The Family as the Acting Subject of Evangelization
Notes toward the 14th Ordinary Assembly of the Synod of Bishops

by Angelo Cardinal Scola, Archbishop of Milan

The current reflection began with the Third Extraordinary Assembly of the Synod of Bishops in October 2014. First of all it is important to point out that the extensive media coverage of these proceedings was often inadequate and to state dispassionately that for two intensive weeks the Synod Fathers, cum Petro et sub Petro, engaged in a lively debate of the real problems of the family in the Church and in today’s society. And they did this by listening and examining in depth the many testimonies from all over the world. Certainly, different views emerged, but there was a great effort on the part of everyone to understand and evaluate the arguments for the various proposals. There can be no doubt, therefore, about the fact that the debate was centered on the good of human persons and of the family, with the intention of making the proclamation of the Gospel of the family more and more effective in present-day circumstances, which often vary widely. For example, the differences between Africa and the Middle East, on the one hand, and Europe and the United States and Canada, on the other, became quite clear.


One important conclusion emerged from the Synodal Assembly. The whole Church, in particular through the teachings of the last few popes, has strongly emphasized the intrinsic relationship between evangelization and the truth about the family. Indeed the family is the heart of the Church’s pastoral ministry. This is why there will be no reform of the Church without the rediscovery of the family and its task. Its position in the Gospel and in the life of the Church is absolutely central. The Extraordinary Assembly of the Synod of the Bishops has demonstrated in fact the need to take up again the call and the teaching of Vatican Council II so as finally to specify in concrete terms the decisive affirmation of the family as the domestic Church (cf. LG 11; AA 11).


Along these lines, we should not overlook the distinction already introduced in the title of the two Assemblies (Extraordinary and Ordinary) of the Synod of Bishops. The Third Extraordinary General Assembly was entitled The Pastoral Challenges to the Family in the Context of Evangelization. It was obvious therefore that the emphasis was placed fundamentally on these challenges (for example questions about cohabiting couples or those concerning the divorced-and-remarried, referring primarily to the Western world, or questions about mixed marriages, disparity of cult, and polygamy, in the case of the Eastern world and the Southern hemisphere).


The title of the upcoming Fourteenth Ordinary Assembly, The Vocation and Mission of the Family in the Church and in the Contemporary World, does not refer directly to the challenges to the family, but goes to the heart of the matter by addressing it from a universal perspective. It is natural therefore that the Synod proceedings should concentrate first on the main challenges, so as to bring them back then in the broader, prescriptive context of the vocation and mission of the family at this historical juncture. In his decisive final intervention, Pope Francis rightly recalled that “now we still have one year to mature, with true spiritual discernment, the proposed ideas and to find concrete solutions to so many difficulties and innumerable challenges that families must confront; to give answers to the many discouragements that surround and suffocate families.”

The reflections that follow are connected with those that were developed last year and published under the title “Anthropology and the Eucharist.”
 Their purpose is to offer some further doctrinal and practical ideas so as to shed more light on the delicate particular situations that are so much debated.

Five points will be expounded. For the sake of convenience the main headings are listed here;  subheadings will serve from time to time to identify individual topics more precisely. The reflection will address first and foremost the family as the subject of evangelization (1). Next come a few notes on the delicate methodological problem of the relation between doctrine and pastoral practice (2). In third place some theological observations on marriage and the family will be made (3). We will return, fourth, to the theme of pastoral challenges (4), and then conclude with the value of the witness, understood theologically, of the Christian family (5).

1.    The family as the subject of evangelization

a)  The central idea of the Extraordinary Assembly


The central idea that emerged from the proceedings of the Extraordinary Assembly last October, which is in danger of being taken for granted, is the following: The pastoral ministry of the Church is called to make a transition from the family as a mere “object” of pastoral care to the family as “subject” of pastoral ministry and evangelization. This is the crux of the matter which the Vatican assembly next October is supposed to examine in greater depth.


The above-cited statement obviously does not mean to make light of the important steps that have been taken, especially since the 1950’s,
 in the pastoral care of the family. The many organizations that have come into being for this purpose continue to be important. However, the present historical period, along with a fuller reception of Magisterial teaching and an in-depth study of the theology of the family, requires that the family as such become a privileged subject—the central agent, in a way—of the normal pastoral activity of the Church.


The family as subject of evangelization “is uniquely important to the Church, and in these times, when all believers are invited to think of others rather than themselves, the family needs to be rediscovered as the essential agent in the work of evangelization. Think of the witness of so many families that fulfill their Christian mission.”
 The family is, for each of its members, the special acting subject that educates and hands on the faith. And it does so by virtue of the sacramental grace of Matrimony which, if accepted, transforms them both as individuals and in all of their relationships. The failure to make this fact central inevitably leads to a voluntaristic concept of the mission of the family, both in theory and in practice. If, instead, this task is rooted in the sacrament of Matrimony as it is experienced through daily witness, it brings out, at the same time, a proper emphasis on the pastoral action by the family itself, and it opens the way to the oft-cited but perhaps seldom realized promotion of the lay faithful.


