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Chapter I: 

Analysis of Problem 

And 

Project Overview 

 



Introduction: 

Vocation (Latin, vocare, “to call”), the call of Christ, offered to all the 

baptized, to follow him and to become signs and witnesses of the reign of 

God. (The Harper Collins Encyclopedia of Catholicism) 

As Catholics we believe that being a family is one type of vocation. God 

gives some people the specific responsibility to form a loving family as a 

sign and witness of His love for the world. It is a way of life that 

ultimately leads to salvation. Pope John Paul II explains further, “The 

Christian family builds up the Kingdom of God in history through the 

everyday realities that concern and distinguish its state of life. It is thus 

in the love between husband and wife and between the members of the 

family — a love lived out in all its extraordinary richness of values and 

demands: totality, oneness, fidelity and fruitfulness - that the Christian 

family’s participation in the prophetic, priestly and kingly mission of 

Jesus Christ and of His Church finds expression and realization” 

(Familiaris Consortio, S0). 

The term “domestic church” is used to identify this paradigm of family 

living. Vatican Council II reintroduced this phrase (Lumen Gentium, 11) 

to emphasize that within a family, in a unique way, parents nurture the 

faith of their children. However, being a domestic church is much more 

than education. It is living every day as a community of life and love. As 

such, being a family is a way of life that should include faith, prayer, 

service, forgiveness, hospitality and justice. The ongoing mission of every 

Christian family is to work at being and becoming a domestic church. 

Unfortunately, many families have lost their sense of being a domestic 

church. As modern society has become more secular, family life has also  



become more secular. Moreover, families face many negative pressures 

from a society that embraces values that are counter to Christian living. 

Pope John Paul II has labeled this environment a “culture of death.” 

Now, more than ever, there is a sense of urgency that motivates action on 

the part of people concerned with the quality of family life. 

In response to Pope John Paul II's exhortation to foster the transmission 

of family values, I have chosen the domestic church as the focus of my 

pastoral project. My goal is to help parents within my parish to regain 

their understanding of family life as a vocation. I plan to achieve this 

objective through education, resource material and a peer support group. 

Description of Pastoral Concern: 

The decline of family spirituality may have occurred due to a variety of 

contemporary phenomena. For example, the increased mobility of 

modern families has fostered a sense of rootlessness and a loss of 

tradition. In the past, extended families lived near each other within 

neighborhoods where everyone shared a similar culture. This 

homogeneous atmosphere reinforced a particular cultural/religious 

identity. Tradition was a mainstay of daily living. Due to increased 

mobility, this foundation of tradition has been lost and consequently a 

strong sense of (Catholic) identity has also been lost. 

Modern families also struggle with the busyness of twenty-first century 

life. It is common to have multiple demands for family members’ time. 

In many families, both of the parents work. Additionally, the children 

are involved in a variety of extracurricular activities that take up most of 

their free time. Frequently, it is difficult for families to even find the time  



to eat a meal together. Thus, it takes extraordinary effort for the family to 

come together to worship God and to learn about their faith. 

American society is also marked by rugged individualism. Modern 

families have also assumed this characteristic. Oftentimes, families have 

become individuals who happen to share the same house rather than a 

community of people who share the same life. Family meals have become 

the exception rather than the rule. Moreover, since family size has 

decreased, it is common for each family member to have his or her own 

room. Often, these rooms are furnished with many conveniences such 

as TVs, stereos, phones and computers. It is possible for a person to 

cocoon in his or her own space with little interaction with other family 

members. Consequently, within a family, spiritual practices may seem to 

be appropriate for individuals rather than the purview of the family as a 

whole. 

Furthermore, parents may not recognize the necessity for providing 

leadership within the family concerning spiritual practices. Outsourcing 

is a common contemporary corporate practice. Companies save money 

and have access to expertise by contracting with other companies who 

perform specialized tasks for them. Due to a lack of time and a perceived 

or actual lack of knowledge, this practice also occurs in the domestic 

sphere as well. People hire nannies to care for their children, lawn 

services to care for their yards and maids to clean their houses. This 

same mindset also affects parents’ approach to religious education. 

Many times parents rely on religious education classes or parochial 

schools to teach the Catholic faith to their children. Often these parents 

don’t realize that they can and should be responsible for nurturing the 

faith life of their family. Parents must play a prominent role in the faith 

formation of their children. Children are unlikely to internalize their 

faith without a strong example from their parents. 
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Cultural Context: 

Historically, there was a closer linkage between parish life and family life, 

particularly in immigrant communities. Often, children were educated in 

parish schools and family social life revolved around parish events. 

However, as modern families became more mobile and left the 

“neighborhood,” these tight-knit communities dissolved. This distinct 

immigrant identity became more diffuse in the American melting pot. 

Over time family traditions became lost. 

Contemporary society has had both positive and negative influences on 

the family. On the positive side, there is an increased emphasis on the 

dignity and fulfillment of each person. In marriage there is recognition of 

the equality of both partners in the union. There is also an expectation 

of love and mutual support. In addition, there is increased attention to 

the value of educating children and to promoting their self-esteem. On 

the other hand, there have been many destabilizing influences on the 

family. There has been an increase in the rate of divorce. Many people 

have children outside of marriage. Drug use and domestic violence 

destroy many families. Due to the pervasiveness of modern media and 

advertising, people are constantly bombarded with messages that are not 

consistent with Christian living. 

