted in our teaching? What sinful aspects are to be 

avoided and overcome? [8] 

 

The values to highlight are exclusive commitment of married couples to each other and the importance of 

family. The two are closely linked. Marital relationships are the foundation of family. When they break 

down, families are weakened too, especially younger children who rely on their parents for sustenance and 

stability in their lives. Sustenance and stability are needed more than ever in a world wracked with stresses 

and, for many, violence. 

There is a common aphorism that teaches that ‘the best thing a father can do for his children is to love their 

mother’.  While common, it contains a truth that applies to both parents, in that supportive, respectful, 

nurturing and life-giving relationships between the primary partners in a family will lead to each and both 

of them dealing with other family members in the same way, thus fostering strong individuals within a 

strong family framework. 

2. What initiatives can lead people to understand the value of an indissoluble and fruitful marriage as the 

path to complete personal fulfilment? [17] What can be done to show that the family has many unique 

aspects for experiencing the joys of human existence? [18] 

 

In the abstract, most people would probably agree that an indissoluble and fruitful marriage can lead to 

personal fulfillment, offering security and freedom for growth. However, when people get into marriages 

that are not fruitful, these positive attributes are usually absent. As such, rather than focusing on the 

legalistic dimensions of indissolubility, the better approach would be to seek and offer pastoral care, 

programs and initiatives that can help couples have fruitful marriages. 

3. What is being done to demonstrate the greatness and beauty of the gift of indissolubility so as to prompt 

a desire to live it and strengthen it more and more? [10] 

 

We know of little being done to accomplish this. It seems to be either taken for granted, or eroded by the 

mentality of disposability that dominates many societies, and particularly our own. When everything else is 

discarded once it wears out or becomes spent (with ‘worn out’ and its analogues often defined as ‘no longer 
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novel or young or constantly exciting’), it is easy to see why some people might regard relationships the 

same way. We need to find ways to demonstrate that things can endure, that there is great value in their 

endurance, and that there is beauty in the ‘ordinary’ and in the physical and emotional wrinkles that tell the 

story of a relationship’s life, its challenges, its joys, its changes and capacity for growth, and its forbearance 

with one another that echoes God’s unconditional love for us all. The Church itself is a model of this, 

having endured for something close to 2,000 years, across centuries of strife and upheaval. Might that be an 

image to promote? 

Indissolubility is not a starting point in building loving Christian marriages.  We cannot simply make 

marriages last through will power.  It is possible that the trouble many people have with their marital 

relationships is that they feel trapped and unable to live meaningful lives. This sometimes happens in 

marriages, as the Church itself recognizes through its annulment processes. But this should not be seen as a 

first response to difficulties; the first response should be to find a way to resolve the difficulties and 

maintain the marriage. Thus, indissolubility is something that reinforces the search for solutions within 

marriage. But it is also something to be achieved. Marriages per se are not indissoluble. Couples achieve 

that indissolubility. In seeking to address difficulties, it is critical that the Church be seen as working with 

couples to find sustainable ways to reinforce and re-establish mature and mutually respectful relationships 

that benefit both parties, rather than seeking to ‘hold’ people to a damaged and damaging marriage 

regardless of the circumstances, because of a principle. This calls for early recognition and intervention 

when there are difficulties, and even more so, to continuous support to avoid problems. 

4. How can people be made to understand that Christian marriage corresponds to the original plan of God 

and, thus, one of fulfillment and not confinement? [12]  

 

God saw that it was not good to be alone.  Even Jesus sent out his missionaries in pairs!  God’s plan, God’s 

greatest desire is for us to be surrounded with unconditional love, the love that is the very essence of God's 

self.   

 

God’s plan is a grand, over-arching one. And like all plans, it is not rigid and does not compel a particular 

result or approach in every case. Plans change in their details. Christian marriage is one vocation that leads 

us to natural companionship and witnessing to another's journey.  It is one of several vocations that the 

church has always recognized.  It is not a confinement but a natural destination.  Though serial monogamy 

is more in tune with our secular society, it fails to deliver the depth of mutual trust and knowledge that a 

lifetime bond can bring us to. Understanding God’s original plan is about situating yourself within it, rather 

than feeling trapped by it. The plan should provide comfort, but it should not be seen to require more than 

is possible in particular circumstances. Failing to achieve a desired outcome does not necessarily mean a 

plan has failed. A plan is not a penal sentence, love and family should not be prisons. 

The question seems to start from a false premise that focuses on people “being made to understand” versus 

experiencing and expressing the love of God, within a loving marriage. This is not possible.  Faith may be 

suggestive, but our experience is what convinces us.  We need to hear more from authentic married couples 

of the trials and blessings of marriage, rather than from the Church.  Mentor couples seems to be a way for 

couples to share the journey and support one another, especially during difficult times.   
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5. How can people be helped to understand that a relationship with God can assist couples in overcoming 

the inherent weaknesses in marital relations? How do people bear witness to the fact that divine blessings 

accompany every true marriage? How do people manifest that the grace of the Sacrament sustains married 

couples throughout their life together? [11] 
 

A relationship with God takes you out of yourself, to understand the larger picture. This is as helpful in 

marital relationships as in others. One of the most powerful signs of divine blessing in marriage is the birth 

and growth of children. But it can be other products of joint effort – accomplishing things that one person 

alone could not. God’s presence in the relationship makes these things possible.   We promote that marriage 

involves 3…the couple and God.  This can release some of the pressure that all you have to rely on is the 

other person.  The marriage itself takes on a life of its own and becomes what the couple strive for.  