To speak of the family as the subject of evangelization does not mean primarily involving its members individually in active roles in the parish or in associations of the faithful, even in family groups, but rather mobilizing “the family as family” (parents, children, grandparents, relatives) to bear witness to the gospel through the normal aspects that make up its daily life: loved ones, work, rest, sorrow, sickness even to death, moral suffering, education, the building of church communities that are open and reach out yet have a strong sense of belonging, contributing to the common good and justice in a pluralistic society. Next, it means naturally extending this richness of life, through moments of sharing and conviviality, with others whom Providence sends to meet us every day, so that brotherhood might increase among persons and families. Christian families already put these things into practice. Think for example of the different sorts of mutual assistance and aid in situations of loneliness, sickness, and mourning. Then there are other forms of assistance (hospitality, foster care, adoption, assimilation of immigrants...) in which the family as such is the protagonist and a witness to the Church’s charity. What is new about that? The novelty is found in a change of style. A style has to be developed which, while remaining informal and alert to the needs of the moment, will not be merely occasional, or worse, casual. Above all it must not give priority to organization, plans, and techniques over the spontaneity of relationships. This guideline, obviously, does not preclude the development of more organized programs and initiatives. 


b)  Bring the faith back into everyday life

I would like to hint at one possible fundamental implication of this simple style of Christian family life. If the family is the subject of evangelization, it becomes a resource for overcoming the sudden decline of the Christian message starting in the late modern period and aggravated in recent decades. It has progressively caused, at least in Italy, first the erosion and then the disintegration of social customs that were shaped by Christian principles: it is an historical fact that this has produced a gradual separation of Christianity from public life. The Church has left the path of everyday life only to set out on more or less parallel pastoral paths, consisting disproportionately of services (albeit necessary) and other initiatives/programs (though praiseworthy). We find ourselves today perhaps in the final phase of this process, which has actually removed the faith from the everyday life of the people, even of many baptized persons. In this context, the family appears as a pastoral resource, because it has the capacity to “bring the faith back into the reality of everyday life.” Faith, indeed, is nourished and grows if it permeates the fabric of daily existence. This is the only way to conduct the necessary test of how family ties impact the normal areas of life mentioned above. Indeed, “this is not about considering sacramental marriage as the elevation of a reality already completed in itself, but about understanding the sacrament as the form which makes comprehensible and feasible the nuptial love as it was willed by the Creator ‘in the beginning’.... The sacrament offers the love of Christ, Bridegroom of the Church, resource, criterion, and guarantee of the practicality of the promise inscribed on the heart of every human being, together with the irresistible need to be loved and safeguarded forever.”

2.    A methodological question: the unity of doctrine and pastoral ministry

In order to propose the family as a fundamental subject of evangelization, it is helpful to reflect briefly on a fundamental methodological question concerning the unity between doctrine and pastoral care, one of the foundational teachings of Vatican II which still needs to be implemented adequately. Not uncommonly in the Church’s ordinary activity, especially under the pressure of the major challenges caused by changing conditions, there is a temptation to support an ultimately dualistic view of the relationship between doctrine and pastoral care and thus to return to outdated approaches.


Christian doctrine is not an abstract theory (ab-stractus: separate) which is to be learned first and then put into practice. On the contrary, Christian doctrine gives a systematic and critical character to the self-awareness of the experience of the faith professed by the people of God. This self-awareness is born of an encounter with Christ in the Christian community, and grows through the sacraments, listening to the Word of God, catechesis, charity, and mission so as to arrive finally at dogmatic formulations. A calm look at the history of dogmas would make it easy to see that their formulation always originated in the concrete circumstances of the life of the people of God.
 


When the original connection of dogmas with Christian experience is not understood, and doctrine is thus reduced to mere theoretical and abstract statements that must be applied to life, one falls into a doctrinaire mindset. The result is a veritable misunderstanding of the ability of doctrine itself to shed light on practice. So-called “traditionalists” are not the only ones who run the risk of becoming reductively doctrinaire, but also those who relegate doctrine to a mere abstract ideal, which is impracticable in certain specific situations. In both cases there is a danger that pastoral plans will no longer spring from the Gospel but instead will borrow prevailing interpretive categories of various sorts. A discrepancy between doctrine, asserted theoretically, and pastoral considerations that specifically cite other criteria actually contradicts the origins of the Church’s doctrinal teachings and also their vantage point in salvation history. Moreover, one of the essential contributions of Vatican Council II was the affirmation of the intrinsic pastoral nature of Christian doctrine. The Council explicitly and forcefully declared that the truth of the Gospel is always a salvific truth for men and women of all times.  It did no less than examine in greater depth the centrality of the words of Jesus himself: “I am the Way, and the Truth, and the Life” (Jn 14:6).