From a psychological perspective, the parents who would be participating 

in my pastoral project are all at the middle adult stage of human 

development. This stage is characterized by the tension between 

generativity and stagnation. According to Erikson, generativity involves a 

drive to nurture the next generation. These impulses may be directed 

towards one’s children, one’s junior co-workers or towards society at 

large. A person’s behavior becomes responsible and responsive. The  



opposite pole of this level of development, stagnation, involves an 

unhealthy turning inward where a person retreats from interactions with 

others. The person may even indulge himself like he is the child. 

Economically, Americans are living during a time of unprecedented 

prosperity. People have easy access to a wide variety of goods and 

services. Modern consumerism has increased the number of items most 

people consider essentials. Unfortunately, this prosperity has not lifted 

up all levels of society equally. There is a widening gap between the rich 

and the poor. For many families, the increased cost of living has created 

a situation where both parents must work to make ends meet. There are 

also many families who just struggle to survive on a day to day basis. 

Providing clothing, food and shelter consume all of their energies. 

Significance for Pastoral Ministry: 

The domestic church is a subset of the whole Church. As such, the 

domestic church shares the same mission as the Church at large. John 

Paul II writes, “Love and life constitute the nucleus of the saving mission 

of the Christian family in the Church and for the Church” (Familiaris 

Consortio 50). With this project I hope to promote and support the 

family in its mission as a domestic church. Due to the symbiotic 

relationship between the family and the Church, improving the spiritual 

health of the family will necessarily improve the spiritual health of the 

parish community. If this program is successful, I will be helping to 

bring about the Kingdom of God.  



Pastoral Response: 

My idea for a response to the decline of family spirituality is to develop a 

program that will provide education and support for parents so that they 

will be able recognize their family life as a vocation and will be able to 

foster its development as a domestic church. I believe that when parents 

recognize the demands of their home life as a vocation, it will probably 

change their priorities. Then, if they are given the model of the family as 

a domestic church, it will help guide their efforts concerning their 

relationships with God, their children and their community. 

The educational portion of my project will be a combination of theological 

reflection and a handbook. The parents will use the process of 

theological reflection to recognize the tension between the values of 

modern society and the calling to be a domestic church. Ideally, it will 

help the parents to reclaim their sense of family as a vocation. The 

handbook will be a resource that educates parents on various aspects of 

family spirituality. It will provide some basic ideas for family activities as 

well as a bibliography of additional resource material. Finally, after 

families have had the opportunity to attempt some of these new spiritual 

practices for an extended period of time (during Lent), a follow up session 

will be held to so that parents can reflect on their experiences and gain 

insight for future praxis. 

This pastoral project should help to develop the domestic church 

because it gives parents the tools and the support they need to make 

changes in their family life to increase spirituality. Theoretically, 

parents are naturally concerned with nurturing the faith of their 

children. I believe that the decline in the domestic church is due to lack 

10  



of knowledge and time rather than a lack of desire. The class and the 

handbook should provide a solid foundation for new practices. Moreover, 

implementing this project with a group of parents helps develop a 

support network that people often need to make change effective. 

Implementation Plan: 

Meet with pastor, director of religious education, and chairperson 

of parish mothers’ group to participate in theological reflection 

concerning the domestic church. Use this information as 

foundation for planning the course material. 

Meet with parish mothers’ group to participate in theological 

reflection concerning their experience of the domestic church in 

their own families. Distribute handbooks and challenge each 

family to observe a new spiritual practice during Lent. 

After Easter meet with parish mothers’ group to debrief them about 

their Lenten experiences. Distribute surveys to obtain written 

feedback concerning the effectiveness of the program. 

 



Chapter II: 

Theological Reflection 

During Planning and Implementation 

 



Planning Stage: 

Prior to Lent, I scheduled a meeting with the associate pastor, the 

director of religious education (DRE) and the leader of the parish 

mothers’ group to gain their input concerning the content and form of my 

pastoral project. The goal of this meeting was to complete a process of 

theological reflection concerning the domestic church that would guide 

my future efforts with the parish mothers’ group. Due to the demanding 

schedule of the associate pastor, we were only able to allot an hour to 

this activity. 

For this session I used the James and Evelyn Whitehead model of 

theological reflection as described in their book Method in Ministry. This 

paradigm includes three stages of consideration: attending, assertion and 

decision. In the attending stage of theological reflection, the minister 

gathers relevant information from three distinct sources of revelation: 

Tradition, personal experience and culture. To make efficient use of our 

limited time, I gathered quotes from Follow the Way of Love to use as the 

focal point for this part of the discussion. These quotes are listed below. 

U.S. Catholic Bishops. Follow the Way of Love: A Pastoral Message 

of the U.S. Catholic Bishops to Families, United States 

Catholic Conference, Inc., Washington, DC: 1994 

“What you do in your family to create a community of love, to help each other to grow, 

and to serve those in need is critical, not only for your own sanctification but for the 

strength of society and our Church. It is participation in the work of the Lord, a 

sharing in the mission of the Church. It is holy.” 

