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Marriage and Family Life Resource Pack 
 
Summary 
 
Families are the foundation of the Church, and it is thus necessary to minister to and care for 
them particularly when societal issues cause division and exert severe pressure on the family. 
Such care is ideally multi-faceted including pastoral care of families, spiritual development 
and evangelization of families and their members, preparation and enrichment of various 
family systems, and support though crises.  
 
The family is recognized and valued as the basic unit of society, an intimate community not 
merely living together, but bound together by blood, marriage or adoption. In our current 
socioeconomic landscape, many diverse forms of family are present, and all forms need to be 
valued, included and supported in family ministry. The Church is called to be more accepting 
and supportive of the diversity and complexity of the modern family, and to ensure that 
family members feel included, supported and fulfilled. 
 
Inherent in this task is ministry to marriage, which is the epicenter of the Catholic family 
which expresses the goal of family life under God and so its exemplary nature forms a special 
emphasis of the Church’s ministry. Emphasis is placed on Christian marriage, as a reflection 
of the union between Christ and his Church, between a man and a woman who give 
themselves to each other in a free, faithful and exclusive love, who belong to each other until 
death and are open to the transmission of life. There are also demands on the parental 
system which has the primary responsibility for the welfare of the family and needs to be 
challenged, helped and held accountable.  It also needs to be supported and enriched to 
develop healthy and resilient family members, who in turn go on to form further healthy 
families. 
 
Broad scale political and social factors in our society have resulted in a unit that is over-
burdened and under-skilled, placing huge stress on the family whose members suffer most. 
The nature and complexity of family life is in itself a challenge. Primarily there are particularly 
high levels of poverty and unemployment. Families that are affected by both spouses having 
to work long hours, with high levels of stress and anxiety, leaving very little family time. 
Divorce is often the first indicator of family breakdown. We also have a patriarchal society, 
where there is a deeply-rooted bias against women and their role in society.  Again, this is 
seen in marriages where there is violence and conflict, domestic violence being a major issue 
in our society, between spouses, and between parents and their children.  Suicide is on the 
rise, as are addictions of varying kinds. Women's empowerment has had a major impact on 
families and family life, and some women are choosing not to marry and subject themselves 
to abuse. Society and families are also suffering the consequences of a fatherless society, 
with the lack of male role models in the form of fathers. 
 
There is a vital and challenging need for an Archdiocese that is family focused. There needs to 
be a family ministry, in the Archdiocese and parishes which provides support and care for the 
family and its various needs.  The African Synod provided us with a model of Church-as-
Family. It includes “care for others, solidarity, warmth in human relationships, acceptance, 
dialogue and trust.” (EA63) Evangelisation of families is a priority. The Archdiocese is 
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challenged and encouraged to develop family-friendly parishes, with an overall family focus 
in thinking, liturgies, homilies, programmes and celebrations. Parishioners are recognized as 
family people of various kinds rather than as individuals and this awareness should be built 
into all aspects of parish life. In addition, there need to be enrichments programmes for 
parents, families and marriages, preparation programmes for the engaged and parents, 
assisting couples in the divide between traditional and Church marriage, programmes to deal 
with cohabitation, sexuality and homosexuality, education on Natural Family Planning, 
support for marriage and family in times of crisis and challenge, support through processes of 
divorce and annulment, dealing with family trauma and violence and with addictions of 
various kinds. 
 
Core Principles of Marriage and Family Life Ministry 
 

• Human Dignity - we believe in the fundamental dignity and worth of all people 
• We recognize that each person is a member of a family, and that family has inherent 

dignity, regardless of its composition 
• Families are the basic units of the Church 
• The Family is a domestic church.   
• Families are the first area of evangelization.  
• Families are partners in pastoral care and elements of the service-delivery process 
• Modern families take various forms and no form is to be excluded  
• Families are resilient 
• Keeping families together is important for optimum development of members.   
• Families have the capacity to change. A crisis is an opportunity for change.  Families 

can survive a crisis, learn from it and remain intact.  
• The Safety and well-being of all family members is of paramount importance.  
• With “ubuntu” as an underlying principle, our approach is family-centered and child-

centered, seeking to empower the members, building on their strengths, respecting 
their culture and fostering the family’s resourcefulness.    
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1. The Church as Family AND the Family as Church  

Our church is a family of families 
 
The Church is a family of families, constantly enriched by the lives of all those domestic 
churches (The Joy of Love 87). Each family is a “little church of the home, a domestic church 
(Lumen Gentium 11). 
 
Pope Francis in AMORIS LAETITIA, his 2015 Post-apostolic Exhortation repeats the words of St  
John Paul on many occasions including the document of the 1st African Synod ECCLESIA IN 
AFRICA, “ The future of the world and of the Church passes through the family.” This Synod 
gave us a particularly appropriate image of the Church as Family-of-God. The Christian family 
is the first cell and foundation of the living community of the Church and of society and the 
first place for evangelization and where members experience reconciliation, justice and 
peace. Furthermore, the role of the family unit as a domestic church is to be an example to 
the world of the way God loves each of us by the way we show our love for each other.  The 
family is then asked to reach out beyond the walls of the home to the Church and to the 
world. 
  
The UN's Charter of Human Rights has promoted the family as the basic cell of society 
regularly since 1994. It is also inherent in the African Union Plan of Action for Families and SA 
Government National Family Policy. Generally, the focus has often been on the needs of 
individuals, especially the disadvantaged e.g. women, children, migrants and migrant workers 
and not often on the family as a unit. Our SA Constitution with its strong focus on human 
rights also focuses most strongly on the rights of the individual. We need to be aware that 
family life suffers severe stress as a result of many social and ideological factors. The 
Department of Social Development and the White Paper on Families emphasize the priority 
on family life.  
 
It is essential to minister to families in the Church family when societal issues cause division, 
and exert severe pressures upon the family unit. Care happens on many levels, including 
pastoral care, the spiritual/evangelization development of families and family members, 
preparation and enrichment of various family systems, as well as dealing with problem 
situations arising within the family.   
 
Inherent in this is the work and ministry to marriage, the epicenter of the family.  In marriage, 
a man and a woman become a community of love living a covenant partnership, based on a 
total, permanent, fruitful and lifelong commitment to one another and a sacred ministering 
to each other. Marriage is a Sacrament, a sign of God's love and a vocation, a calling to unity. 
The couple relates to each other in every stage of marriage at psychological, physical and 
spiritual levels. Openness to life and the gift of children is an essential in marriage. Whilst 
parents care for and nurture children, thereby ministering to them with love, patience and 
empathy, so too can children minister to parents, by bringing great joy to the marriage and at 
times challenging them.  
 
The Church sees the ideal family as arising from a Sacramental union of life and love between 
a man and woman under God, who in turn bring children into the union. Not all families 
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express these realities and do take many different forms. Whatever its form, or stage of 
development, it is tasked to become a domestic church, a community where members 
worship God in union of heart and mind, share their, loves, joys and sorrows, nurture life, 
and educate members to respect and value life in all its forms and stages.  
 