It is necessary, therefore, to rule out any abstract doctrinal system which must then be applied to life (pastoral care) by means of a discipline that is more or less laxist or rigorist. On the contrary, the truth of the Gospel always has as its interlocutor the specific human being, and it calls him to conversion, to a journey following Christ, to discipleship.
 For precisely this reason the existential journey needs the sure channel of doctrine, which springs from Tradition, Sacred Scripture, and the Magisterium.


In this connection it is helpful to cite the thought of Saint John XXIII.  Already in his writings from the period when he was Patriarch of Venice it is clear that the adjective “pastoral” for the saintly Pope was synonymous with the attributes “salvation-history” and “missionary.” Pastoral work and doctrine are interwoven in an inseparable unit.
 And this also acts as a safeguard for the newness that the Gospel of the family introduces in Christian life.
 In order to address the key themes and the burning questions related to marriage and the family, it is essential to adopt thoroughly the approach that Saint John XXIII gave to the Second Vatican Council:  the pastoral approach, far from trying to enshrine a dualism between doctrine and pastoral ministry in the life of the Church, has the purpose of pointing out the salvific nature of Christian truth, which has the character of an event.


Through her discipline, the Church seeks to support the faithful on their journey of discipleship, which starts with the acceptance of the saving truth of the Gospel. It is worth recalling, in this connection, that the words “discipline” and “disciple” have the same Latin root (disco, discere), which suggests the learning that is an essential part of following Christ and the Gospel:  discipline, in this sense, is nothing but the description of evangelical discipleship.


In this turbulent phase of transition, which obviously puts Christians to the test too, the presentation of evangelical newness should be understood as a salvific offer made to the freedom of individual persons. It is not enough to present a truth, while defending its logical and rational character from possible challenges, and demonstrating the reasonableness of revealed truth.
 With regard to the truth about marriage and the family, too, it is necessary to preserve the Christian newness that the revelation of the Trinity makes possible in Christ and to propose a path so that familial experience in all its “expediency” [“convenienza”] might bear witness to this newness.   

3. Marriage and family: theological suggestions

In light of what has been suggested, it is appropriate to dwell at greater length on a few questions connected with the vocation and mission of the family in the Church and the contemporary world so as to return afterwards briefly to the challenges of the present. 


a) A complex subject
In order to be able to address, at least in general terms, the fundamental issues at stake, it is necessary to recognize the objective complexity of the theological-canonical reflection on marriage.


To recall summarily the status quaestionis it is useful to start from the value attributed to the faith of the future spouses in the celebration of sacramental marriage. It is well known that the question had been raised by Cardinal Ratzinger, both during the years when he was teaching, and during his service as Prefect of the Congregation of the Doctrine of the Faith. Later, as Supreme Pontiff, he wished to recall the importance of examining the weight of faith in relationship to the validity of sacramental marriage.
 Pope Francis has returned to the matter.
 And he did so even though the Apostolic Exhortation Familiaris Consortio by St. John Paul II had taken a negative position toward the possibility of examining the faith of the future spouses, recalling that “the sacrament of Matrimony has this specific element that distinguishes it from all the other sacraments: it is the sacrament of something that was part of the very economy of creation; it is the very conjugal covenant instituted by the Creator ‘in the beginning.’”
  In this perspective it is understandable why nothing else is required of the two engaged, baptized persons for the validity of their marriage, besides the canonical form
, than to accept its goods
 (unity, indissolubility, and openness to new life in principle).


In a society on which the various processes of secularization have left their mark—obviously with reference especially to the Western world in the northern hemisphere—the very idea of goods proper to marriage, connected with the idea of the “natural law” and of nature in general, is much debated. Moreover, it is not to be taken for granted at all that when two baptized persons ask to contract marriage they intend, if only implicitly, to do what the Church does. All this leads us to consider problematic the prevailing [catechetical] preparation for understanding sacramental marriage. The intrinsic limit of this formation is precisely its inability to highlight satisfactorily what is the distinctive contribution of faith in contracting marriage.


Issues such as the question about the minister/ministers of marriage or so-called mixed marriages and disparity of cult, not to mention the Pauline privilege or the exercise of vicarious power on the part of the Pope,
 confirm the complexity of the theological-canonical reflection on matrimony and the necessity of adequately clarifying the unresolved questions within a more unified theological framework.