“All families long for the peace, the acceptance, a sense of purpose, and reconciliation 

that the term church of the home suggests.” 

“We need to enable families to recognize that they are a domestic church. There may be 

families who do not understand or believe they are a domestic church. Maybe they feel 
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overwhelmed by this calling or unable to carry out its responsibilities. Perhaps they 
consider their family too “broken” to be used for the Lord’s purposes. But remember, a 
family is holy not because it is perfect, but because God’s grace is at work in it, helping 
it to set out anew every day on the way of love.” 

“We know you face obstacles as you try to maintain strong family ties and to follow your 
calling as a church of the home. The rapid pace of social change; the religious, ethnic, 
and cultural diversity of our society; the revolution of values within our culture; the 
intrusion of mass media; the impact of political and economic conditions: all these place 
families under considerable stress.” 

I asked the group to evaluate whether or not the ideas expressed by the 

bishops coincided with their own experience. Across the board, the 

group was able to affirm the words of the bishops. Each quote gave rise 

to anecdotes that supported the bishops’ findings. For example, the 

associate pastor emphasized the experience of the early Christians who 

established the first “church of the home.” The DRE discussed the 

problems she had faced as a single, working parent after her divorce. 

Also, the leader of the mothers’ group discussed the pressures her 

teenagers face in a society that promotes values counter to a Christian 

lifestyle. 

The second stage of the Whitehead model of theological reflection is 

assertion. When the minister moves to the assertion stage of theological 

reflection, she engages the insights provided by tradition, culture and 

experience in a dialogue of confirmation and challenge. Confirmation 

occurs when the data mutually reinforces the same idea. Challenge 

occurs when there is tension or contradiction between the various 

sources of information. For this part of the planning discussion, I shared 

two quotes from the book Finding God at Home: Family Life as Spiritual 

Discipline, which challenge the point of view of the bishops. They are 

listed below.  



Boyer, Ernest. Finding God at Home: Family Life and Spiritual 

Discipline, Harper & Row Publishers, San Francisco: CA: 1984 

“For too long the spirituality of the family has been either not recognized at all or else 
regarded as something distinctly inferior to other spiritual disciplines” (p. 34). 

“The widespread delusion among the clergy that the Church is effectively promoting the 
view of the spiritual potential of the family is possible only because of what amounts to 
a conspiracy of silence among the laity. The opinions and complaints that are an 
inevitable part of any discussion where Catholic parishioners are gathered to talk 
among themselves are instantly suppressed whenever they are joined by a priest. These 
discussions always include a strong undercurrent of bitterness that the Church’s words 
seem to support families while their actions do not’ (p. 34). 

The associate pastor strenuously objected to the content of these quotes. 

He felt that the author was promoting a false sense of competition 

between religious and lay people. He then explained that the Church has 

a hierarchical structure as intended by God. He continued with a 

description of the magesterium’s leadership responsibilities. I attempted 

to suggest that the bishops’ pastoral letter delineates an ideal that is not 

achieved in practice within individual parishes. As a modest example, I 

highlighted the fact that the parish prays for religious vocations on a 

regular basis, but does not give similar attention to the vocation of 

marriage. I asked the group to suggest ways that Sts. Anne and Joachim 

parish could better support the domestic church. However, as a result of 

the associate pastor’s lecture and our obvious lack of time, this line of 

inquiry was not pursued. 

The final stage of the Whitehead method is decision-making, which is the 

ultimate goal of theological reflection. Here, the minister uses the insight 

gained through the assertion stage to develop a plan for a pastoral 

response to the ministerial concern. For this portion of the planning 

meeting I presented my ideas for my upcoming meeting with the mothers’ 

group. I shared my desire to have the mothers engage in their own 

process of theological reflection concerning the domestic church. I also 
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distributed a copy of a proposed table of contents for the family 
spirituality resource book I intended to create for the mothers to take 
home with them. 

The final feedback from the group was encouraging. They all agreed that 
my focus on issues concerning the domestic church was timely and 
compelling. They approved my plan as I had presented it without any 
additions or changes. However, the associate pastor wanted to review 
and approve a copy of the resource book before I shared it with the 
mothers’ group. 

I was disappointed with the outcome of this meeting. In particular, I felt 
that we did not have time to adequately complete the theological 
reflection process. During the assertion stage, we never really addressed 
the topic of how the parish can or does support families in their calling to 
be a domestic church. We also did not identify any problem areas. I had 
hoped to identify some issues that were unique to Sts. Anne and 
Joachim and incorporate that information into my project. 

Unfortunately, this scenario did not occur. 

Implementation Stage: 

At the mothers’ group meeting immediately prior to Ash Wednesday, I led 

the women in theological reflection concerning the topics of the domestic 

church and family spirituality. Once again I used the Whitehead model 

as the basis for this discussion. 

During the attending stage of reflection, the mothers addressed the 

cultural, experiential and spiritual aspects of family life. They 
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characterized modern American culture as secular, materialistic and 

over-indulgent. They discussed the fragmentation that is created 

through the busyness of daily life and the impact of modern technology. 