Archbishop Slattery, summarizing AMORIS LAETITIA states that Pope Francis affirms the 
Church’s traditional teaching but also emphasizes the role of personal conscience and 
pastoral discernment. It is an essential document for family ministry as in the spirit of the 
Gospel it is concrete, full of mercy and seeks to strengthen marriage and family life.   

2. What is a family? 

The Church holds a predominantly Western conceptualization of the family, namely the 
nuclear family. The marital couple is at the centre of the system with children forming the 
extent of the system (cf CCC 2202).  However, this western view does not include other 
experiences of family which vary by culture as well as being in constant flux. Those variations 
of the nuclear family must be recognized as real, honoured in their own right, and welcomed 
into family ministry. Within the South African context, the extended family is a recognized 
norm and plays a crucial role in family life. 
 
On the other extreme, the family is not simply a commune of individuals who happen to 
share a house. Rather, it is a grouping of people in a community of sharing life and love with 
each other, and who will continue to hold that close relationship as the system changes 
throughout its lifespan. The family is an intimate community that is not merely living 
together, but is bound together by blood, love, marriage or adoption. The roles that people 
play within the family are no longer as prescribed as formally. It can now be seen, and indeed 
accepted, that each person within the family can play multiple roles within this system. These 
roles are often economically determined (eg the breadwinner), who may have been the 
father in the past, but is now the parent who is most educated or who is able to get a job and 
at times also a grandparent or other member.  The roles are constantly shifting within our 
modern context, as well as within our South African context.  
 
Many diverse forms of family are present in our society, including single or double parent 
families, blended families, families with resident extended family members, male or female-
headed households, grandparent-headed households, and child-headed households 
(prevalent in SA due to the spread of HIV/AIDS) and same-sex families. Families in SA have 
often been split up for long periods of time due to forced migrant labour, living in two 
different locations. They are still considered family. Children whose parents are divorced 
often live in two distinctly separate households but consider both to be their family.  Families 
also are of ethnic and faith diversity, much more commonly than before. This presents 
challenges to every form of family.  The Church has a massive role to support and to 
celebrate this diversity, welcoming it as part of the family, rather than exclusion and 
expulsion. The practice of polygamy is still maintained, as well as arranged marriages, which 
present challenges to the Church.  
 
As the rights of women have progressed, more women in abusive marriages are willing to cut 
their ties with the abuser and try to create a healthier system without an abusive spouse. The 
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Church is challenged to not only accept this but also to assist the family in this process of 
emancipation. The survivor and children should be supported in every way throughout this 
challenging process while abusers’ needs cannot be disregarded.  
 
Men play a decisive role in family life. However, the absence of men and fathers from their 
children is a serious challenge.   Only one third of children live with both their biological 
parents in their childhood. 
 
The other area of remarkable change to the family is the developing social acceptance of 
homosexuality, the LGBTI+ community and of same sex unions.  This is a very challenging 
area for the Church due to her teaching on the proper role of sex in human life and how this 
affects concepts of sexuality. It is necessary to grapple with how to cope with this in our 
society, and indeed throughout the world. 
 
Whilst the notion of family undergoes change, many people as well as the Church 
community, often still aspire to having the standard nuclear family. When this does not 
happen, or when there is a traumatic event that takes the family further away from this 
notion, such as a divorce, families often regard themselves as “less”.  The Church has a role 
to play in providing pastoral care through this period of adjustment, supporting and 
evangelizing families in these situations, recognizing and developing what is good and 
celebrating their lived spirituality.  
 
“I thank God that many families, which are far from considering themselves perfect live in 
love, fulfil their calling and keep moving forward, even if they fall many times along the way.  
The Synod’s reflections show us that there is no stereotype of the ideal family, but rather a 
challenging mosaic made up of many different realities with all their joys, hopes and 
problems. The situations that concern us are challenges.  We should not be trapped into 
wasting our energy in doleful laments, but rather seek new forms of missionary creativity.  In 
every situation that presents itself the Church is conscious of the need to offer a word of 
truth and hope.”  (The Joy of Love 57) Pope Francis shows a particular fondness for newly-
weds, young people, the elderly, the sick those with disabilities and grandparents.    
 
The parental system has the primary responsibility for the welfare of the family members. 
Parents need to be challenged, helped and held accountable, but at the same time also 
supported and enriched in order to develop healthy and resilient growing family members, 
who in turn go on to form further healthy families. Care for the elderly, ideally within 
families, cannot be neglected.  
 
Recent and historical sexual abuse of children by clergy has led to a considerable amount of 
research and commentary on the development of thought around celibacy, sexuality and the 
priesthood, including the support given to our priests before ordination and during their 
priesthood.  They too are family members. “The sexual abuse of children is all the more 
scandalous when it occurs in places where they ought to be most safe, particularly in 
families, schools, communities and Christian institutions.”  (The Joy of Love 45)  
 
In conclusion, there is a desire for the Church to be more accepting of diversity and 
complexity in the modern family, to support families of all types, to ensure that family 
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members feel included, supported and fulfilled, whilst also time valuing, supporting and 
upholding the Sacramental dignity of marriage. 

3. Stresses on the Family 

The family as a unit, in our current South Africa, and across the world, is definitely under 
stress. Broad scale political and social development, as well as socio economic factors have 
resulted in a unit that is over-burdened and under-skilled, placing huge stress on the family 
whose members suffer the most. 
The nature and complexity of family life is in itself a challenge. Whilst families and their 
composition have changed, services and assistance to new parameters have not been as 
quick to develop and change. 

  
In South Africa, many socio-economic factors affect the family, particularly high levels of 
poverty and unemployment. Families are often not earning sufficiently and there is pressure 
to support a large number of extended family members.  Related to this has been the spread 
of HIV/AIDS which has left many child and grandparent-headed households, who may have 
no means of support other than social grants and pensions. Large-scale political corruption, 
where funds allocated for the poverty stricken, have been stolen, also contributes.  Clearly, 
both the education and medical systems of our country are really suffering much, are under-
resourced, and very over-burdened, a clear indicator of a society in trouble. 
 
On the opposite end of the spectrum are families affected by both spouses working long 
hours, with high levels of stress and anxiety, leaving little family time. Families with greater 
financial stability are not protected from difficulties. Employers make unrealistic work 
demands, and the stress of living in a fast-paced urban setting can often exert enormous 
strain on a family.  Such families are not protected from addictions, violence, single 
parenthood, etc. There is a heavy sense of burden and stress on relationships, and it is 
challenging to raise a healthy family, with resilient and confident members.   
 
Divorce is a clear indicator of family breakdown. In SA, 4 out of 10 marriages end in divorce 
before the 10th anniversary.  SA is a consumer-driven society, and when problems are 
experienced couples often opt for divorce as an immediate solution. Many young people do 
not enter into marriage as a sacred union in a Church context, seeing it rather as a legal 
process which can be ended contractually. This does not diminish the real challenges people 
experience in their marriages eg communication problems, lack of resources, lack of 
community and society support, as well as issues of conflict, fighting and domestic violence.   
 
