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         September 15th., 2014 

Dear Friends, 

 recently I was asked to lead a retreat day for a nearby parish 

which holds this annual event as a vital way of growing together in 

faith and prayer.  The theme we chose centered on the place of 

every family in the ‘Family of the Church’, and we based most of the 

subject matter on the forthcoming Extraordinary Synod on the 

Family which is to be held in Rome this coming October. 

 In preparation for this important meeting a working 

document has been put together by the Secretariat in Rome 

responding to the thousands of replies received from a 

questionnaire that went out to all dioceses earlier this year.  

Reading it one realizes how much the world and the situation of the 

family has changed since John Paul II published “The Christian 

family in the Modern World” thirty-three years ago.                         

“It (the working document) not only reveals that the crisis in the 

family is profound, complex and global, but also that the Catholic 

Church itself is in deep difficulty as it realizes that much of its 

teaching is neither understood nor accepted, and that it currently 

lacks an adequate pastoral response in this whole field”.                           

[Gerard O’Connell: America Magazine, June 27, 2014] 

 The responses to the Synod questionnaire identify the 

immense challenges faced by families around the world.  Apart 

from the usual wear and tear of daily life surrounding the bringing 

up of children there are the added problems arising from severe 

financial hardship, unemployment and emigration, domestic 

violence, neglect and other forms of abuse, the combining of careers 

with parenthood and the issue of re-marriage after the first one has 

failed.  Having been presented with issues like this, the Conference 

of Irish Catholic Bishops recently issued a statement of pastoral 

concern to their constituents: 

“We wish to encourage and accompany with love those who are 

struggling to live family life.  Many of those who responded to the 

questionnaire expressed particular difficulties with the teachings on 

extra-marital sex and cohabitation by unmarried couples, divorce 

and remarriage, family planning, assisted human reproduction, 

homosexuality.  The Church’s teachings in these sensitive areas is 

often not experienced as realistic, leaving them feeling guilty and 

excluded.  We recognize our responsibility as bishops to present 

faithfully the Church’s teaching on marriage and the family in a 

positive and engaging way, whilst showing compassion and mercy 

towards those who are finding difficulty in accepting or living it”  

  

                 From our Chaplain        
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 The tenor of the working document (on which the attending Bishops have a right to 

comment for four minutes as long as they submit their intervention ahead of time) seems to 

paint a picture that is meant to re-articulate current teachings - not to evaluate the 

teachings themselves. Next month’s gathering of 140 bishops has the task of going at some 

depth into an analysis of the present situation of families and the Church, and to come up 

with proposals, not solutions.  The solutions are for the following year when a larger group of 

participants will meet with the Pope and bring with them further considerations arising from 

consultations with local priests and lay people from all different cultures and countries.  We 

can see the wisdom and far-sightedness of Pope Francis in this which has enabled him to 

perceive clearly that this is not a subject to be resolved in one synod but requires time and 

reflection, input from many quarters and an openness to the holy Spirit such as happened at 

the Second Vatican Council. 

“By sharing, discussing and praying, all problems in the Church can be resolved, while the 

opposite –gossip, envy and jealousy never lead to concord, harmony and peace.  There too, it 

was the Holy Spirit who crowned this understanding and enables us to understand that when 

we let ourselves be guided by the Holy Spirit it leads us to harmony, unity and respect for 

different gifts and talents”.    [Pope Francis: Homily given May 2014] 

 Blessed John Henry Newman around the time of the First Vatican Council, taught 

that a key part of a Truth proclaimed by the Church lay in the reception (or non-reception) of 

that teaching by the ‘people of God’.  He meant by this that there was a “sensus fidelium”, a 

direction pointed out by the faith and practice of the people whose acceptance or non-

acceptance of a doctrine, when taken as a whole, becomes just as pivotal as learned 

theological opinions, scripture scholarship or Tradition which constitute the firm pillars upon 

which the dogmas of the Church are based.  By making use of the internet to gather 

responses from all corners of the globe the Bishops, if they are listening, have the greatest 

opportunity to grasp the sensus fidelium to an extent never achieved before.  Ultimately, 

doctrinal authority rests with the Magisterium (teaching authority of the Church), but those 

in authority must engage in consultation and dialogue with the people of God, and this Synod 

may just be the place where this will happen. 

 When it comes to drawing on the Church’s tradition in the teaching on family-life, 

reference to St. Augustine’s treatise “On the Good of Marriage” will surely be quoted:   

“Every human being is part of the human race, and human nature is a social reality and 

possesses a great and natural good - the power of friendship.  For this reason God wished to 

create all human beings from One, so that they would be held together in their social 

relationship not only by the similarity of race, but also by the bond of kinship.  Therefore, the 

first natural bond of human society is the union of husband and wife”. 

 By starting his discussion of marriage with this emphasis on the social character of 

humanity Augustine links sexual intercourse and procreation to God’s original intention at 

the beginning of creation.  Friendship and community are the primary goods and the sexual 

union of husband and wife in marriage is a means to these ends.  The blessing God bestowed 

on the human race to ‘increase and multiply” is a blessing that has never been revoked even 

in the face of Adam and Eve’s sin.  

 Catholic teaching has always emphasized the divine presence beating in the hearts of 

spouses.  “God created people for love, inscribed in them the capacity to love” wrote Pope 

John Paul II, “and love is therefore the innate substance of every human being”.  This love is 

especially evident in the family circle no matter how harsh the circumstances may be from 

without or within.  Let us pray that next month’s Synod be the instrument where God’s 

embrace may continue to surround all families,                                      

                                                                                    With much love,    
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 With perfect timing this book arrived on my doorstep on the Feast of St. 