They also highlighted the competitive and confrontational nature of a 

society, which gives rise to widespread use of litigation for conflict 

resolution. Finally, the mothers discussed the impact that a powerful 

minority exerts on public opinion/mores through the pervasiveness of 

modern media. 

Next, the group discussed their experience of family life. Once again, 

they emphasized the many competing demands on a family’s time. The 

women also recognized the decline of marriage as the foundation for 

family life. They highlighted the existence of divorced and unwed parents 

as a common modern phenomenon. They also characterized many 

families as affected by greed and materialism. Another contemporary 

problem experienced by families is the loss of community that occurs as 

a result of increased mobility. As a result, families are disconnected from 

the elderly and from one another. Lastly, many of the women shared a 

concern about the early loss of childhood that young people experience. 

Primarily as a result of the media, children are exposed to adult 

information at an increasingly younger age. 

The mothers concluded the attending stage of theological reflection by 

reviewing the church’s teaching concerning the family. I described the 

Catholic paradigm of the family as the domestic church. They also 

reviewed the quotes from the bishops’ pastoral letter, Follow the Way of 

Love that I had shared earlier with the planning group. The women 

emphasized the responsibility of parents as the first and best educators 

of their children in the faith. Moreover, they focused on the Church’s 

teaching that holiness, prayer, love, sacrifice and forgiveness should 

characterize family life.  



Next, the discussion moved to the assertion stage of theological 

reflection. The women examined the tension that exists between culture 

and modern experience and the Church’s description of the domestic 

church. They concluded that families are not perfect, yet we are all 

called to be a domestic church. Achieving this goal will require 

motivation, work, and perseverance. It will also require creativeness, the 

ability to forgive yourself for falling short of the ideal and the support of 

the community. 

For the decision-making portion of the theological reflection process, I 

presented my strategy for enhancing the growth of the family as a 

domestic church. In light of the conclusions developed during the 

assertion stage, I suggested the possibility that the mothers’ group 

expand its mission to include the support and promotion of family 

spirituality. Moreover, as a first step towards expanding their families’ 

experiences as a domestic church, I challenged each woman to initiate 

some sort of family spiritual practice for Lent. Members of the group 

shared their suggestions concerning family Lenten practices. 1 also 

distributed the family spirituality resource book I had created as another 

item for their domestic church toolkit. Lastly, I offered the group my 

services as a domestic church coach and cheerleader. 

I was thrilled with the outcome of this meeting. 1 felt that, unlike the 

planning meeting, the process of theological reflection was fruitful. The 

development of ideas through the three stages progressed naturally. 

Everyone participated enthusiastically in the discussion and was 

energized for action by the end of the meeting. I think the theological 

reflection process helped to create a sense of personal ownership for the 

topic of the domestic church in a way that a traditional lecture format 

could not.  



Chapter III: 

Analysis and Interpretation 

of the Knowledge Gained Through 

Project Implementation 

 



The implementation stage of my pastoral project primarily confirmed the 

ideas I outlined during Chapter 1. The observations of the women during 

the theological reflection process highlighted many of the same points I 

had described in my own analysis of the situation. For example, they 

recognized the stresses associated with the busyness of everyday living 

as well as the fragmentation of the family and of modern communities. 

Moreover, the women’s group expressed concern about the ongoing 

tension between modern culture and the family’s vocation to be a 

domestic church. They felt that even with knowledge and motivation, it 

is still difficult to promote spirituality within the family. 

The implementation stage also seemed to confirm my approach for 

pastoral action. I was gratified by the women’s enthusiasm for my topic. 

It seemed that I had tapped into a real area of need in their lives. The 

conversation during the theological reflection process was animated and 

everyone in the group participated. The resource guide was also well 

received. I think they found it helpful to leave the session with some 

useful ideas for improving the spiritual life of their family rather than 

concluding with an understanding of the problem without having any 

concrete solutions. Immediately following the presentation, I received 

many positive comments from the ladies. They felt energized by the 

meeting and were excited about the opportunity to have a meaningful 

Lenten experience with their families. I even had women who did not 

attend the meeting call me later to obtain the handout materials because 

they had heard good things about the session. 

The most unexpected knowledge I gained from implementation of the 

pastoral project was practical experience with the theological reflection 

process. Prior to this project, I had never led theological reflection with a 

group. My primary experience of theological reflection was from course 

material I had read and individual exercises I had completed as an 
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assignment. It was helpful to see the process be successful in practice 

as well as in theory. I think using theological reflection with the women’s 

group helped them to take ownership of the problem of being a domestic 

church in the modern world. This process appeared to be more engaging 

for the group than a lecture containing the same material would have 

been. However, I also felt fortunate that the group arrived at the same 

conclusions I had considered during the planning stage. Otherwise, the 

materials I distributed at the end of the meeting would have been 

useless. 

 



Chapter IV: 

Analysis and Interpretation 

Of 

Participants’ Evaluation 

 



I gathered feedback from the project participants after Easter through 

the distribution of a survey. The mother’s group usually has a core 

group of about twenty women who regularly attend meetings. I received 

seventeen completed surveys. 