Our largely patriarchal society, with its deeply-rooted bias against women has an impact on 
marriages  where there is violence and conflict, and where children grow up seeing and 
experiencing these entrenched roles in the family.  Family and domestic violence is a major 
issue in our society, between spouses, and between parents and their children.  It seems to 
be prolific at present and definitely on the increase. This is often a vicious cycle, where 
together with financial problems children are socialized with violence as the primary 
problem-solving tool.  This has currently been seen  with a large number of high-profile cases 
of all types of societal violence;  high levels of rape,  learner on learner, teacher on learner, 
parent on learner abuse, as well as spouse abuse. Cases exist of elder abuse, step-parent 
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abuse and infanticide has grown worldwide, with SA being no exception.  Growing levels of 
suicide at all ages are a worldwide trend thought to be related to the growing spread and 
influence of social media. 
 
Institutionalised patriarchy in our society and in the Church has had a profound effect on how 
women are treated in families, the Church and Society. In the history of the Church, lay and 
religious women have played a variety of roles and constitute the majority of people in 
consecrated life. Prominent women have included theologians, abbesses, monarchs, 
missionaries, mystics, martyrs, scientists, nurses, hospital administrators, educationalists and 
religious sisters. Many have been canonized. Motherhood is given an exalted status in the 
faith. The Catholic Church has enhanced women’s status by condemning infanticide, divorce, 
incest, polygamy, and ensuring marital infidelity by men to be equally sinful to that by 
women. Abortion and contraception, seen as by the Church as sinful, are not condemned in 
wider society, and placing women in a state of confusion when the Church is seen to place 
boundaries on women's reproductive prerogatives. Women’s role has become controversial 
in Catholic social thought.  While Christianity's overall effect on women arose out of 
patriarchal societies it also lessened the gulf between men and women. Convents offered 
space for female self-government, power and influence through the centuries. Modern 
critiques claim the Church's male hierarchy and refusal to ordain women implies their" 
inferiority." New feminism and feminist theology deal extensively with Catholic attitudes 
towards women. 
 
Pope John Paul II wrote: "The presence and the role of women in the life and mission of the 
Church, although not linked to the ministerial priesthood, remain absolutely necessary and 
irreplaceable. As the Declaration Inter Insigniores points out, 'The Church desires that 
Christian women should become fully aware of the greatness of their mission: today their 
role is of capital importance both for the renewal and humanization of society and for the 
rediscovery by believers of the true face of the Church' " II 10.  
 
New feminism is a Catholic philosophy emphasizing a belief in the integral complementarity, 
worth and dignity of men and women, that they each have different strengths, perspectives, 
and roles. Women should be valued as child bearers, home makers, and individuals with 
equal worth as men. In March 2019, Vatican magazine Women Church World exposed sexual 
abuse by priests of nuns, forced to have abortions or give birth to children not recognized by 
their fathers. Fear of retribution has kept Nuns silent. Pope Francis acknowledged this. Such 
events challenge women’s role in the Church and also in family ministry.    
 
Women's empowerment has had a major impact on families and family life. Due often to 
misogyny and lack of equality in marriage, some women now choose not to marry and 
subject themselves to an abusive or irresponsible husband. Consequently, these women 
prefer to raise children in single-headed households, where they are economically 
independent from demeaning relationships. Children learn from that. Young people say they 
do not intend to marry. At the same time psychologists and sociologists claim that for healthy 
well-balanced personality development a child needs to have male and female role models.  
Without stereotyping the roles, children need mothers to model nurturing, fathers to model 
strength and reliability. Self-disciple is learned in the family and children need to experience 
the give-and-take of the normal, natural interaction of their parents. Fathers are not an 
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optional extra.  What has this done to the role of fathers, their own perception and the 
perception of women and children?    
 
Society is clearly suffering from a “father wound”.  Fathers often live away from children, 
possibly having another wife.  Across cultural lines there are many woman-child family units 
with men living as bachelors, due to divorce or single parenthood.  Divorced fathers often 
have an unnatural limited access to their children. There is tremendous pressure on men to 
achieve at work and such pressure often causes marital break-down. Fatherhood differs with 
culture and age group. In African culture, older persons are given respect. Where there is an 
active extended family, father-child relationships are often diminished. The African concept 
of family is still the extended family but due to economic circumstances, migrant labour and 
urbanization, this has often fragmented, eg. a unit of grandmothers, grandmother and 
children.  
 
Other issues affecting families as units are addictions and compulsive behaviours of varying 
kinds of their members, including drugs, alcohol, gambling, pornography, and the internet, 
phones and social media etc.  
 
Not all issues affecting families are so complex. Many challenging issues require navigated in 
families:  the role of boys and girls in a family, choice of school, religious and sexuality 
education, care of aged members, work, balancing careers, family lifestyle, values and 
behaviour, TV and leisure activities, time management, quality time as a family, illness and 
death in the family, money management, and Church involvement.  
In summary, the family is an institution that is in constant flux, and is the shock absorber for 
all the socio-economic and societal changes.   

4. Marriage as the Center of the Family 

The church's teaching about marriage is scriptural and based on the Natural Law. In Scripture 
we trace references starting with the creation of man and woman in Genesis and speaking of 
the greatness of God and dignity of humankind created in the image of God (Gen1:27).  The 
two creation stories contained in Genesis teach us that man and woman are created with an 
equal dignity, and that human beings were made for one another. 
 
The Natural Law approach arises from the conviction that human reason can gain insight into 
God’s eternal law for the good of all things, by use of reason. As fruit of reason, the Natural 
Law requires knowledge of things as they are.  As knowledge increases so the faculty of 
reason grows in its ability to make distinctions and discern how to cling to the good and avoid 
evil. Natural Law is thus not a static set of doctrines, but a consistent growth of 
understanding. 
 
There are four goods or essential advantages to marriage. The order given in CCC 1055 is: 
The well-being of the faith, the well-being of the spouses, the good of children and the well-
being of the Sacrament of Marriage itself. Man and woman are given equal status by God at 
creation and sex is given a particular role in their relationship. “God blesses them….be 
fruitful, multiply, fill the earth.” The marriage relationship is blessed by God and from this 
comes its fruitfulness, not only in children, also in the building up of community and 



 9 

relationships. The latter because we have successfully “filled the earth” – the fruitfulness of 
marriage must be considered in relationship to the effect humanity is having on the 
environment and families must be shaped in the light of our responsibility to creation. 
Responsibility in the conceiving of children is a fundamental aspect of the relational aspect of 
marriage. “That is why a man leaves his father and mother and joins himself to his wife and 
they become one body.” Gen 2:24. This implies total commitment and belonging to one 
another, something which cannot allow interference from any other source.  
 
Marriage relationships and roles in different cultures, settings and ages can differ. Marriage 
as a Sacrament instituted by Christ remains consistent.  Sacramental marriage requires an 
openness to life and the gift of children but also requires responsible parenthood as the 
foundation for couple decisions in family planning. 

o Marriage is a Covenant, an agreement that is permanent, lifelong and irrevocable  
o Marriage is a Sacrament a sign of God's love and in reality is making God present in 

the world 
o Marriage is a Vocation to unity, to become one with each other and with God. 
o Marriage forms a community of faith dedicated to the responsible conception of 

children and their well-being. 

