The Family as a Community of Evangelisation
It had been a particularly difficult day in terms of communication, or rather the lack of it, with their adolescent children, when, late in the evening my friend simply turned to her son and said, “Are we still friends?” “Yes, of course,” was the slightly ungracious reply. An unremarkable exchange perhaps, but one that left a deep impression on me, probably because I would have handled things much worse myself, and one that takes us to the heart of the family as a place of evangelisation.

“Evangelise at all times: use words when necessary,” said St Francis - justly, because his whole way of life spoke volumes about the Kingdom of God, so different from the spirit of the world. In the family, there is no possibility of separating words from actions: we know each other too well. My friends were living the teaching of Jesus about forgiveness and reconciliation with enemies, as well as doing their best to communicate that teaching in words. 
As Catholic theology tells us, the Christian family is a communion of persons rooted in that supreme communion which is the Holy Trinity, where both Word and Spirit proceed from the Father. In the Trinity a contradiction between Word and Spirit is unthinkable, and so in the family: the words spoken and the spirit, or the atmosphere, of the family, the way it does things, must be in harmony.

This is consoling, because parents often feel inadequate as evangelisers. They feel they do not have a sufficient grasp of church teaching, or do not know how to put it in terms their children can grasp. Yet children are sensitive above all to the spirit in which any attempts to teach are made, however faltering.
When I was about fourteen, I told my mother that I had grave doubts about God and Christian faith in general. “Oh, that’s just the devil, dear,” she replied. A hopelessly inadequate response, as I realised at the time, yet underneath what was communicated was the simplicity and ardour of her own faith. The unseen world is real, she was saying, and we have to play our part in its dramas. That stayed with me even though I had to work out my own answers to my doubts.
The British film director, Mike Leigh, in films like “Life is Sweet.,” portrays families that are in many ways dysfunctional, yet full of love. As the recent report of the Bishops’ Conference, Listening 2004, shows, many do not feel themselves to be good models of what a Catholic family should be, and yet they live and radiate the Gospel in their own way, and need the pastoral support of the church as well as the challenge of the Gospel.
Many Catholics do not immediately see how talk of evangelisation as personal sharing of faith applies to them, but practically every event in family life, every conversation, is an opportunity to speak and act in accordance with the Gospel – or against it. 

And the effects of this evangelisation in the family radiate out far beyond its boundaries, creating a climate in which God can be more easily recognised. In a world where God is often missing and the Christian story forgotten, the everyday life of the Christian family can have untold power. Let me take two examples.

The Dutch poet Kees Ouwens, who died last year, begins a poem on the effects of this collective amnesia of faith with these haunting lines: 

Only when we were still convinced Christians, was
true conviction to be found. Now, we eat without

gratitude.…

If “eating without gratitude” becomes a metaphor for what a world without God feels like, the simple action of saying grace at family meals is a powerful statement about the eucharistic meaning of life.
Open hospitality is another value sadly absent from our world, for all its little networks of like-minded friends. Two people who were both divorced and then married each other decided to join the Catholic Church, but only after doing so discovered the Church’s teaching on this. In deep distress they wrote to Pope John Paul himself, asking his help. To their astonishment they received a hand-written reply explaining that he was unable to change the teaching but was with them in prayer and in his love. The letter had such an effect on them that they decided to live as brother and sister, and began to welcome handicapped people into their home. Some years later they founded the world’s first religious order for the disabled. 

That is the evangelising power of the family when it lives the Church’s teaching in total fidelity and generosity. In this and many other examples, the family can indeed give us a foretaste of the kingdom of God.
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