I've listed each of the survey questions below. After each question there 

is a summary of the responses to that question. In cases where multiple 

mothers made the same response, the quantity of identical answers is 

shown by a number enclosed in brackets. 

1. Did you and your family participate together in a spiritual 

practice during Lent? Yes No 

Sixteen out of seventeen families participated in a spiritual practice 

during Lent. 

2. What did you do? 

There were a variety of spiritual practices that the families performed 

during Lent. Eleven families mentioned an increase in some type of 

prayer. Four of these families said the rosary together at least weekly 

and two families prayed the Stations of the Cross on a weekly basis. One 

family placed special Lenten intentions in plastic eggs and included them 

in their nightly prayers. Other families read spiritual material such as 

selections from a children’s devotional (3) or the Magnificat (1). Four 

families used Resurrection eggs during the Lenten season. These eggs 

each contain a symbol that illustrates some aspect of Jesus’ passion. 

Lent was also a time for increased Mass attendance (2) with special 

efforts made to attend Holy Week services (2). Three families conducted 

discussions about Lenten topics such as the nature of Jesus’ sacrifice, 

reconciliation and the new growth associated with Spring. One family 
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implemented a special Ash Wednesday ritual. Another family set aside 

one night as family night. One family also participated in weekly Lenten 

Bible study that was offered as a parish activity. Lastly, food was used to 

meditate on the meaning of Lent and Easter. One family with young 

children ate traditionally shaped pretzels as a reminder that Lent is a 

special time for prayer. Another family baked a special recipe for Easter 

cookies that illustrated the story of the Jesus’ suffering, death and 

resurrection. 

3. Was this a new activity for your family? Yes No 

For thirteen of the families these spiritual practices were new. Three 

families had done these activities together in the past. 

4. Do you think this practice was beneficial for your family? (Did it 

help to improve your relationship with God and to each 

other?) Why or why not? 

All sixteen families that performed some sort of spiritual practice during 

Lent found it to be a beneficial experience. The major benefit of these 

efforts was that it centered the family and reminded them of what was 

important (6). These spiritual practices also helped to improve the 

family’s knowledge /focus on the meaning of Lent and Easter (5). Two 

families found this time beneficial because it allowed them to focus on 

people in need outside of the family. Two families felt that their spiritual 

practice increased their intimacy with God. For two families, the 

opportunity for the participation of their children was important. Other 

families felt that these Lenten spiritual practices were a source of grace, 

provided time for family togetherness, improved intimacy among family 

members and strengthened family unity.  



S. Will you continue this practice now that Lent is over? Why or 

why not? 

Twelve families intend to continue their spiritual practices beyond Lent. 

Most of these families had participated in some form of prayer. They 

were motivated to continue because it was already an important part of 

their family life. One woman emphasized the value in keeping Jesus at 

the center of family life. 

There were three mothers who said they will not continue their Lenten 

practice during ordinary time. For most of these families the practice 

was tied directly to the Lenten season and was not appropriate at other 

times. However, one woman said that she was not as motivated to make 

the extra effort outside of Lent. 

6. Was the theological reflection concerning the state of the 

domestic church helpful? Why or why not? 

Everyone who had the opportunity to participate in the theological 

reflection found it to be a helpful experience. The main benefits of this 

session for the group was that it increased their understanding of the 

nature of the domestic church (6) and that it reminded them of things 

that they had forgotten (4). For other women this session gave them new 

ideas (2) and facilitated their existing desire to practice their faith with 

their families (2). One woman thought the session was beneficial, but 

confusing at times.  



7. Was the family spirituality handbook helpful? Why or why not? 

All of the mothers thought the spirituality handbook was helpful. They 

appreciated the fact that it contained lots of useful information (5). Many 

gained additional insight concerning the domestic church (3). Others 

thought it was a good reference book that they could refer to in the 

future to get ideas (3). 

8. Is there anything I could do to improve this introduction to the 

domestic church? 

There were no specific suggestions made concerning improvements to the 

educational program. However, I did have a request to continue to 

provide additional information to the group. One woman particularly 

enjoyed the way everyone participated in the discussion. Two other 

group members felt that the spirituality handbook was particularly 

helpful. 

9. What ways do you think the parish should support your family as 

the domestic church? 

The women in the mothers’ group had a wide variety of suggestions 

concerning the ways the parish could support the domestic church. 

These included: 

Provide activities to increase involvement in parish life 

Provide more opportunities to help people outside of the parish 

Provide ed. programs supportive of family life & spiritual growth 

Invite speakers and entertainers with a family focus 
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More activities that reach out to parents and adolescents 

Offer more activities for the family as a whole 

Designate a month to focus on the domestic church 

Promote the youth group (2) 

Need to make effort to increase participation in activities offered 

Encourage greater participation in Mass 

Provide tools for practicing faith at home 

Offer childcare for most events 

Have parish staff spend more time in individual homes 

10. Do you think it would be appropriate to expand the mission of 

MACH]1 to include support of the domestic church? 

For members of the group? Yes - 16 No - 

For the parish? Yes - 14 No - 2 

11. Do you have any other comments to share? 

“Fathers and mothers should avail themselves of every opportunity to go 

to adult education so they can better teach their children.” 