Couples need to be invited to reflect and share their journey.  It is in this self-discovery that understanding 

is made more manifest.   

6. How can an effective testimony be given to the priority of grace in a way that family life is conceived 

and lived as welcoming the Holy Spirit? [24] 

 

7. The Lord looks with love at the Christian family and through him the family grows as a true community 

of life and love. How can a familial spirituality be developed and how can families become places of new 

life in Christ? (cf. n. 21) [15] 
 

Spirituality grows from moments of awareness of God. These are not confined to liturgical celebrations, or 

prayers at meal-time or bed-time. Acknowledging God and God’s presence in the world can be done at any 

time, and the more often the better. 

Family members should be encouraged to not keep their recognition of God’s presence and blessings made 

manifest in the other family members to themselves (rejoice or ponder in their hearts), but to actively 

express their appreciation in a way that reflects both the person’s individuality and their inherent nature as a 

gift to the family as a whole from God. 

8. How can the family be seen as a “domestic Church” (Lumen Gentium, 11), as both subject (which 

evangelizes) and object (which is evangelized) of the work of evangelization in service to the Kingdom of 

God? [13] 
 

The idea of family as Church is powerful. The Church exists in multifarious groupings, and the most basic 

of these is family. The identification of family with Church also suggests that notions of family are capable 

of growth and development, as other groupings are. Family is not defined exclusively by biological 

relationships. It includes members by adoption, and we should be open to adoptive relationships, as well as 

‘families of volition’. In all models of family, it is the mutual interdependence and support that is critical, 

rather than a hierarchical structure, as this encourages growth, understanding and responsibility versus 

simple rote obedience. 

9. How can an awareness of this missionary task of the family be fostered? [14] 

 

The missionary task in Canadian society is largely accomplished by living in the world. Families and their 

members evangelize by living their lives in Christ, preaching principally by example. 
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10. What initiatives in catechesis can be developed and fostered to make known and offer assistance to 

persons in living the Church’s teaching on the family, above all in surmounting any possible discrepancy 

between what is lived and what is professed and in leading to a process of conversion? [16] 

 

The Church’s teaching on the family should be the same as what is experienced by any family who lives in 

mutual service, compassion, forgiveness and reconciliation.  The Church need not have a “teaching” but be 

able to pull out and hold up those elements of family life that are experienced in love and service.  

 

Ultimately, the Church should not ‘teach’ on family life, but ‘live’ it, entering into genuine relationship 

with all its members, focusing on mutual respect and journeying together – focusing on ideals of behaviour, 

while recognizing that, like all people, it is not perfect and does not have all the answers, and that such 

ideal may actually be achieved in living and loving throughout the journey toward God. 

  
11. Which steps in the catechesis of Christian initiation touching on the vocation and mission of the family 

are seen as most urgent? [29] 

 

12. How is the relation between Baptism, Confirmation, Eucharist and marriage proposed? [29] 

 

These sacraments build on each other. That is their relationship. 

13. How can parents and the Christian family be made aware that the duty of transmitting the faith is an 

intrinsic aspect of being a Christian? [46]   

 

It surely won’t happen if parents feel “made” to do anything.  Parents have enough “duties” and do not 

need more thrown on them from the Church.  Individuals “vote” by establishing their priorities.  If parents 

have found that their own experience within the Christian faith has been worthwhile, brought meaning to 

their life, helped them journey with those on the margins, and embrace the Gospel, of course they will share 

this with their children.  Parents need not be convinced of what they find meaningful in their own lives.   

 

Open Question: In general, how can we transmit the Church’s teaching on marriage, family, and sexuality 

as truly good news for men and women today? 

 

We have a long way to go in this department.  In our marriage preparation process, when asked about their 

upbringing, at least 95% of young couples state that they did not receive a healthy sense of sexuality from 

their parents.  The Church continues to struggle to embrace an adult level of authentic and healthy human 

sexuality.   

 

Part - IV Paths of Action 

 
Synods attempt not only to deepen the thought of the Church on particular points of doctrine and practice, 

but also to propose concrete paths of action and engagement. The goal of the following questions is to elicit 

suggestions for actions that could be undertaken in the Church following the upcoming Synod. 

