
In Joy and Hope
by!

 Archbishop Thomas J. Murphy

The Progress

A year ago, sociologists, theologians, philosophers, and political scientists gathered 
together at the Woodstock Theological Center in Washington, D.C., to reflect on the 
growing crisis impacting the family in our country today. It would be good to share with you 
some of the insights that came out of this forum.!
The forum recognized the significance of the words of United States bishops who, in 1993, 
stated: "… the family exists at the heart of all societies. It is the first and most basic 
community to which every person belongs. There is nothing more fundamental to our 
vitality as a society and as a church for, in the words of Pope John Paul II, 'the future of 
humanity passes by way of the family.'"!

Impact on children!
Statistics on the troubled status of family life today especially impact children. There is a 
high correlation between broken homes and a whole range of troubled children. Moreover, 
children are succumbing to the values of a culture that many describe today as 
excessively individualistic and materialistic.!
More than ever before, parents need to recognize that they have a vocation that is more 
than a lifestyle choice. It is within the context of the family that children receive the first 
lessons in responsibility and reciprocity. A child first experiences loving relationships and 
the dignity of the human person within the family setting. Moreover, the values discovered 
and learned in the intense interpersonal community of the family are relevant to all human 
interaction.!

The cultural context today!
Our culture today is not conducive to healthy family life. The media celebrate violence 
today to the degree that children see 8,000 murders and 100,000 other acts of violence on 
TV before they leave elementary school. Economic and social forces undermine family life 
by not helping to provide for the basic needs of people, especially children. Increasingly, 
the poorest members of our community are our children.!
Families today are especially losing a sense of hope. No nation on earth which is not at 
war has as much violent behavior as we do – in our homes, on our televisions, and in our 
streets. The most violent place in America is not on our streets, but in our homes.!

What can the church do?!
One speaker at the forum expressed well the contribution that the church can offer to 
family life. "As a church, we are a community of faith, not an interest group. Yet, we do 
bring assets to the community that can help family life. We bring a consistent set of 
principles from centuries of social teaching.!
"We believe we must protect children's lives before and after birth. We are for family leave 
in employment and family choice in education. We believe that it is possible to 
acknowledge that kids generally do better in loving, two-parent homes and insist that 
single parents need our help in their difficult task of raising kids on their own.
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"We oppose assault weapons in our country and condoms in our schools. We stand 
against the intolerance of the religious right and the license of the cultural left. In our 
values and experience, our structures and services, in our diverse community, we have a 
message of support for families that can cut across the false choices of the family 
debates."!

The test of our convictions!
The welfare reform debate will really test our convictions regarding family life. A focus on 
the needs and potential of poor families will demonstrate a real commitment to family life. 
It is becoming more obvious that welfare is not the central problem, but rather the poverty 
and policies that undermine families. Jobs and opportunities must be available to use the 
talents and energies of all people. Real welfare reform helps people leave poverty behind, 
and not just leave the welfare rolls. Jobs that pay a decent wage and carry essential 
benefits are a far better substitute for lectures about responsibility.!
The concluding statement from the forum on the family offers a real challenge. "Our nation 
faces a responsibility crisis, but it is not confined to poor families. The lack of moral 
values, personal responsibility, restraint, and sacrifice for others affects not just the 'down 
and out' but also the 'rich and famous' and the rest of us.!
"It is not just individuals who need to recover a sense of responsibility, but also institutions. 
Schools must teach, cities must protect, states must allocate resources more fairly. 
Employers need to understand that many of their workers are parents too. Churches must 
practice in their own policies what they preach to others about the importance of family 
life. Media must not just cover the violence in our midst, but also stop exploiting it and 
exaggerating it in their programming. We are all implicated in the problems of family life."!
Reading these statements from the forum on the family could be discouraging. Yet, these 
statements could well prompt us as well to renew our commitment to quality family life by 
emphasizing the importance of marriage, respecting the gift of children, appreciate the gift 
of life from the moment of conception to the moment of natural death. We are social 
human beings who grow together, or not at all. Family life brings enormous joy and can 
demand great sacrifices. Its preservation and progress are the responsibility and the 
vocation of all people. May God's grace and peace be yours.!
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