In fact, the theology of marriage has reached an impasse, after a somewhat troubled history,
 and this should be attributed generally to extrinsicism in thinking about the link between the sacrament of marriage and so-called natural marriage. The road often chosen by theology to resolve this state of affairs—which we can identify briefly with the expression “Christ has raised marriage to a sacrament”—while purporting to establish the unity between contract and sacrament, objectively ends up accentuating the disparity [l’estrinsecismo] between the two elements. Marriage is thought of as an institution complete in itself, to which the grace of the sacrament is said to be added only in a second phase.
 It is useful to observe, incidentally, that in this formulation, the Eucharist is completely irrelevant and the only sacrament referred to is Baptism. Instead, in a unified, balanced view of the salvific plan, we must say that “the sacrament of marriage appears not as the ‘elevation’ of ‘natural’ marriage to the supernatural order, but as the fulfillment of the objective ‘intention’ of every marriage, which intrinsically has a Christic sense, toward the one supernatural order even though in fact it is ‘deformed’ because of the condition of sin.”
 What is “natural” is not extraneous to the one existing order, that of the salvific plan of the Trinity. Within this plan it is possible to identify also in the creaturely element the salvific intention that the redemption will bring to completion: the creaturely element of the indissoluble love between the husband and the wife is inscribed in the sacramental economy of the nuptial relationship between Christ and the Church.


When this is considered, it becomes evident that the next Ordinary Assembly of the Synod will not be able to do without a more in-depth examination of the theology of the sacrament of marriage which will shed light on canonical practice, and if necessary correct it.


b) Matrimony, the Eucharist and the Church

From how much has been argued here, it is deduced that, in order adequately to deepen the vocation and mission of the family in the Church and in the contemporary world, we should look once more on the reality of marriage in its sacramental meaning and, therefore, on its objective relationship with the Church.


It is necessary, therefore, to study in depth the guidelines of Vatican Council II which propose to consider marriage in terms of the celebration of the sacrament as constitutive of its identity and not simply as something superadded.
 All of this emerges not only from the invaluable guidelines in Lumen Gentium 11 and Gaudium et spes 47-52, but also from Sacrosanctum Concilium 78, which recommends including the sacramental action within the celebration of the Eucharist: “Matrimony is normally to be celebrated within the Mass, after the reading of the gospel and the homily and before the prayer of the faithful.”


With this we are led to consider the bond that constitutes matrimony not only together with baptism—whereby there can be no valid marriage between baptized persons which is not a sacrament—but also with the Eucharist as the nuptial mystery of Christ the Bridegroom and of the Church His Spouse.
 The gift of the Eucharist of Christ to His Church, in fact, is much more than the model of the reciprocal donation between the spouses. It is the actual foundation of their choice of one another forever: “The Eucharistic sacrifice is the definitive condition in which matrimonial consent is inscribed. It makes possible the spouses’ decision to embrace the call of Christ the Bridegroom as the origin of their own decision.”
 For this reason, we can say that when the husband and wife exchange mutual consent they do so in Christ. What establishes them in a community of life and conjugal love has, therefore, a Eucharistic form. A confirmation of the validity of this statement comes from the intrinsic unity of the sacraments of Christian initiation: Baptism and Confirmation are intrinsically ordered to the Eucharist.


A more in-depth examination of the original connection between marriage and the Eucharist also makes it possible to highlight the fundamental theological fact that marriage is situated within the divine plan and the sacramental dimension of God’s salvific action. This leads us to recognize that the sacrament of matrimony is an institution that is constitutive of the Church itself.


From this perspective, we can see the capital importance of the link that the Council establishes between the sacrament of marriage, from which follows the family as the domestic Church, and the vocation to holiness that must be pursued in it.
 Indeed, the sacrament is not primarily a supernatural aid given to the couple in order to live the natural institution of marriage, but rather is the foundation and condition for doing so. Only in this way is matrimonial union in Christ presented as the full way to holiness, so that the “great mystery” of the union between Christ and the Church can be effectively manifested in the unity of the two spouses.


In this way the ends-goods-gifts
 of marriage (unity and indissolubility, fidelity of the reciprocal donation and openness to fruitfulness
) are not extrinsic properties to be added to the marriage that is constituted in itself independently of them, but are original and substantial elements that make this state of life a vocation to holiness. There is no Church without the sacrament of marriage. On the contrary, through this sacrament the Church presents itself eminently as the people of God in history and society. Years ago Eugenio Corecco stated in this regard: “The Church needs her own ‘incarnation’ in the world, in order to be able to carry out from within, and not only externally, her salvific mission. The sacrament of marriage is the constitutional element that enables the Church to come into structural contact with the natural institution of the economy of creation.… In the economy of salvation it is the condition ‘sine qua non’ for the Church to be able to be Church, that is, the People of God, whose mission with regard to humanity is not only externally prophetic, but above all generative within itself of a historical reality.… Without the sacrament of marriage the Church would be a spiritual community which, although invested with a prophetic mandate over the world, does not constitute an integral, already redeemed part of humanity itself.”


The brief theological notes restated here make it possible to understand better the urgency of promoting the family as the subject of evangelization.


c) The contribution of the family to social life

From the perspective just outlined, we can elucidate the contribution of the family in today’s cultural context.


