
Ash Wednesday, February 18, 2015

Dear Brothers and Sisters in Christ,

As you may be aware the Holy Father has called for a Synod on the Vocation of the Family
in October of 2015. In so doing Pope Francis calls our attention to the importance of Christian Family
Life, with its blessings and challenges. In preparation for this Synod, I am asking various individuals and
groups to offer some thoughts on Family which will be forwarded as part of a diocesan response to the
CCCB and from there to Rome.

As we are about to enter the Season of Lent, I would like to focus my lenten message on the
importance and blessing that family is in our lives. We know that many of the values that we hold come
to us from our own experience of family. We need to acknowledge, that within all of us is a yearning
for a deep sense of belonging. The Christian family remains pivotal in meeting this need.

At the same time, we all realize that family life faces many challenges. Many good people who
care deeply about their families worry about whether they are doing enough to meet these challenges
and how best to do this. This may be especially true for some of our young families who, in order to
provide for their families, find themselves separated from loved ones as they seek work outside of the
province for long periods. We can all recognize the burden this places on the entire family.  Also there
are families who struggle with addictions and mental health issues, as well as those who care for an
elderly or disabled family member at home. Many often worry if they are caring well enough for their
loved ones.  For those whose vocation has been to remain single or to those who are single by
circumstance, family origins, extended family relationships, and participation as family members of the
Church are important witnesses in our faith community. 

Our Holy Father has reminded us that Christ wants his Church to be a house with doors always
open to welcome everyone. We know that children often gather in open houses, because the parents
welcome them as they are, model kindness, and give guidance. The kids feel secure, trust these parents
and feel they belong.  I am grateful to pastors, lay faithful, and communities who model this openness,
accompany couples and families and care for them in difficult situations. We need to look for creative
ways to express our partnership with families in their faith journey.

As a church, we need to bring into these lives and families, comfort, encouragement, prayer and
service as we continue to seek ways to be present and supportive of family life in our diocese. In times
when it seems that all Christian values are being challenged, we must acknowledge that the family
remains the first place where spiritual and human life is nurtured.  

As we reflect on families, we are also reminded of the encounter between spouses, which is a
gift or a grace as husbands and wives encounter each other as equal and mutual helpers, forming a
partnership for the whole of life, for the good of the spouses and the procreation of children. In these
sacramental encounters, God makes his presence and grace known and assists the relationship to endure
“in good times and in bad, in sickness and in health.”  

The journey of family life involves both joys and hardships and God is always there to
accompany us, no matter how our families are configured. Families experience God’s presence in the
affection, respect and dialogue between husband and wife, parents and children, sisters and brothers.
They embrace him in family prayer, as they listen to the Word of God. They discover God as they
educate their children in the faith. Grandparents frequently share in this task with great affection and
dedication. The family becomes an authentic domestic Church that expands to become the family of
families at the Sunday Eucharist.  During this Lent, may we be grateful for the gift of our families and
may we show support and affirmation for the families of our community. Perhaps this Lent our parishes
might reflect upon how best we might be able to continue supporting and ministering to family life in
our own areas, e.g., through family projects, family gatherings or family prayer.  May this Season of
conversion open us to the grace of a deeper appreciation for family life.

^ Brian Joseph Dunn, Bishop of Antigonish
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