“The pope continually emphasizes the parents as the primary educators 

of our children. Any help, such as what you've created, is wonderful to 

help us be the best parents possible.” 

“You reached us.” 

“Thank you for encouraging us to find ways to be better Christians; it’s 

OK to forget sometimes, just pick-up and try is a good step and God will 

meet us where we are.”  



“Just information itself is important for everyone to understand it more 

fully.” 

“You have helped me to be intentional.” 

“Thank you for all the info you provided. It will be helpful in the years 

ahead. There are great ideas and maybe each year we can add and 

update. You challenged me to step out and have the family try 

something new. They enjoyed it as well.” 

“I enjoyed your book and information.” 

Analysis: 

Based on the feedback I gained through the surveys, I consider my 

efforts to strengthen families in their calling to be domestic churches 

successful. Out of a group of sixteen families, I was able to motivate 

thirteen of those families to participate in a new spiritual practice during 

Lent. Moreover, twelve of eighteen families in the group planned to 

continue these practices beyond Lent. I was most struck by the 

comment on one of the surveys where a mother confided that this had 

been the first time her family had prayed together. 

I think the format I used was effective. I received uniformly, positive 

responses to the questions concerning the helpfulness of the theological 

reflection process and the handbook. Many women mentioned that they 

had gained new insights as well as reminders concerning old information  



during the discussion session. They also seemed appreciative to have 

the handbook as a source of ideas and as a reference book. 

I think the surveys also communicated the fact that there is a real 

hunger for this type of program. All of the women indicated that the 

MACH 1 mission should be expanded to include support of the domestic 

church for group members. Most of the women (14) also recognized the 

need to reach out to other families in the parish. 

Due to time constraints, my efforts with the group were limited in scope. 

However, they were greeted with much enthusiasm. At the debriefing 

session one woman was so excited by her family’s Lenten practice that 

she brought handouts to share with the group so others could do the 

same thing next year. Another woman mentioned that she had finally 

hung up a holy water font that she had owned for five years, but had 

never removed from the box. I also received multiple requests for 

additional presentations. One comment from the surveys summarized, 

“You reached us.” 

There did not seem to be any consensus about the group’s expectations 

concerning the parish’s support of families as domestic churches. The 

responses to this question were as diverse as the individuals as in the 

group. Some women felt that Sts. Anne and Joachim did a good job of 

addressing their needs. Others had a plethora of suggestions for 

additional activities. I think the range of responses indicates that there 

is no magic bullet for addressing the needs of families. People struggle 

on a variety of fronts, so there are many opportunities to offer help. 

I regret that there is one area I did not specifically address in the survey. 

I forgot to ask if families had experienced any obstacles to implementing 

new spiritual practices. During the debriefing session, one woman 
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mentioned that she had trouble finding an activity that would appeal to 

her teenager and her toddler at the same time. Another woman 

expressed concerns that her husband was cooperative, but was unwilling 

to provide leadership during family worship time. On the survey, one 

woman mentioned that she would not be sufficiently motivated outside of 

the season of Lent. 

 



Chapter V: 

Personal Theological Reflection 

And 

Summary 

 



Personal Theological Reflection. 

For my personal theological reflection, I am going to use Robert Kinast’s 

model as described in his book Let Ministry Teach. 

1. Select a significant experience and describe it factually. 

For my pastoral project, I decided to provide an activity that would 

encourage the members of the Sts. Anne and Joachim parish mothers’ 

group (MACH 1) to view their family as a domestic church and to 

implement practices to enhance the spirituality within their homes. 

At the MACH 1 meeting prior to Ash Wednesday, I met with about fifteen 

mothers. We spent an hour reflecting theologically on the topic of family 

life as a vocation. By the end of the discussion, the women recognized 

that they had a responsibility to provide spiritual leadership for their 

families. They also realized that due to many factors, both inside and 

outside the home, this task is an uphill battle. 

Following the reflection process, I challenged the women to use Lent as 

an opportunity to introduce new spiritual practices to their families. 1 

provided a resource book that describes various aspects of the domestic 

church, provides ideas for family activities and lists additional references 

for further study. The meeting closed with the group sharing suggestions 

for Lenten practices. The entire group participated enthusiastically in the 

discussion. By the end of the session the mood was upbeat and the 

women appeared to be enthusiastic about implementing some of the 

ideas that they had discovered.  



After Easter I met with the members of MACH 1 again to debrief them 

concerning their activities during Lent. The women completed written 

surveys and participated in a group discussion. Almost everyone had 

implemented some sort of spiritual practice. Despite some obstacles, 

they all had rewarding experiences. Following another lively 

conversation, the group expressed wholehearted interest in pursuing 

further activities that would help them in their efforts to build up their 

domestic churches. 

2. Enter the experience by identifying with the players, plot or 

place. 

The plot of this case is the primary issue that draws me. At this point I 

am searching for the answer to the question “What next?” This project 

was just a first step. It was a limited means of testing the waters to see if 

people were receptive to the challenge of being part of a domestic church. 