Chapter Eight of AMORIS LAETITIA headed “Accompanying, discerning and integrating 
weakness” explores aspects of marriage in depth.     
 
“Christian marriage, as a reflection of the union between Christ and his Church, is fully 
realized in the union between a man and a woman who give themselves to each other in a 
free, faithful and exclusive love, who belong to each other until death and are open to the 
transmission of life. They are consecrated by the sacrament, granting them the grace to 
become a domestic church and leaven of new life.”  It continues, “Some forms of union 
radically contradict this ideal, while others realise it in at least a partial and analogous way. 
The Synod Fathers stated that the Church does not disregard the constructive elements in 
those situations which do not yet or no longer correspond to her teaching on marriage.” (AL 
292). The Church realises that any breach of the marriage bond is against the will of God but 
she is also conscious of the frailty of many of her children.” AL291. At the same time he also 
states, “In order to avoid all misunderstanding, I would point out that in no way must the 
Church desist from proposing the full ideal of marriage, God’s plan in all its grandeur.” 
 
A wedding is ordinarily celebrated in a Nuptial Mass. Many issues relating to marriage, such 
as marriage breakdown, divorce, annulment, remarriage and cohabitation require an 
understanding of Church teaching in those specific areas. There is also a need for the Church 
to display understanding and acceptance of the complicating issues that families are facing.  
 
The Development of the Doctrine of Marriage 
 
"Therefore what God has joined together, let not man separate."  Matthew 19:6 
 
In Jesus’ time the Jewish practice of marriage reflected more closely the model of African 
traditional marriage. Marriage was arranged between families and the arrangement was 
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sealed in two steps. The betrothal, which took place after the negotiations had been 
completed and the bride informed of the marriage. The Marriage itself which marked the 
fulfilment of the obligations agreed to between the families. The obligations were of two 
forms, the mohar which was the payment to the bride of the father (either in goods or 
labour) and the mattan which was the groom’s gift to the bride. Both these as well as other 
relationship obligations were expressed in a document called the ketubah, the marriage 
contract. In the ketubah the bride was guaranteed support as well as some rights. These 
rights could give the bride a certain autonomy which elevated her from the social position of 
property to that of personhood. Sexual intercourse was presumed and children were 
legitimate from the time of the betrothal. The wedding transferred the woman to the 
husband’s home, as an exchange of property. 
 
Divorce (unless provided for in the ketubah) was only possible when the husband initiated it. 
Differences existed as to the reasons, some regarding the wife as property others regarding 
her as person. In the latter case the divorce was more difficult to implement. However, 
because of the patriarchal attitude toward women being in conflict with the religious 
conviction of the their equal dignity before God, the get or divorce letter would stipulate 
autonomy for the woman after the divorce, she no longer needed to be ‘owned’ by a man 
and could arrange her own further marriage, own property and function autonomously in 
society. The initiation of the divorce could be one-sided, but the status granted by it would 
compensate the injustice. Jesus is talking about a form of marriage which is not recognized as 
Sacramental, since there was, at that point, no Christian church. 
 
We must consider that Jesus’ prohibition of divorce is made in this context of unilateral 
divorce which derogates the dignity of women in particular. In all cases of responding to the 
scourge of divorce, special attention must be paid to the vulnerability of women and children 
in society and not to violate or burden them more than has already happened. 

5. Family Ministry- providing care and support for the family 

The African Synod provided us with a model of Church-as-Family. It includes “care for others, 
solidarity, warmth in human relationships, acceptance, dialogue and trust.” Evangelisation of 
families is a priority. 
This evangelization entails the building up and enrichment of a well-functioning family as the 
normal way of life, and support for families experiencing difficulties or specifically challenging 
situations. In a parish this is best done by developing a family focus which will include 
spiritual, as well as practical components. 
 
“The very core of the Church is linked to the well-being of the family and the future of the 
Church passes through the family “.  Pope John Paul II.  Pope Francis in Amoris Laetitia 
encourages the Church further: “Enabling families as active agents of the family apostolate 
calls for evangelization and catechesis inside the family.  This calls for missionary conversion 
by everyone in the Church, not being content to proclaim a theoretical message without 
connecting to people’s real problems. The Gospel of the family responds to the deepest 
expectations of the human person, their dignity, fulfillment, fruitfulness.” AL201.  
The main contribution to the pastoral care of families is offered by the parish, a family of 
families where small communities, ecclesial movements and associations live in harmony.    
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A helpful tool adopted by the SACBC in An Introduction to Parish Family Ministry for 
developing a family focus and assessing family life and its needs in general is the pastoral 
manual developed by the US bishops “A Family Perspective in Church and Society” which has 
4 elements:  1.   The family is an intimate community of life and love, bonded and 
interconnected together for life by blood, marriage and adoption.  2. The family is a 
developing, changing system. 3. There is respect of the diversity of family structures. 4. 
Families are partners with other institutions in addressing their needs.  
 
Some suggestions for creating a family-friendly parish from the SACBC Family Ministry 
manual:    

• Have an overall family focus in thinking, liturgies, homilies, parish groups and 
programmes.  

• Establish a family ministry portfolio at PPC level under the guidance of the parish priest to 
promote and support all areas of family life, spiritual and practical.  

• Recognise families as units and parishioners as family people of various kinds and 
different stages of development rather than as individuals or members of sodalities or 
portfolios.   

• Offer formation in a family focus and family spirituality for all including PPC.  
• Know the families, have accurate statistics an information about the make-up of the 

parish 
• Find out what families need and involve them in the development of plans and policies.  
• Evaluate parish programmes and activities and policies based on their impact on families. 
• Encourage families as units where possible to attend parish activities and programmes 
• Encourage families to build small groups and don’t make the parish the centre of all 

activities.  
• Build family strengths, encouraging families to build strong relationships, minister to each 

other.  
• Provide resources and encourage families to develop home spirituality, prayer and faith 

sharing. programmes that respect families' diversity, educational, social and cultural.  
• Make families welcome -a welcoming atmosphere, baby-sitting or child-care, flexible 

schedules etc 
• Pray with and for families, its couples, singles, senior members, divorced, remarried and 

troubled families and for specific needs regularly at mass, the Rosary.  
• Let families know what services for specific needs are available through the parish, the 

diocese and elsewhere and actively promote enrichment programmes and resources 
where help can be obtained directly or by referral to specialists, Catholic or other NGOs. 

• Celebrate family events, marriage, special wedding anniversaries, birthdays etc in both 
church and home, especially those rites of passage celebrated in families eg starting 
school, initiation into adolescence or graduation and entering into marriage preparation, 
and celebrating holidays such as Mother’s and Father’s Day, Grandparents’ Day (26 July) 
as well as the relevant national days.   

• Include a home/family component to sacramental preparation: baptism, 1st communion, 
confirmation.   

6. Marriage Preparation 
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Marriage Preparation is key in Family Ministry and is the responsibility of the diocese and 
parish priest.  
  
“We need to help young people discover the dignity and beauty of marriage.  They should be 

helped to see the attraction of a complete union of their lives, to give sexuality its deepest 
meaning and to see the benefits children get by offering them the best context for their 
growth and development.” AL 205. 

