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Today’s Gospel reading, Jesus healing a leper, is 
about more than a miracle. It’s about that leper being 
able to return to his family, to his wife and children. He 
was banished from his community because of his 
contagious skin disease, and he could never return to 
them unless he was cured. And that’s why Jesus 
healed him: because Jesus knew how important it was 
for this leper to be able to go home to his marriage and 
his family – without them, he was the living dead.
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So this is a good time to look at the Church’s social 
justice teachings on marriage and the family. 

Why does the Church spend so much time talking 
about this? Because marriage and family are where we 
learn how to be human. God is love, and he wants the 
human beings he created in his image, to be love for 
each other. 
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We are made for love and can’t live without love. 
Marriage and the family are where we learn how to 
love; where we learn each member of the family has 
dignity, that we are cherished just for who we are, not 
for what we can do; where we learn respect for each 
other; where we learn about relationships, how to be 
giving, how to give and receive affection; it’s where we 
learn values; where we learn justice; and where we 
learn about God. The family is our first church.

So what’s the Church teaching?
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The Creation story of Adam and Eve shows us that 
marriage is established by God. From the start, it is a 
permanent relationship, a communion, a total self-
giving to each other, of a man and a woman, two 
sexual identities that complement each other, that is 
open to fruitfulness.
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The love and faithfulness of the couple is a witness to 
the rest of the world of Christ’s love for each one of us. 
For the baptized, marriage is a covenant of love, a 
sacrament, an instrument of grace, that gives the 
married couple the power and commitment to live their 
vocation, to do the impossible: to live in faithful love for 
a lifetime, to be a witness of unity. The other partner in 
your marriage, the Holy Spirit, is there to help you – 
you don’t have to hold it all together by yourself.
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The Church goes ballistic anytime governments 
attempt to call anything less than marriage, “marriage”, 
or to license other forms of living together. They’re not 
about total commitment – they’re just a contract, not a 
covenant. 

Society is founded on the institution of marriage and no 
other form of cohabitation has contributed to the 
development of society.



For married couples who are able to have children, 
their communion of love becomes a sanctuary of life. 
They proclaim the Gospel of Life. They continue God’s 
creation by accepting life; the birth of children becomes 
a gift for the very people who were givers of life. 
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Pope John Paul II coined that beautiful phrase about 
how the family is “the cradle of life and love.”
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Because the family, like marriage, is a divine 
institution, the Church opposes any attempt by 
governments to weaken or interfere with its 
importance. The family is the source of society, the 
essential cell of society; it’s the first society we 
experience. And so it has a priority over society and 
the state. The family does not exist for the benefit of 
the society or the State; society and the State exist for 
the benefit of the family. It’s the family that makes them 
possible, that developed them.



The family is a great example of another of the four 
pillars of Catholic social justice. Last month we looked 
at the foundation principle: the dignity of the human 
person, respect for the person, the right to life. With the 
family, we see that and a second principle: 
Subsidiarity. 
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Subsidiarity means: nothing should be done at a higher 
level that can be done as well, or better, at a lower 
level. It’s a principle the church has operated on since 
its beginning in Jerusalem, and it’s a principle that’s at 
work in the family. If your kids or grandchildren are not 
eating their vegetables, you don’t send for President 
Obama to get it done! You handle it in your family. 

The influence of this principle goes beyond the Church 
and the family. The principle of subsidiarity was 
adopted by the Republican Party, with its philosophy 
that political issues should be dealt with as much as 
possible by local governments, not the Federal 
government. It’s also a cornerstone principle of total 
quality management, the realization that the people 
who can best improve a product or process are the 
ones who work closest to it, not the vice presidents 
upstairs. 
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In the context of the family, the subsidiarity principle 
tells public officials: don’t interfere with tasks that the 
family can handle by itself. It has priority over you. 
Don’t attempt to be a substitute for the family or to 
reduce its role.  

It follows that when the government is making 
decisions, family perspectives must be part of the 
process; it mustn’t just be about considering people as 
individuals. Because families make society possible, 
and families make individual rights possible. 
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Men and women have a God-given right to marry, but 
there is no right to have children. That sounds awful, 
doesn’t it? But here the Church is saying: children 
have rights, too, and the first right of a child is to be 
born of real parents, in a real family, and not by 
reproductive technologies, like in vitro fertilization, 
sperm/ova donations, or surrogate motherhood.
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There are more teachings on marriage and the family, 
but we have a sacred meal to get to. So I’ll include the 
other points I don’t have time to cover now in next 
week’s Bulletin, in the Pastor’s Column.