While this project had an impact for the 40 days of Lent, what can I do to 

maintain the momentum? I would like to continue to motivate and 

educate the members of MACH 1. My long-term goal is for the mothers’ 

group to become leaven for the entire parish. At the least, I would like 

them to set an example for others. At most, I would like to see these 

women take an active role in supporting families outside of the group. 

3. Reflect theologically on the experience by answering the 

following questions: 

e What does this experience remind me of in the faith tradition? 

e What theological questions does this experience raise? 

e What new theological meaning does this experience suggest?  



There are many examples from Scripture and tradition that illustrate the 

nature of the domestic church. I will address only a few of them here. 

When searching for a Biblical role model for one’s family, the most 

obvious example would be the Holy Family. However, Jesus, Mary and 

Joseph seem to represent an impossible ideal. The mom and dad are 

saints and the child is God. Yet, Luke provides an intriguing account of 

Jesus getting lost during a family trip to celebrate the Passover in 

Jerusalem. After a day on the road, Mary and Joseph realize Jesus is 

missing. They search for three days before they finally find him in the 

temple in Jerusalem. When Mary and Joseph confront Jesus, Luke 

explains that “they were overcome when they saw him, and his mother 

said to him, ‘My child, why have you done this to us? See how worried 

your father and I have been” (Lk 2:48). 

This rare depiction of the Holy Family suddenly makes them more 

accessible to us. Even Mary and Joseph were not immune to the trials 

and tribulations of parenthood. Every parent can relate to this story. In 

fact, they have probably said much the same words to one of their own 

children. I think this story reminds me that the Holy Family can be a 

good role model for my own family. Moreover, it lets me know that I can 

turn to Joseph and Mary in prayer, for guidance and support, as I 

struggle with family life as a vocation. 

A second Scripture passage that is applicable to the domestic church is 

from Matthew’s gospel. Jesus tells the disciples, “Where two or three 

meet in my name, I shall be there with them” (Mt 18:20). When I read 

this pericope I usually think in terms of the parish or of unrelated 

individuals who gather to pray. However, it is also relevant to families. I 

need to remember that God is with me in the ordinary events of my daily 

life.  



Author Gertrud Mueller Nelson communicates much the same message 

as she explores the topic of using rituals as a means of recognizing the 

connection between the ordinary and the sacred. She writes, “The God 

we seek is already with us...The religious experience, the ‘epiphany’ we 

all long for, may be so utterly a part of our daily lives that we may be 

looking elsewhere, traveling great distances only to discover what was 

truly close at hand” (Nelson, p. 16). 

Ernest Boyer, Jr. also recognizes the presence of the transcendent within 

the human condition as he reflects on the nature of family spirituality. 

He describes family life as life lived at the center in comparison to 

monastic life, which is life lived at the edge. For Boyer, “Life lived at the 

center is an expression of God’s immediate presence...It is life at its most 

human. It is not a life that ignores or avoids the ordinary, but one that 

lives it fully, since it knows that in so doing it expresses the profoundest 

of the profound. It is a life that may know pain and trouble; it certainly 

knows routine. It lives this as it lives everything — moment to moment — 

and in so doing touches the eternal” (Boyer, p. 54). 

The passage from Matthew’s gospel that I quoted earlier, as well as the 

insights from authors like Nelson and Boyer, remind me that family life is 

holy. Jesus is there with us as we wash the dishes, fold the laundry and 

correct our children. A person does not need to go to church or on retreat 

to be in His presence. He is already there with me in the trenches. I just 

need to open my eyes to this fact. 

Not only is family life holy, it is also a means of redemption. Within 

Matthew’s gospel, Jesus describes the Last Judgement. The people who 

are deemed worthy of a place in the Kingdom of God are the ones who 

have loved the Son of Man. He states, “For I was hungry and you gave 

me food; I was thirsty and you gave me drink; I was a stranger and you 
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made me welcome; naked and you clothed me, sick and you visited me, 

in prison and you came to see me...I tell you solemnly, in so far as you 

did this to one of the least of these brothers of mine, you did it to me” (Mt 

25:35-36,40). 

Parents feed the hungry, give drink to the thirsty and clothe the naked 

every day. Boyer labels these types of activities, which are part of life at 

the center, as a sacrament of the routine. He explains, “To live the 

resurrection that we as Christians have already undergone is to turn all 

of life into prayer and so turn all that is done, all that is said, into a long 

litany of praise for God” (Boyer, p. 84). 

I need to realize that I don’t have to save the world to serve God. Family 

life is a vocation. My responsibility lies in serving the small part of 

society that God has placed in my care. While the grind of daily routine 

may seem ordinary and insignificant, it is important in God’s eyes. 

Therefore, it needs to be important in my eyes as well. 

The nature of the family has also been a topic of study within Catholic 

Tradition. Most recently, in the Apostolic Exhortation Familiaris 

Consortio Pope John Paul II refers to the family as an “intimate 

community of life and love” (#17). He sees the family as a reflection of 

God’s love for humanity and also a reflection of the relationship between 

Christ and the Church. 

For me the phrase “intimate community of life and love” can also 

describe the Trinity. Thus, we can understand the family as Trinitarian 

in nature. This concept has several ramifications. It reinforces the 

creative aspect of marriage and the importance of children. It highlights 

the identity of family as community. Lastly, it emphasizes that 

relationships within the family should be characterized by love. 
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Love is the key factor that makes a family what it is — “an intimate 

community of life.” Once there is love, everything else flows naturally 

from that. St. Paul provides an eloquent description of this type of love. 