 
“Remote marriage preparation begins at birth and what they receive from their families 
should prepare them to know themselves. AL208 
Proximate marriage preparation occurs during the months before the wedding where they 
are encouraged to discuss deeply their expectations for their life together.  They need to be 
able to detect danger signals in their relationship before the wedding.  This is usually the time 
when they attend a marriage preparation programme.   
Immediate preparation should focus on the liturgical celebration and aim for it to be a 
profound personal spiritual experience and to appreciate the meaning of each of the signs; 
the words of consent, exchange of rings and bodily union.  
Newly-wed support is being encouraged as the early months and years are often the most 
testing time.   
 

7. Bridging the gap between Traditional and Church Marriage 
 
The 1994 African Synod document ECCLESIA IN AFRICA stated “for faith to be rooted in 
African Culture it must be evangelised. Inculturation is an integral part of evangelisation. 
Evangelisation is incomplete without inculturation. 
 
Marriage finds expression and meaning from each community in which it is found. We need 
to distinguish between the different aspects; the marriage contract (Legal) the social and 
cultural values governing the acceptance of the couple as married (Sociological) and the 
Sacrament of Matrimony (Covenant)  
 
Traditionally in Africa marriage is a family affair, two families, as it were, and not just 
individuals, get married.  The most important aspect of marriage in the African Cultural 
Context is the consent from: (a)The couple, (b) The parents, (c) The extended family – uncles 
and aunts – during lobolo negotiations.  

 
Uncles are responsible for negotiating and deciding about 'lobolo' (bride's price) which can 
be anything, livestock, money, service, etc. The moment of consent occurs when negotiations 
reach an agreement and an animal is slaughtered to seal the new relationship between 
families. Then the bride is taken to her new family where she is accepted by being given a 
new name and dressed in a special type of clothing, fed meat dipped in sour milk, or other 
traditional customary practices. This form of consultation and negotiations creates a stronger 
bond between the families of the couple and reduces the chances of future divorce.  
 
Once consent is given, three things constitute a marriage: The bridegroom pays Lobolo, a 
price determined by the bride’s family, the bride’s family accepts Lobolo and an acceptance 
Lobolo ceremony takes place, and the bridegroom’s family formally accept the bride to be a 
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new member of the family.  On conclusion of these steps, legally and culturally the couple 
will be recognized by customary law as married.  
 
In western society there far less formal social practices in marriage, such as the father giving 
the bride away. They become sentimental but are also reminiscent of the days when this was 
the reality.  
 
Receiving the Sacrament of Matrimony during a wedding ceremony includes the exchange of 
vows, the blessing and exchange of rings as a sign of commitment, a blessing of the union by 
the Church and God and signing of the marriage register, a legal requirement. This is the 
covenant/promise made by the married couple and God to become ambassadors of God’s 
love. Requirements before a couple receive this Sacrament are: the spouses are free to 
marry; they may consent to marry; they freely exchange their consent; they have the 
intention to marry for life, to be faithful to one another, and be open to children; they 
intend the good of each other; and their consent is given in the presence of two witnesses 
and before an authorized marriage officer. Exceptions to the latter must be approved by 
Church authority. 
 
The cultural aspect of marriage is usually the first step that an African Couple would take 
prior to the sacramental aspect of marriage which could happen at a future time. It is 
therefore important to distinguish the importance of the marriage union in both the culture 
and marriage as a sacrament. 
 
Marriage for an African Catholic has always been complicated. Traditional marriage is a very 
powerful family system, which the missionary church first saw as pagan practice. In addition, 
a legal marriage was also very important for Africans with the advent of colonisation, as it 
was important to be civilly married - those not married 'in court' did not have the legal rights 
and privileges of those that were. A Catholic marriage is valid when the marriage officer 
executes his duties, which may or may not be the priest. Any Catholic entering matrimony 
faces three distinct sets of expectations, social, legal and sacramental. Many priests bring 
legal and Church marriage together by becoming 'marriage officers.  Currently in SA other 
forms of marriage, including the traditional form, are legally accepted, with those couples’ 
unions enjoying legal rights and privileges. The Church has opened its doors to African culture 
by recognizing traditional marriage, but does not recognize it as sacramental as it sometimes 
fails to meet Church requirements.  
 
Marriage is at the heart of African culture and religion, just as the Eucharist is at the heart of 
Catholicism. For African families it is the number one priority. The belief is that “an individual 
exists for the family, for community.” An individual finds his or her vocation and identity in 
the family. The family includes 3 stages of existence, embryonic stage (still to be born), 
terrestrial stage (those on earth) and spiritual stage (those in the spirit world.) Those in the 
terrestrial stage have the vocation to transmit life, celebrate love and continue the blood 
line, thus preserving family. Marriage is the highest form of this vocation, where those in the 
embryonic stage are brought into this world, the spirit of the “living dead' or ancestors 
(Badimo/ Amadlozi/Anyanya) is made present. This is partly why the African Synod called the 
Church a family.  
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Any African Marriage preparation should meaningfully incorporate both belief systems and 
expectations.    

8. Marriage and Family Enrichment 

Another key and large area of family ministry is Marriage and Family Enrichment.  In our 
pressurized society with its conflicting demands and too little time, personal relationships are 
often taken for granted. It is easily forgotten that strong, caring, loving relationships take 
work. Without attention and care, marriages wither and drift apart or are torn apart by harsh 
words and actions. Marriage enrichment allows couples time and space needed to put into 
their relationship, to engage in reflection and honest dialogue, revisit marital commitments.  
It can be a time of real growth and maturity in the marriage.  
 
Parenting often begins with very few skills to manage such an important task which changes 
continually over time. Programmes are available, some within the Church but there is a lack 
of coordination. Family enrichment can include all other aspects of family life, grandparents, 
elderly, bereavement, widowhood, divorce mediation and care, involvement of families in 
sacramental preparation e.g. baptism, 1st communion, confirmation. Programmes are not 
always necessary.  Events can happen at parish or wider level or family home celebrations 
can be encouraged.     

9. Marriage and Family support in times of Challenge and Crisis 

In other sections of this document we have highlighted the myriad of problems and 
difficulties that are encountered in families, many in the normal course of events. The Church 
has a very key role in assisting when tragedy, loss and conflict strike. Family ministry includes 
being able to support families through this time, whether through the direct provision of 
services at parish level, or through assisting families to access external resources.  Catholic 
NGOs or counsellors are greatly needed but there are many NGOs offering specialized 
support for particular needs, e.g. addictions, substance abuse, depression, autism etc. 
Programmes are not always necessary and parish groups can address many needs through 
discussion and inviting experts e.g. cell-phone addiction a common problem in families today, 
elder abuse.     

 
10. Divorce, Remarriage and Annulment 

Divorce is a scourge and often leads to devastating hurt. With reference to the earlier section 
on the history of the development of marriage it is stated that in Jesus’ time divorce was 
clearly a violation against the dignity of a spouse and he responds quite strongly to that 
violation. While divorce is always regrettable, it is sometimes unavoidable for the health and 
safety of a spouse and the children of the marriage. 