The first fact that the institution of matrimony and the family highlights is, on the one hand, the full value of the sexual difference, in which every human person finds himself primordially and insuperably inscribed, and on the other hand, the value of the difference between the generations. Elsewhere we have examined this aspect in some depth.
 In this venue it is sufficient to emphasize that the sexual difference in itself cannot be a precursor of discrimination, since it is an intrapersonal dimension and not in the first place interpersonal. The sexual dimension is, on the contrary, elementary training in the lesson that it is good that others are different. Secondly, the intergenerational bonds (the difference of the generations) assume an indispensable importance for the formation of personal, familiar, and thus social identity.
 They allow family members, through the chain of generations, to hand down their material and spiritual patrimony (in other words, their symbols and values) and the history of the family. In the succession of generations (traditio) we can see that “the genealogy of the person is inscribed in the very biology of generation,” as St. John Paul II declared with deep insight
. This is a good with which society is unceasingly nourished as though with an indispensable food. The extreme individualism that characterizes the contemporary Western world cannot annul this fact when it reduces the family to a private contract between spouses.


A second social contribution of the family, which is of great importance, is its ability to communicate, almost by osmosis, basic moral experience. Within the bosom of the family, every person, through the primary good of the affections, is “recognized” as a person and thrown wide open to the future by a “promise” of fulfillment. From this promise springs a “task” that he fulfills precisely in his interpersonal relationships and in the exchange between the generations. Recognition-promise-task are the decisive factors in the moral growth of every human being.
 Thus it appears altogether reasonable that the Compendium of the Social Doctrine of the Church should define the family as “a community of love and solidarity, which is uniquely suited to teach and transmit cultural, ethical, social, spiritual, and religious values, essential for the development and well-being of its own members and of society.”
 In this way the family ensures the humanizing generation which makes it an essential resource for the Church and for society.

4. The pastoral challenges in light of the vocation and mission of the family

Having considered the family as the subject of evangelization, the intrinsic link between doctrine and pastoral practice, and theological reflections on the vocation and mission of the family, it is necessary now to return to several burning questions.  The purpose, obviously, is not to set up a detailed framework articulating norms that would be capable of regulating every situation.  The intention, rather, is to clarify the meaning of the teaching that the Church offers mankind, which is always rooted in its specific historical context.  Similar questions are an effective testing ground for the goodness/kindness of the Magisterial teaching concerning the family, based on sacramental marriage between a man and a woman, the “domestic sanctuary of the Church” (AA 11).  


a) “Gender” theory
What we have said concerning the value of sexual difference and of the difference between the generations and about the family as a place of education to freedom, allows us now to formulate a summary remark on so-called “gender theory.”  The respect owed to LGBT persons with all the associated problems cannot disregard in-depth thinking about the anthropology that underlies “gender theory.”
   


When gender theory claims to replace the difference between the sexes, it in fact postulates, at a general, social level, an egalitarianism that ultimately makes differences indifferent and nullifies the dramatic character of freedom.  Indeed, according to this theory, every individual experience—and sexual difference is always individual, nor can it be otherwise—would be legitimized and considered a “general case” and, as such, the object of social affirmation and recognition.
  


In this connection, both in the Instrumentum Laboris of the Extraordinary Assembly of the Synod of Bishops and in the synod debate that resulted from it, references to the invasive character of “gender theory” took up significant space.  The Synod Fathers were essentially unanimous in acknowledging that this view today has taken on a predominantly ideological and imposing character.  It is well known that this phenomenon has enormous financial and media support, which promotes its mass diffusion.  Nevertheless this support, together with broad political consensus, does not exhaustively explain its success.  Indeed, the strong demand to legitimize publicly the interchangeability of gender seems to present a symptom that not only shows the urgent need to resist it, through democratic procedures, but more importantly asks us to interpret, for the benefit of all, the widespread uneasiness that goes beyond the LGBT question in the strict sense.  On closer inspection it indicates that the relation between individual freedom and reality has become rather problematic.  Since reality always resists any pretense of absolute self-determination on the part of the subject, this uneasiness again highlights, perhaps even more in our pluralistic society, the fact of the insuperable difference [between the sexes].  


The phenomenon is situation within a prevailing mentality that tends to anaesthetize its uneasiness about the inevitable confrontation with everyday reality by means of consumerism, which reduces desires to pleasures that can be reiterated continually.  In this way desire itself and its original tendency toward enjoyment (gaudium) are extinguished.  Yet, unlike the mere consumption of pleasure, this enjoyment seeks the fullness of the forever.  


To affirm the necessary respect for the uniqueness of the process of “sexualization”
 does not mean attributing to human freedom the power to endorse any emotional inclination, going so far as to recognize it legally.  Instead it indicates the need to recognize and respect the dramatic character of the progress of every human person within the insuperable difference between the sexes.  


