LOVE-CENTRED LIFE: SHARING FAITH IN FAMILIES AT GOOD TIMES, BAD TIMES AND ORDINARY TIMES
Before working for CASE when I was a teacher, I was often amazed at Parents’ Evenings when I complimented the attitude of a well-behaved student only to be told, ‘well he’s not like that home!’ On reflection, I’m surprised I was so surprised as it’s at home that our most unconverted bits are most on show, it’s home where we most need to hear and be ‘Good News’. The Church teaches that ‘the family possesses and continues still to release formidable energies;’ where else offers quite such frequent opportunities to ‘deny yourself, take up your Cross and follow Jesus’ (Mark 8:34)?! As John Paul II put it ‘To maintain a joyful family requires much from both the parents and the children. Each member of the family has to become, in a special way, the servant of the others.’

The question ‘how do we evangelise our families?’ could have as many responses as there are families, so this month our focus will be upon ideas concerned with sharing faith in families with children still at home. At CASE, we are keenly aware that ‘family’ does not necessarily equal parents and young children, so this theme will be returned to from a different perspective in future articles.
The International Symposium recently held at Ushaw College celebrated the 25th Anniversary of the inspiring document ‘Familiaris Consortio, The Role of the Christian Family in the Modern World’, and kickstarted the second phase of responding to the Bishops’ Listening 2004 project. This part of the initiative, ‘Home is a Holy Place’, aims to raise awareness of the home as a place of ‘life, love, service, teaching, fellowship, witness and prayer’ and the ‘presence of God in all loving family relationships’.  An initial finding of the Bishops’ consultation was that many people underestimate the potential for holiness in their home-life. A lack of awareness of the distinctiveness and riches of family spirituality could definitely contribute to a lack of confidence in evangelisation. John Paul II had no doubt these two concepts are connected as ‘holiness is an essential prerequisite to authentic evangelisation capable of reviving hope’ (Ecclesia in Europa 49), so what are some practical ways the holiness of home-life can lead to faith being shared?
First and most fundamental step is to build prayer into family routines. Families who already pray together know how life-giving this, what fertile soil it provides for evangelisation, not least because it offers regular opportunities to bring God into family conversations. If this would be a new practice for your family, you might feel awkward about where to start or what to say, so you could try a simple moment of silence, eg at mealtimes or at the end of the day, and invite children to reflect upon where they have noticed or missed God’s presence in the events of the day.
Not only does praying together encourage family members to develop a vocabulary and an ease with talking about what faith means to them -both vital tools enabling faith to be shared beyond the family- but it also sows seeds for a faithful future. Research shows that children of families who engage in religious practices at home are twice as likely to practise their faith as adults.

Celebrating the liturgical year together is an excellent way of sharing faith in families, whether that’s attending an extra weekday Mass together during Lent, having a Pentecost Party for your children and their friends, praying in November for deceased family members who passed the Faith onto us, or developing family customs so that Advent is understood as more than a countdown to Christmas. Please see www.caseresources.org.uk for various family-friendly resources and details of our Evangelisation Directory which has a whole section on family and home-centred initiatives.
As ‘faith comes from what is heard’ (Romans 10:17), it might be fruitful to reflect upon what is heard at home. Is it empty worry about money troubles, or a chance to express confidence that God will provide for our needs? Hearing Sunday’s Gospel at home before Mass and exploring how the Word of God relates to our lives now is a fantastic way of families sharing faith. Effective evangelisation in families means not dodging difficult issues but encouraging discussion about life’s big questions, facing tragic situations with faith and speaking of death and illness with Christian hope.  As Benedict XVI said at the World Meeting of Families in 2006, ‘If children see their parents -and, more generally, all the adults around them- live with joy and enthusiasm, despite all difficulties, they will themselves develop that profound “joy of life” which can help them to overcome wisely the inevitable obstacles and problems which are part of life.’

Demonstrating clear signs of faith, maybe by blessing yourself and your family at the beginning and end of a day, a journey together or as you pass a Catholic Church as a sign of respect for Jesus’s Real Presence in the Blessed Sacrament, shows your children you take God seriously. Thanking God aloud for good news shows that He gives you joy, as does really celebrating feastdays, birthdays and other important anniversaries. Family holidays can include trips to historical holy places and provide an ideal opportunity to rejoice in the heroes that shape our Christian heritage.
It is important to appreciate that evangelising within families is not a one-way street from parents to children but rather that ‘The family, like the Church, ought to be a place where the Gospel is transmitted and from which the Gospel radiates. In a family which is conscious of this mission, all the members evangelise and are evangelised. The parents not only communicate the Gospel to their children, but from their children they can themselves receive the same Gospel as deeply lived by them. And such a family becomes the evangeliser of many other families, and of the neighbourhood of which it forms part,’ (Evangelii Nuntiandi 71).

To conclude with a word of challenge: the ‘call to holiness is rooted in Baptism’ (Christifideles Laici 16) where the parents and Godparents are told that ‘this light is entrusted to you to be kept burning brightly… May s/he keep the flame of faith alive in his/her heart.’ How enthusiastically do we fan this flame to keep it burning brightly ~do we expect great things of our children in terms of faith? Or are we content if they don’t make too much fuss about ‘having’ to go to Mass? I pose this question not to belittle the very real struggle than many families with adolescents face, but to raise the issue of low expectations… Have we managed to give our children a glimpse of the inestimable wonder that’s going on at Mass when Heaven quite literally meets earth? Often this may be because no one has shared this Good News with us. Simply witnessing a parent’s positive and prayerful attitude to Holy Mass, or their joyful attendance at other parish activities, can be an immensely powerful act of evangelisation. Yet how often do we give the impression that Church is something to be endured?! Young people will eventually decide for themselves where they stand on what they believe, but they should do that based on the truth and how can they if this has not been passed onto them, dynamically, attractively and authentically? There is obviously much more to evangelisation within the family than Mass attendance of increasingly independent young people, but this issue is a source of great distress within many families.
We have considered briefly here a few examples of how faith might be shared in families during good times, bad times and ordinary times, but we should not under-estimate the task in hand. As John Paul II put it, ‘the future of evangelisation depends in great part on the Church of the home’… as the ‘future of the world and the Church passes through the family.’ That ‘passing through’ shouldn’t be a passive process but one which includes clear proclamation of and witness to the truth that God loves us, both within the family and by the family in wider society.
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