This response underpins our own teaching, as society is still far from offering equal dignity, in 
fact, to all people. The divorce and remarriage of two licitly married baptized persons is not 
possible. If there is a question about the liceity of the marriage the very moment of marriage 
must be investigated to make a morally objective determination. If the marriage is found to 
have been defective in form or the intent and capacity of the partners, it is declared as never 
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having been a licit sacramental bond and is annulled. The social and legal bonds must also be 
dissolved by the proper channels through a legal divorce.  None of this affects the status of 
children, all children are the legitimate children of their natural parents. 

Pope Francis has given a clear outline of the pastoral consequences of divorce and 
remarriage in the absence of an annulment in his document Amoris Laetita. Sometimes the 
objective moral certainty is not possible, the pastoral approach is then to hear, in good faith, 
the subjective moral convictions of those involved and to make a responsible decision in the 
light of the church’s teachings, the experience of those involved and an informed and mature 
conscience. 

When a marriage has irreparably broken down couples will usually obtain a legal divorce. This 
is a first and necessary step in the process of annulment which is overseen by a Church 
tribunal which is a Catholic Church court after investigation declares that a marriage thought 
to be valid according to Church law actually fell short of at least one of the essential 
elements required for a binding union.  For a Catholic marriage to be valid, it is required 
that: (1) the spouses are free to marry; (2) they are capable of giving their consent to marry; 
(3) they freely exchange their consent; (4) in consenting to marry, they have the intention to 
marry for life, to be faithful to one another, and be open to children; (5) they intend the 
good of each other; and (6) their consent is given in the presence of two witnesses and 
before a properly authorized Church minister. Exceptions to the last requirement must be 
approved by Church authority. 
 
One of the partners can initiate the process of applying to investigate if an annulment is 
possible. Contact is made through the parish priest and/or the Marriage Tribunal office at the 
archdiocese.  The process could be simple or lengthy, depending on the nature of the case 
and the forms of evidence available. 

In order to simplify the process Pope Francis has issued two motu proprio documents.  He did 
so out of a desire to make the annulment process more consistent with the church’s teaching 
on the authority of bishops in dealing with the wounds suffered by their flock. In many parts 
of the world, the process has been notoriously slow and difficult.  The 2014 Synod of Bishops 
executed a call to make the procedure in cases of nullity more accessible, less time-
consuming, and, if possible, at no expense.       

11. Co-Habitation 

Different realities exist in co-habitation. In one instance many couples have been married, 
often for many years, according to traditional custom and have children. Another example is 
couples who have contracted a legal marriage not solemnized in the Church. In such cases 
should they wish to rectify this in the eyes of the Church, there should be a covalidation of 
their existing relationship.  “The Fathers [of the synods] also considered the specific situation 
of a merely civil marriage or, with due distinction, even simple cohabitation, noting that 
“when such unions attain a particular stability, legally recognized, are characterized by deep 
affection and responsibility for their offspring, and demonstrate an ability to overcome 
trials, they can provide occasions for pastoral care with a view to the eventual celebration of 
the sacrament of marriage.” (AL 293)  
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More common is where couples, often young, choose to live together, often as a test of the 
relationship, and they may or may not have the intention to marry at a future time.  Many 
couples attending marriage preparation programmes are co-habiting.  Some priests wish 
them to separate prior to the wedding. In other cases their desire to rectify the situation and 
marry is welcomed.  

“It is a cause of concern that many young people today distrust marriage and live together, 
putting off indefinitely the commitment of marriage, while yet others break a commitment 
already made and immediately assume a new one.    They too need pastoral care that is 
merciful and helpful.” AL293.  

12. Responsible exercise of our human sexuality 

Through contemplation of Scripture and the Natural Law, the Church has always had a great 
respect for the power of sex beyond its primary end of procreation. The term sexuality is of 
recent origin, as are the sciences of psychology and physiology which show a more complex 
spectrum of human experience and human biology, which help us to develop our 
understanding of the Natural Law, but there is yet to be consensus as to the full nature of 
sexuality. So, while acknowledging a deeper experience and knowledge than those who have 
gone before us, we must also acknowledge that the traditional teaching on the end of sex, 
for the vast majority of human beings, is still a valuable and divine guide from which to 
proceed. 
 
A basic summary of Church teaching on the proper context for and purpose of human sexual 
activity: 
1.Sex is good, a gift from God. We are created in God's own image/likeness for relationships 
and love. 
2. The purpose of sex is procreative, for carrying on the human race and unitive, for building 
relationships. These two dimensions are not separable. 
3. Men and women are equal, intended to complement, complete and become whole as a 
couple. 
4. There are many dimensions to the gift of sex, it is not limited to intercourse, and affects all 
relationships we have has men and women.  
5. Sexual expression has different degrees of intimacy and this should be dependent on the 
degree of 
commitment in the relationship. Total intimacy in the form of sexual intercourse has its full 
meaning 
when contained in the commitment of the sacrament of marriage. 
6. The Church therefore teaches that sexual intercourse belongs in marriage which is 
intended to be a life-long, faithful, irrevocable commitment of one man to one woman. 
7. Because of the two-fold purpose (building up the love relationship and creating new life 
together 
with God) the couple should not interfere with these; sex should be open to conception, 
freely chosen and consented to by the couple. 
8. Chastity is the exercise of our sexual power in appropriate ways for our particular state of 
life, and so applies to celibates, single people as well as married people. 
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9. The Church calls both husbands and wives to responsible parenthood. In understanding 
and 
working with their fertility using natural means i.e. natural family planning methods, the 
couple 
builds up their own relationship and does not interfere with the fertility cycle, so remaining 
open 
to life at all times in their relationship.  

13. Further discussion on Homosexuality 

Investigation into and the understanding of current best practices and understanding 
regarding the whole spectrum of human sexuality. Articles 2357 – 2359 of the CCC are 
woefully misunderstood, as the language is technical in nature, and needs more than the 
knowledge contained in the Catechism to truly digest and understand.  Questions of sexuality 
impact on the teaching of the church with regard to the proper end and context of sexual 
activity. This implies that these areas are regions where a pastoral approach is needed. The 
pastoral approach leads a person toward the teaching of the church, aware of the constraints 
making a full living of the teaching difficult or impossible. 
 
 The pastoral approach requires an absence of ill-will or refusal to acknowledge the wisdom 
of the Church’s teaching.  In a time of uncertainty and rapid growth in human and biological 
sciences with a lack of consensus among scientists and researchers, the pastoral approach 
does justice to the theological tradition of the Church and the uncertainty resulting from a 
growing understanding of the Natural order. Human persons may be affected by a number of 
physical and psychological conditions which give rise to a sense of being in the wrong body 
(gender dysphoria) of being attracted to people of the same sex (homosexuality), of being 
attracted to persons irrespective of their primary sexual characteristics or bodies (bisexuality 
and or polyamorism), sexually ambiguous bodies and self-understanding (intersex) and the 
spectrum of sexual disinterest (asexuality) as well as the ‘gender-queer’ political and moral 
movement questioning the gender binary underpinning of patriarchy and the oppression and 
exploitation of women and children, all are complex and theologically, psychologically and 
biologically unresolved. In all pastoral cases the intrinsic dignity of the human person, their 
lack of ill-will and the dignity of the Church’s teaching are weighed in a way which leads to 
the growth of the individual, spiritually, humanly and in their conscience. It is neither a 
matter or legalism nor of permissiveness, but of justice.  
  