Consideration of the questions connected with “gender theory” makes very plain the influence of the prevailing culture on the present-day marital experience of men and women and, therefore, also of Christian believers.  We cannot deny the fact that this experience today is characterized by a remarkable fragility, albeit in different ways and with varying degrees of intensity.  For this reason the Church cannot fail to take care of her children who, for various reasons, have come to find themselves in canonically irregular marital situations.  


b) Care of wounded families
It has become increasingly common, even among Christians, to ask:  “Does the Church look mercifully upon these children of hers, or doesn’t she?”  What is to be done, for example, in the case of a new union that is now practically irreversible, which has behind it a marriage that appears to be irremediably ended?  How can the Church address the impermanence of a marital union that has not lasted, as compared with a new possibility that appears, in contrast, to be full of hope?  

b.1. Inadequate proposals


The Orthodox practice of second marriages


Often those who propose admitting divorced-and-remarried persons to sacramental communion, under certain conditions, take as a point of reference the practice currently in force in the Orthodox Churches.  It allows the celebration, with a precise and explicit authorization of the bishop, of a second and even of a third marriage.  


As is evident from the pertinent liturgical texts,
 in the Orthodox practice second and third marriages do not have the same sacramental fullness as the first marriage.  Nevertheless “to deny the fullness of the sacramental value of second marriages does not mean that they have no sacramental value.  A second marriage in fact shares to a certain extent in the fullness of the sacramental value, inasmuch as a unique, stable bond is considered better than fornication.”
  Indeed, the reason for the existence of the Orthodox practice is ultimately to allow “some Christians, who have experienced the end of their previous marriage and are not in a position to pursue the Christian ideal of monogamy, to enjoy the good that results from a matrimonial union, according to the teaching of the Apostle Paul in 1 Cor 7.”
  What motivates both the penitential tone of the rites of second and third marriages and the canonical penances imposed, then, is not the fact itself that a new marriage is contracted, but the human frailty with regard to the monogamous ideal.
  This explains why in Orthodox practice the case of a wedding of widowed persons is treated in the same way as the case of a wedding of divorced persons.  


What conclusion can be drawn from these brief remarks?  Palmeri puts it well:  “The rite for a second marriage presupposes, finally, a particular view of man and of the path of salvation proposed by God by means of the Church, which is peculiar to Orthodox theology.  The different way of understanding marital indissolubility and the anthropological and soteriological presuppositions on which the Byzantine rite for second marriages is based, make any attempt to adopt this rite debatable within the current canonical discipline”
 of the Catholic Church.  


Therefore when the proposal is made to allow divorced-and-remarried persons to go to sacramental communion, the reference to Orthodox practice is out of place.  Reference is being made, rather, to quite a different practice which actually consists of legitimizing after the fact a decision that the individual believer has already acted upon.  In this case admission to Eucharistic communion does not confront the decisive question of the meaning of the new union, but rather limits itself to making a public acknowledgment of a decision already made personally.  This consideration prevents us from comparing very different practices backed by theological traditions that cannot be approved.  


Oikonomia and epikeia

Again with reference to Orthodox practice, in order to defend the possibility of admitting, under certain conditions, divorced-and-remarried persons to sacramental communion, the term oikonomia is employed:  “Oikonomia (canonical economy) is a term for any derogation from canonical legislation granted by the competent ecclesiastical authority for the good of the faithful.  It is, to use the words of a distinguished Orthodox canonist, ‘a temporary or permanent derogation from akribeia, because of necessity or for the sake of the greater good of some persons or of the whole Church, granted with competence and under certain conditions, while in no way diminishing, however, either the mercy or the purity of the dogma.’  The term is the opposite of akribeia, which denotes the strict and diligent adherence to and observation of canonical regulations.”
  


The reason for oikonomia is that akribeia, in certain cases, does not serve its own intended purpose:  the salvation of the faithful.  Oikonomia, therefore, would be applied to those unique situations that cannot be regulated by canons having a general character:  “In these cases the Church, without abolishing or overturning her canons, ‘economizes,’ that is, arranges and regulates matters in a spirit of indulgence (epieikeia), while still looking to her permanent purpose, the salvation of men.”
  


The application of oikonomia certainly manifests great attention to the individual person and his faith journey, but it always brings with it a serious risk of subjectivism, also on the part of the pastor who applies it.  Along these lines, in the Orthodox ecclesiastical world it is not at all rare for there to be polemics or disputes relating to a use of oikonomia that is deemed incorrect.
  


It can be said therefore that the use of oikonomia refers to a framework of relations between pastors and the faithful that is definitely peculiar and difficult to transfer to the Western context, where there is currently in force a principle of the codification of canon law that is much different from that of the Byzantine tradition.  


In the current Western tradition, in contrast, there is an interesting reference to the use of epikeia or aequitas, understood as a case-by-case evaluation of the individual’s situation.  Epikeia is an application of justice and therefore does not correspond to the logic of exceptions, and it can never become a model for a universally valid law.
  Therefore the singular character of epikeia, which prevents it from being turned into a general norm, cannot give rise to a public regulation.  In this perspective, the introduction of public legislation that would guarantee the admission of divorced-and-remarried persons to the sacraments of communion and confession, even in cases considered individually, appears contrary even to the Western tradition of epikeia.  