Augustine sent with kind best wishes by its author, Joe Kelley, who is well known to 

many of us thanks to his presentation at the first of the Brisbane Conferences, and 

his leading role as speaker at the following International Congress held in Rome last 

year.  

   So far I have browsed through it rather than read it cover to cover.  In fact it 

is more of a resource almanac covering the many areas of study that have taken place 

throughout the centuries, particularly the work undertaken by scholars in the last 

fifty years since the Vatican Council.  For that reason it is like meeting many old 

friends on Face-book as Joe places their areas of expertise in perspective and we 

greet them with cries of recognition because their ’comments’ have become such 

familiar territory to us the longer we spend visiting the various entries clustered 

around our holy patron.  And since it is Augustine’s Face-book we are visiting then he 

becomes more personal and real as new insights are made, new letters and sermons 

are discovered and new scholarship provides us with an understanding of a world 

which is so different to our own but which his pithy comments makes so relevant.   

  We may never have time to read everything Augustine wrote but here 

we can gain a thumbnail sketch of the vast array of topics he covered, the different 

debates he entered into, the wide range of commentary that has surrounded him in 

every age and the portrait of the man that emerges from the many biographies 

written about him giving us a renewed understanding of the ethos out of which he 

operated. 

 One of the ways this book has proved invaluable was in my preparation for the 

‘Retreat Day on the Family and the Church’ mentioned in my opening Letter.  In the 

Index provided, under “marriage”, we find that Augustine wrote a treatise ‘De Bono 

Conjugali’ in which he affirmed that at the heart of marriage there are three distinct 

“goods”, 1) the procreation of children, 2) the fidelity engendered in the couple 

towards one another and  3) what he called ‘the sacramental bond’.   

 Augustine was one of the first Christian writers to use the language of 

‘sacrament’ with regard to marriage - although his usage of the term differs from the 

later Catholic idea of the seven sacraments.  For Augustine, “sacrament” was related 

to the Greek word mysterion, or “mystery”, which is very much the language he used 

when talking about the Eucharist.  For Augustine, Christian marriages were meant 

to be indissoluble because they pointed to a unity between the partners that 

transcended their own fragile humanity.  They become the external sign of an inner 

reality desired by God for all of humanity that finds its ultimate completion in the 

union of Christ with his Church. 

“Here is a text that will enlighten the reader on the complexity of Augustine’s 

scholarship and on the life and times of the great bishop himself, providing an 

overview suitable for college-level courses as well as parish discussion groups among 

laity who wish to gain a more sophisticated understanding of Augustine and of church 

history”.               (Publisher’s notes;  Paulist Press: New York/Mahwah, NJ. 2014) 

 

The book is on sale for $US19:95 and can be ordered from the publicist, Mary Ann Carey; 

mcarey@paulistpress.com   or one of the other internet outlets. 
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 The two ‘cracks’ to do with family life that are mentioned in Leonard Cohen’s song 
“Anthem” are ‘the birth betrayed, the marriage spent’, but there are many more 
pressures that wear down our energies and enthusiasm along the road from that first 
moment of saying ‘I do’.  For instance, the focus in our federal parliament at the moment 
is in passing a Budget that will have an affect particularly on lower income families.   
 
#   Poverty is not only for those on the pension or on the dole but for those struggling to 
earn an adequate income to support, say, a small family of four.  This can have 
horrendous consequences if anxieties eat away at the relationship of the two parents.  
 
#   If the marriage does break down the capacity to get on in life is crippled and one’s 
sense of adequacy can be shattered by the feeling of failure in a relationship - with not 
much hope of negotiating another.  I was chaplain to one of the first solo parent 
organisations started in Brisbane many years ago and I came to realize how helpless the 
adults felt at coping by themselves and how much they needed the support of one 
another, or of the larger society such as a parish to provide them with the safety-net of a 
helping structure. 
 
#   A modern pressure especially for women is how to combine parenting with a career 
and the complication of having to entrust their young ones to child care centres in 
contrast to a family home- routine. 
 
#   Even a family home routine has its dangers as we read of many cases before the law 
courts dealing with increasing violence, - physical emotional and moral abuse - and 
deaths of infants.  Quite often such conditions lead to youth fleeing the home and living 
on the streets. 
 
#   And then there is the question which the Synod of Bishops will be facing in October of 
the growing reality of divorce and re-marriage and ways of supporting the partners in the 
new or melded families.  Such areas of discussion centre around possibilities of gaining 
annulments more easily or of allowing holy communion to those who are in this situation 
through no fault of their own.. 
 
A quote that I have always found helpful comes from a black American writer of the fifties 
and sixties, James Baldwin, who had this to say:   
   “Not everything that is faced can be changed,     
    but nothing can be changed until it is faced”.   
 
 I am suggesting that we face the cracked and flawed realities within our Church 
and our own lives, and only then can the transforming power of the love that Christ came 
to pour into our world be active and effective in bringing about the changes we long for.   
 
 Pope Francis recently wrote, “The Family is where one learns to love, made up of 
actual faces and bodies of people that love and talk, that sacrifice for each other, 
especially the most fragile, the weakest.”   

 

Areas where the ‘cracks’ in Family Life              

Require of the Church and Society                  

Real healing and help. 