Sexual orientation and homosexuality are difficult and complex questions because there is 
still much debate about it. There is also distress and confusion because the Church speaks 
about homosexuality in highly technical language which sound offensive to persons untrained 
in the nuances of theological discourse. Since the Church’s teaching regarding sexual 
intercourse places the legitimate context of such intercourse within a Sacramental marriage, 
open to procreation, homosexual intimacy does not conform to this standard and is thus 
regarded as lacking. This is equally true of any sexual intimacy between persons which does 
not accord to the proper context and intent of the intimacy, as well as auto-erogenous 
gratification. In matters sexual, most persons deviate from the context and intent of intimacy 
at some time or another, this equality should bind us in charity. 
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Homosexual persons are accorded the full love and dignity of their personhood. Justice to 
human persons in the image and likeness of God, conformed to Christ in Baptism, must 
always be the starting point of a pastoral response to homosexual persons.  

The Church teaches and promulgates Christ’s commandment “Love one another as I have 
loved you”- no easy task. The first step is to turn our hearts to God inviting Him to teach us 
the meaning of Love.  This is equally the call of all persons, irrespective of their self-
awareness as sexual beings. There is no room to condemn persons under the law of Love. 
There is the responsibility for mutual support and growth in Love and God to the full 
possibility of our human capacity (always deficient before the throne of grace). 

Pope Francis wrote “We would like before all else to reaffirm that every person, regardless of 
sexual orientation, ought to be respected in his or her dignity and treated with consideration, 
while ‘every sign of unjust discrimination’ is to be carefully avoided, particularly any form of 
aggression and violence. Such families should be given respectful pastoral guidance, so that 
those who manifest homosexual orientations can receive the assistance need to understand 
and fully carry out God’s will in their lives. We acknowledge the variety of family situations 
but same sex unions may not simply be equated with marriage.”  AL52 

14. Responsible Parenthood 

In 1968, Pope Paul VI issued Humanae Vitae “Human Life” reemphasizing the Church’s 
teaching that it is intrinsically wrong to use artificial means of contraception to prevent new 
human beings from coming into existence.  Contraception is “any action which, either in 
anticipation of the conjugal act [sexual intercourse], or in its accomplishment, or in the 
development of its natural consequences, proposes, whether as an end or as a means, to 
render procreation impossible” (Humanae Vitae 14). It includes sterilization, condoms and 
other barrier methods, spermicides, coitus interruptus (withdrawal method), the Pill, and all 
other such methods. 

Natural Family Planning - Natural Family Planning (NFP) refers to achieving or avoiding 
pregnancies according to an informed awareness of a woman's fertility. NFP provides a 
medically safe, healthy, effective method at low cost of planning a family.  NFP can be used 
for achieving or avoiding pregnancy. It is becoming increasingly available throughout the 
world especially being chosen for natural health reasons.  
The Catholic Church accepts the use of natural family planning when couples have a 
sufficiently serious reason for spacing babies or family limitation.  
 
There Is a general perception amongst church leaders as well as laity, couples and families 
that Humanae Vitae has been and continues to be a challenge.  There are those who agree 
wholeheartedly with and accept the clear teaching.  Others have recognized the beauty and 
teaching but also experience difficulty in accepting and applying it. The majority of Catholic 
married couples use some form of birth control, and this poses many questions.   
 
Pope Francis dealt with the subject as he did in Amoris Laetitia.  While not addressing the 
matter in great detail he makes a number of references.  “We have long thought that simply 
by stressing doctrinal, bioethical and moral issues without encouraging openness to grace we 
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were providing sufficient support to families, strengthening the marriage bond. We find it 
difficult to present marriage more as a dynamic path to personal development and fulfilment 
than as a lifelong burden  We also find it hard to make room for the consciences of the 
faithful who very often respond as best they can to the Gospel amid their limitations and are 
capable of carrying out their own discernment in complex situations.  We have been called to 
form consciences not to replace them AL37 
 
He makes no allowance at all for abortion which he condemns outright although he 
expresses a merciful attitude towards a woman who has had an abortion. “No alleged right to 
one’s own body can justify a decision to terminate that life.”  AL83  

15. Domestic Violence 

Intimate partner violence (IPV) is violence or aggression that occurs in a close relationship. 
“Intimate partner” includes spouses and dating partners. IPV varies in frequency and severity, 
occurring on a continuum, from one episode that may have a lasting impact, to chronic 
ongoing severe episodes. IPV includes physical and sexual violence, emotional harassment 
and abuse, stalking, psychological aggression, economic and social isolation, intimidation and 
general disregard for basic human dignity. 
 
Recent global prevalence figures indicate that about 1 in 3 (35%) of women worldwide have 
experienced either physical and/or sexual intimate partner violence or non-partner sexual 
violence in their lifetime. Most of this is intimate partner violence.  Globally, 38% of femicide 
are committed by an intimate partner. The most recent data from the World Health 
Organisation shows that South Africa’s femicide rate was 12.1 per 100,000 in 2016. This was 
almost five times higher than the global average of 2.6 per 100,000. 
 
Traditional gender roles, built up over generations of apartheid, migrant labour, poverty and 
socio-economic depression, stress and intergenerational trauma and abuse have contributed 
to abuse and oppression and contribute to the levels that we currently experience in SA. 
Some women may refuse to marry because of this, causing societal erosion of the family. 
There is a great degree of secrecy in so far as IPV is concerned. For example, women are to 
an extent socialized into accepting that they will be abused by their partners and that it is a 
way of life. Many are shamed into silence or do so in an attempt to protect their young ones. 
Most are those that are unemployed and therefore financially dependent, often have no 
options but to bear such abuse.  
 
For men, the stigma comes from the very definition of what an African male is: strong, 
capable, cannot and must not cry. The horror and the shame that comes with the possibility 
of people knowing what they too have suffered or suffer may be too much. From a religious 
perspective partner abuse is discouraged and condemned. However, when traditions are 
thrown into the mix, doing what is right becomes a challenge. It is believed that the man 
should and must control the woman using his physical strength. 
 
Child abuse includes sexual, physical and emotional abuse, as well as neglect and 
abandonment. 41% of all reported rape cases from the past three years (2014-2017) involve 
children. In the same period, more than 2,600 children were murdered. Tens of thousands of 
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babies are abandoned across the country, two out of three of whom are reported to have 
died. Revelations from a 20-year investigation indicate that 99% of the children studied had 
witnessed violence or been a victim of it. World Vision has recommend that violence against 
children be treated as a national disaster. (Daily Maverick 2018). 
 
WHO Estimates of child maltreatment indicate that nearly a quarter of adults (22.6%) 
worldwide suffered physical abuse as a child, 36.3% experienced emotional abuse and 16.3% 
experienced physical neglect, with no significant differences between boys and girls. 
However, the lifetime prevalence rate of childhood sexual abuse indicates more marked 
differences by sex – 18% for girls and 7.6% for boys.   
National surveys of violence against children conducted in Africa reveal much higher rates of 
childhood physical, sexual and emotional abuse than the global rates. 
 