The impossibility of turning epikeia into a general norm is confirmed also by the singular nature of the process of sexualization to which we referred elsewhere.
  This process involves the personal drama of every man and every woman, who are called to decide about themselves through the exercise of their freedom.  This is a process that accompanies every human person, independently of sexual orientation, along the entire arc of his or her lifetime.  This irreducible character of sexualization, too, makes it impossible to arrive at a general norm.  


b.2. Accompaniment

How then can we accompany the faithful who are in canonically irregular marital situations, accepting the call to mercy?


Revision of the annulment process


It is necessary to revise the current practice of determining the nullity of marriage.  While remaining rigorous in its stages, this practice must be more flexible and characterized by a more pastoral style.  The Relatio Synodi of the Third Extraordinary Assembly and the decision by Pope Francis to create an ad hoc commission are along these lines.
  


A pastoral proposal

Taking into account the uniqueness of each situation, the Archdiocese of Milan has taken an experimental initiative.  It created a pertinent Diocesan Office for Separated Catholics [Ufficio diocesano per l’accoglienza dei fedeli separati] where the faithful who are involved in painful and canonically irregular marital situations can find personnel who are trained to welcome them, to listen to them carefully and to guide them as to possible ways of coping with their situation, identifying the most suitable courses of action.  Such an office is designed as a pastoral service for the faithful who are experiencing marital separation, facilitating, when the prerequisites for it are present, access to canonical procedures for the dissolution of the marriage or for a declaration of nullity (leading in suitable cases to the presentation of the so-called libellus [formal petition] to the Diocesan Tribunal).  The unusual characteristic of this service, which will be free, is that it is the immediate expression of the Bishop’s pastoral care for the faithful, expediting the examination process and collaborating with the work of family counselors and the permanent officials of the ecclesiastical tribunal.
  It is necessary to explain clearly that the task of this diocesan office will in no way alter the competence of the ecclesiastical Tribunals.  


Faith and marriage

Theological and canonical reflection on marriage should examine in greater depth the inseparability of faith from the goods-ends-gifts proper to marriage and spell out more clearly the pastoral implications thereof.  An interpretation of marriage as a natural institution already complete in itself that is subsequently lifted up by our Lord to the status of a sacrament, appears inadequate to demonstrate the connection between faith and marriage.  It is necessary to propose a theology of marriage that sees in the nuptial gift of Christ to the Church the foundation and the condition for the possibility of the spouses’ love.  In this way the suggestion of Benedict XVI and Pope Francis to consider the connection between the spouses’ faith and marriage is accepted.  


From this perspective one should pay careful attention to the cases in which a marriage, celebrated de facto without a minimum fidei [minimum of faith], has proved over time not to last.  It will be necessary to ask whether there may not be a possibility of declaring a marriage that actually was celebrated to be null because faith did not play the requisite role in it, obviously in a case in which this fact can be verified in a sufficiently adequate way.  


It is important to clarify immediately that this hypothesis is absolutely not intended to deny the importance of the creaturely fact of marriage, much less the importance of the baptism of the future spouses, but rather springs from the need to inscribe sacramental marriage in the one salvific plan of the Trinity.  In this same perspective the so-called “natural marriage” of non-baptized persons is still safeguarded by the recognition that it is objectively ordered toward the economy of salvation.  


Living in ecclesial communion

Finally, it is appropriate to stress that in the Church, divorced-and-remarried persons who embark on a course of resuming the practice of their faith must not interpret the impossibility of their going to sacramental communion and to the sacrament of reconciliation as an exclusion from ecclesial communion.  The Church’s discipline in this matter intends, on the contrary, to point out a possible journey to be made over time by means of assistance on the part of the Christian community and of suitably trained persons.   The impossibility of going to sacramental communion is understood as a significant part of a positive spiritual journey in communion with the whole Church.  This is a declaration by the Church, contained in particular in the Apostolic Exhortations Familiaris Consortio and Sacramentum Caritatis, in passages that mean to point out the ways in which this communion can be lived out appropriately with respect to the process that the persons are going through.
  


Although it is often ridiculed, the courageous recommendation already contained in the Apostolic Exhortation Familiaris Consortio is still relevant today:  

Reconciliation in the sacrament of Penance, which would open the way to the Eucharist, can only be granted to those who, repenting of having broken the sign of the Covenant and of fidelity to Christ, are sincerely ready to undertake a way of life that is no longer in contradiction to the indissolubility of marriage.  This means, in practice, that when, for serious reasons such as for example the children’s upbringing, a man and a woman cannot satisfy the obligation to separate, they “take on themselves the duty to live in complete continence, that is, by abstinence from the acts proper to married couples”.
 