 

1. How might the formation of ordained ministers be improved concerning these themes? What qualified 

persons are urgently needed in this pastoral activity? [5] 
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2. What role can be played by family associations in the collaboration of social and civil institutions on 

behalf of the family? How can this collaboration be sustained even in a bold repudiation of the cultural, 

economic and political processes which threaten the family? [26] 

 

3. How can relations between family, society and civil life be fostered for the benefit of the family? How 

can the support of the State and the international community be fostered on behalf of the family? [27] 

 

4. How can marriage preparation be renewed and improved in order to highlight the vocation and mission 

of the family according to faith in Jesus Christ, proposing it as an authentic ecclesial experience? [28] 

 

5. What emphasis is given to the character of the catechumenate (before the celebration) and mystagogy 

(after the celebration) which is often a part of marriage preparation? How can the community be involved 

in this preparation? [29] 

 

There are current conversations and writings within the western Catholic faith community about the 

elements of the catechumenate that lend themselves to a new way to prepare couples for marriage.  The 

apprenticeship model of catechesis assumes that journeying side by side each other can lead us to 

experience the Pascal Mystery is countless and vital ways.  The same could be true of our marriage 

preparation programs.  What would they look like if it was seen as a journey, within the midst of the 

community?   

 

6. How can those living in common-law unions be helped to choose marriage? [33] 

 

7. How can the Christian community minister to the divorced and re-married? [38] 

 

8. How does the Christian community engage in removing the social and economic factors which often 

threaten to break apart families? What steps have been taken and what can be done to increase this activity 

and the sense of mission which sustains it? [35] 

 

9. How can the identification of shared pastoral guidelines be fostered at the level of the particular Church 

(the diocese)? In this regard, how can a dialogue be developed among the various particular Churches cum 

Petro et sub Petro (united with the Pope, under his leadership)? [36] 

 

10. How can the procedure to determine cases of nullity be made more accessible, streamlined and possibly 

without expense? [37] 

 

11. How can dialogue be promoted with the sciences and biomedical technologies in a way that respects the 

human ecology of reproduction (the ethical dimension of the questions surrounding conception and birth)? 

[41]  

 

With many couples waiting longer to have children, the science of natural fertility awareness is at an all 

time high.  This could be an unanticipated benefit to a western society that may then become more aware of 

using the same science to plan families.  Many couples seek out natural methods for reasons outside the 

moralistic ones.  The rise of organic and green technologies is attractive to many.  Some couples or women 

are adverse to the over-abundance of pharmaceuticals within fertility and birth practices.  The increase of 

the use of midwives, home births, and doulas may promote additional interest.  In the end, couples will 

continue to choose for themselves and the moral-finger wagging is no longer effective, and never was 

humane to begin with.  It may take a very long time to undo the damage done by the Church overstepping 

its bounds and taking up rent in the bedrooms of couples over the last two centuries.  
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The previously promoted approach of denying sexuality (eschewing all sex within the marital union) where 

circumstances made it absolutely critical to avoid pregnancy is detrimental to the long-term health of the 

marriage and the family. 

 

12. How can adoption and foster-parenting be encouraged as a powerful sign of fruitful generosity? How 

can the care and respect of children be promoted? [42] 

 

13. Fulfilling their educational mission is not always easy for parents. Do they find solidarity and support 

from the Christian community? What suggestions might be offered in formation? What steps can be taken 

so that the role of parents as primary educators of their children might also be recognized at the socio-

political level? [45] 

 

In our 1st communion preparation, parents are made aware from day 1 that they are the primary teachers 

and faith catechists for their children.  Many are leery of this role and do not feel equipped or qualified.  

This is overcome by the use of a good home-study resource that gives the parents the necessary tools to 

embrace this role.  We also expect the parents to gather separately while the children gather with one 

another and parish catechists.  This affords these parents with the time and energy to share stories of 

blessings and challenges in raiding faith-filled children.  The parents can ask questions of one another and 

share strategies and wisdom.  Knowing that they are not alone has been key.  

 

Open Question: Are there other paths of pastoral activity that could be considered by the Synod? What 

would you like the Church to undertake or to improve after the next Synod? 

 

The Synod should consider reaching out to Catholic families composed of homosexual and transgender 

persons and sending a clear message that such families are welcomed in the Church fully, without 

reservations or condemnation. In the “Relatio post disceptationem” during the 2014 Synod, the Synod 

Fathers wrote that “homosexuals have gifts and qualities to offer to the Christian community”. Such 

message was welcomed with gratitude and joy by many gay and lesbian Catholics who recognize that they 

are blessed equally with their heterosexual brothers and sisters and that their love is a gift from God.  

 

Transgendered children should be considered by the Church as whole persons, gifts from God. Through 

them we can learn more about love, inclusiveness, and the irrelevance of differences of gender identity on 

the wide spectrum of humanity. Science shows that transgender children experiencing a lack of acceptance 

from their family could become so focused on their trans “issue” that they do not reach developmental 

markers and experience psychological problems such as learning disabilities, depression, ADHD, and other 

forms of acting out behavior. Studies show that the prevalence of attempted suicide among transgender 

persons is 32 percent (Department of Health Ecology, University of Nevada).        

 

The message of welcome to gay, lesbian, bisexual and transgender is much needed in today’s world. If the 

Church remains silent to the voices of LGBT Christians asking for equity and support, such silence can be 

continued to be interpreted as permission for acts of hatred and prejudice by governments and individuals.  

Science has shown that LGBT people are not suffering any psychological abnormalities because of their 

gender or sexual preferences but may be suffering psychologically because of discrimination. 

 