The following explanations assist us in determining the type and extent of Domestic Violence:  
 
SOCIAL VIOLENCE - Acts of controlling, e.g., preventing seeing of family or friends, stopping 
from leaving the house, requiring person to give their location at all times, spreading false or 
private information via social media without consent, forcing girls and women to have an 
abortion. 
PHYSICAL VIOLENCE - Physical violence is when a person hurts or tries to hurt another by 
hitting, kicking, dragging by the hair, or using another type of physical force. E.g., choking, 
strangling, burning, using weapons or hazardous chemicals, kicking or pulling male genitalia. 
SEXUAL VIOLENCE - Sexual violence is forcing or attempting to force a partner to take part in 
a sex act, sexual touching, or a non-physical sexual event (e.g., sexting) when the partner 
does not or cannot consent. This goes so far as to include hiding HIV status when known and 
the refusal to use protection during sex.  While this is recommended by secular authorities 
Church teaching against artificial contraceptive use is in conflict with this, making it an issue 
for a decision in conscience.     
STALKING Stalking is a pattern of repeated, unwanted attention and contact by a partner that 
causes fear or concern for one’s own safety or the safety of someone close to the victim. 
PSYCHOLOGICAL VIOLENCE Psychological aggression is the use of verbal and non-verbal 
communication with the intent to harm another person mentally or emotionally and/or exert 
control over another person. Insulting, belittling, humiliating, threatening to hurt others 
ECONOMICAL VIOLENCE Denial of household money for expenses, taking partner’s money, 
control of money and spending decisions, damage to other’s property, denial of right to 
work, forcing other to work against their will, denial of food and other basic needs. 
RELIGIOUS ABUSE Using religion or Bible to justify abuse or force, denying freedom to 
practice one’s faith. 
 
The issue of abuse of minors by the clergy is relevant here. Archbishop Tlhagale has, on 
several occasions addressed the scourge with great passion, “Perhaps the abuse of minors by 
a priest, considering its moral gravity, ought to be considered as an automatic 
excommunication. The sexual abuse of a minor “brings to the fore raw feelings of anger, of 
outrage, of bitterness, of frustration, of hatred, even of self-hatred,” he said, “desires of 
retaliation, feelings  of betrayal, of disloyalty, of unfaithfulness, of cover-ups, of a sinister 
abuse of power and deception.” Archbishop Tlhagale of Johannesburg, 27/10/18.  A clear and 
accessible policy and protocols should be available and known to all, and regular open 
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dialogue should be in place in order to encourage victims past and present to speak up. In 
addition, in the formation of all clergy and church workers, sexuality must be addressed and 
counselling be made available.   
Pope Francis has very recently issued directives for the handling of clerical abuse cases by 
clerical personnel. Archbishops in particular are tasked to deal with cases. Lay professionals 
may be involved but laity may also take responsibility for reporting cases.   

16. Education of the Clergy on Family Matters 

“Seminarians should receive a more extensive interdisciplinary and not merely doctrinal, 
formation in the areas of engagement and marriage.   Their training does not always allow 
them to explore their own psychological and affective background and experiences.  Some 
come from troubled families with absent parents and a lack of emotional stability.   There is a 
need to ensure that the formation process can enable them to attain the maturity and 
psychological balance needed for their future ministry.   Family bonds are essential for 
reinforcing healthy self-esteem.   It is important for families to be part of the seminary 
process and priestly life, since they help to reaffirm these and to keep them well grounded in 
reality.”  AL 203 The need for seminarians to have access to professional therapy is vital. 
 
Different communities will have to devise more practical and effective initiatives that respect 
both the Church’s teaching and local problems and needs.” AL 199  
 
The SACBC Introduction to Parish Family Ministry manual can be seen as a tool for developing 
and running a general parish family ministry programme.  A parish family ministry team 
under the guidance and with the support of the parish priest and the Parish Pastoral Council 
will be responsible.  It is therefore important for the priest to obtain some training and study 
the manual and work together with the parish family team to develop a parish family profile 
and design and run the programme on an ongoing basis.    
A course can be offered to seminarians to study the programme.  
 
Some seminarians or priests participate in courses or programmes e.g. Marriage Encounter, 
Retrouvaille and Catholic Engaged Encounter.   Priests are important members of the teams 
and benefit greatly for their own ministry and relationships by being actively involved.   
 
The parish is a community of families and the aim is to promote evangelization with a broad 
family focus in Church life.  Many elements and areas of family life and its diversity and 
changing needs can be highlighted in homilies and celebrations.   
 
Training of deacons in family issues, basic counselling skills and awareness of resources is 
vital as part of their overall formation. There should be ongoing formation of deacons to 
ensure that they are kept up to date with the happenings of family life ministry and 
counselling. 
 
At the moment the church is investigating the reintroduction of women deacons. No 
consensus yet exists among the scholars entrusted to research the history of the diaconal 
ministry of women in the early church. This most probably indicates that there is a legitimate 
diversity possible. However, women do exercise very roles in the ministry of the church 



 22 

beyond the restrictions of ordained ministry. That ministry must never be devalued as being 
“less than that of a priest”. Whatever the future, the incorporation of women in the church’s 
ministry and leadership to the greatest extent possible must take high priority. 

17. Possible Model for Marriage and Family Ministry 

In order to ensure that Family Life as a ministry maintains its rightful place ahead of all 
ministry within the Archdiocese, the following are recommended: 
 
A Family Life Coordinator/team should exist at Archdiocesan level. Their task is  

• coordination and formation of parish teams and sourcing of materials.  
• Family ministry should be a portfolio in every parish.   
• Family Ministry should be represented on the PPC  
• The primary role of the Family Ministry Team is the coordination/oversight of the  

family ministry/apostolate in the parish 

 
Tasks of the Family Ministry Team include:  

• Promoting a family focus/awareness in the parish as a whole and in parish groups, e.g. 
catechetics, J&P, health desk, etc. 

• Promoting family spirituality in the home. 
• Providing resources and/or programmes for specific identified needs.   Marriage prep, 

enrichment, parenting, widowed, divorce, fathers, parents, grandparents.     
•  Running programmes e.g. parenting skills, youth and families.  
• Counselling by professionals or trained volunteers can be a resource offered in the 

parish or deanery/diocese.   
• Networking with other parish teams, NGOs,   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 23 

 
Reflection Questions 

1. In what ways do you think your parish is family-centered?  
2. Rank the following activities in their order of priority, beginning with the most 

important: Social activities for families; Couple and family-based prayer and liturgy; 
Marriage and Family enrichment; counselling and assistance. 

3.  Who are the people in your Church or your community who are most need of help, 
and why? 

4. What can the Church do to challenge and change social or cultural practices that lead 
to gender-based violence, absentee fathers and other social ills that you experience in 
your parish? 

5. The wellbeing of families is dependent not only on the things that happen inside the 
parish but also in broader society. Social factors such as poverty, violence and 
unemployment play a large role in this too. What do you think the Church’s role is in 
addressing such factors. 