Communion of desire
In addition to this there is also the practice in Christian life that has rightly been called “communion of desire.”  In the event that it is not possible to go to Eucharistic communion, this practice expresses the penitential desire to be able to receive it someday.  Thereby individuals—and this is true for all Christians who for various reasons cannot go to sacramental communion—foster the desire for full sacramental union, through humble, heartfelt prayer asking God to grant the strength to take the necessary steps.  From this perspective it should be clear that not being able to go to sacramental communion is not a punishment;  rather it is the sign of a serious, compelling penitential journey that makes the expectation of Eucharistic communion even more authentic.
  
Eucharist and conversion
The sacrament of the Eucharist, in fact, is the sacrament of our redemption;  it is the nuptial sacrament of Christ and his Church and, as the Catechism of the Catholic Church says, in keeping with Sacred Scripture, it is not primarily a sacrament of healing.
  Although sacramental communion wipes away venial sins and preserves us from mortal sins in the future, “The Eucharist is not ordered to the forgiveness of mortal sins—that is proper to the sacrament of Reconciliation.  The Eucharist is properly the sacrament of those who are in full communion with the Church.”
 Indeed, the work of redemption reaches man through faith and baptism;  it is strengthened by the sacrament of Confirmation and finds its fullness in the celebration of the Eucharist.  When, because of a serious sin or, as in the case we are discussing, due to the state of life of someone who has contracted a second marriage, a believer cannot objectively be admitted to sacramental communion, God’s mercy does not abandon him but offers him a penitential path that leads to the sacrament of the Eucharist.  This is the path of healing.
  

Ecclesial tasks
Finally, when an effective path of conversion has been followed, it is appropriate to give the faithful in question the opportunity to perform some services and to hold some offices in the Church for the benefit of the Christian community in some precisely defined circumstances and after appropriate pastoral discernment.  I am referring, for example, to the fact that they may serve as lector or catechist in the community and, under suitable conditions, act as godfather or godmother of a candidate for Baptism or Confirmation.  Until now the guidelines of the Magisterium and pastoral practice recommended not allowing the faithful who are in canonically irregular situations to perform such duties.  In the case of standing as godfather or godmother this was because, due to their own condition, they might cause scandal to other Catholics, and they were considered unqualified to help the parents directly in the education of their children in the faith.  Nevertheless, this precaution can fairly be set aside once these lay faithful have sincerely begun to amend their lives.  Indeed, it is even possible that their path of conversion might become a witness that eventually could encourage all the faithful to live out their baptismal vocation with renewed commitment.  Assuming these duties can help them to go all the way on their faith journey in their particular situation, and for the community it can be a sign of what the Lord’s grace accomplishes in the hearts of individual persons.  In this way they can effectively help the parents in educating their children in the faith.  

5. The way of witness
The reflections offered above point to the urgent need to rediscover the attractiveness of the Gospel of Jesus about marriage and the family by way of personal witness.  This witness consists not only of good example, which is always opportune and desirable, but also of an effective sort of knowledge about reality and of communication of the Gospel truth.  Jesus himself, as the Book of Revelation reminds us, is the faithful and true witness (cf. Rev 1:5).  


The Gospel of marriage and the family is made known fully through the witness of those who show that they themselves live in the truth of the love revealed to us by the Son of God, who became incarnate, died and rose again for us.  Think first of all of those spouses who discovered the way of their own sanctification precisely in marriage and the family, for example Saint Gianna Beretta Molla, Luigi Beltrame Quattrocchi and Maria Corsini, who were beatified by Saint John Paul II on the twentieth anniversary of the Apostolic Exhortation Familiaris Consortio, and Blessed Louis Martin and Zélie Guérin, the parents of Saint Thérèse of Lisieux.  Together with many holy parents, they recall that marriage and the family, as Vatican Council II declared, are really ways of sanctification.  


Many times during my episcopal ministry I have had the occasion to meet spouses who had lived a long life together and were able to celebrate their fiftieth or sixtieth wedding anniversary.  What a joy it is to hear from their words, and even more to see from their glances and their gestures, their gratitude for the fidelity of their union, which was made possible ultimately by God’s fidelity to their love.  In the course of their married life they will have confronted the inevitable times of trial, but with God’s grace they remained faithful to their matrimonial promise.  They are witnesses to “forever,” an ineradicable desire for which dwells in every heart.   


Sharing in this witness also are all those, women and men, who in a situation of human frailty, with the help of God’s mercy, have remained faithful to the marital bond, even when they have been abandoned by their spouse.  This is a powerful witness that is made possible ultimately by Christ himself, who with the power of his Spirit works in human hearts.  


The power of God’s grace—which proves to be effective even in our weakness—permits over the course of time fidelity and the recovery [ripresa] that enable a man and a woman to live the nuptial mystery.  

Translated by Rev. James Mercer and Michael J. Miller
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