He writes, “Love is always patient and kind; it is never jealous; love is 

never boastful or conceited; it is never rude or selfish; it does not take 

offense, and is not resentful. Love takes no pleasure in other people’s 

sins but delights in the truth; it is always ready to excuse, to trust, to 

hope, and to endure whatever comes. Love does not come to an end” (1 

Cor 13:4-8). 

Boyer also recognizes the importance of love to family spirituality. He 

describes love within the context of a sacrament of care. Boyer explains, 

“Love itself is a gift, a grace. It is something mysterious, given us by 

God. What we do with that love is up to us. Each of us must learn to 

express it and by expressing it cause it to grow, not just in use but in 

others — a candle kindling other candles. This is the task of a lifetime. It 

is the heart of marriage, but it takes on a unique importance in 

parenthood” (Boyer, p. 64). 

In summary, Scripture and Tradition lead to me to the following 

conclusions. First, the Holy Family can serve as a mentor for modern 

families. We can turn to Jesus, Mary and Joseph as an example and for 

guidance. Secondly, family life is holy. God is truly present in the 

experiences of everyday life. Thirdly, family life is a vocation. It is an 

ongoing journey that can lead us ever closer to salvation. Lastly, love is 

the key. We need the grace of God to persist in the difficulties of daily 

life. Moreover, we need to constantly give and receive love in order to 

foster an “intimate community of life.”  



The Holy Family can be a mentor to modern families. 

Family life is holy. 

Family life is a vocation. 

Love is the key. 

These ideas seem obvious and I have been exposed to them in other 

venues. I am sure other people would find them familiar as well. Yet, 

even with this kind of knowledge, all families are not flourishing domestic 

churches. So, how can I help people recognize and embrace their family 

lives as a vocation? 

How do these conclusions mesh with my Lenten experience with the 

women of MACH 1? My time with MACH 1 showed me that people are 

receptive to these concepts. More than one mother felt that I had 

reminded them of things that they had forgotten. In fact, during the 

theological reflection process, I think the women expressed more than 

openness to new information. I think there was a real hunger for the 

experience of family spirituality. This hunger manifested itself at the 

MACH 1 meetings through the enthusiastic participation of the women. 

This enthusiasm served to motivate thirteen mothers to lead their 

families in new spiritual practices for forty days. But, did it change their 

lives? I think not. 

I think the “problem” of supporting the development of family life as a 

vocation is one of conversion. Helping families to become domestic 

churches is more than education. It is going to take more than 

theological reflection sessions and handbooks. It needs to become a 

matter of the heart, not just the head. Only then will people change their 

priorities and their behavior in order to transform their lives.  



During this pastoral project, I think I have been too focused on task level 

issues and need to pull back to study the big picture. I think individual 

programs are useful and necessary, but they need to serve the larger goal 

of conversion. 

4. Enact the result of the theological reflection. 

I think that one way to foster conversion for individual families is to start 

with fostering conversion at the parish level. There is a need for a 

paradigm shift that would change how the parish perceives family 

ministry. Mitch and Kathy Finley suggest that family ministry is more 

than a particular program or a professional minister serving the needs of 

families. They explain, “Family ministry is far more than that: it is a 

wholly different way of being a total parish community. Family ministry 

is first of all a set of values and attitudes that inform and shape every 

ministry in the parish...Family ministry says that all ministries must be 

relational ministries. In other words, no matter what the situation, the 

central focus must not be on the individual isolated from others. Rather, 

it is a person’s intimate relationships that constitute the heart of the 

matter” (Finley, p. 129). 

This type of paradigm shift would have a number of practical 

implications. One little thing that could have an impact is to schedule 

volunteers for liturgical ministry so that the entire family can attend 

Mass together. Thus, John and Julie are scheduled to be servers at the 

same Mass their mother is scheduled to be the lector. Another example 

is the way sacramental preparation is presented. It would be broadened 

to include the whole family, not just the person who is being graced. 

Therefore, preparation for Baptism would address the participation of the 

whole family in the Church community rather than just the initiation of 

the child. Lastly, the staff can facilitate family to family support within 
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the parish. This can occur through the establishment of family based 

small communities. It can also occur through fostering peer support in 

times of crisis. So, if a woman has undergone a miscarriage another 

couple within the parish who has had the same experience can visit her 

and her husband. 

I would hope that the “trickle down effect” would be operative in this 

scenario. So, as the parish changes the way it relates to families, 

families would begin to change the way they see themselves. Then, there 

would be a context and a demand for the programs that would help them 

to work at the task of being domestic churches. 

 



Conclusion: 

As I conclude this pastoral project, I would like to share this prayer that 

Pope John Paul II offered for families. 

Lord God, from you every family in Heaven and on earth takes its name. 

Father, you are love and life. 

Through your Son, Jesus Christ, born of woman, 

and through the Holy Spirit, fountain of Divine Charity, 

grant that each family on earth 

may become for each successive generation 

a true shrine of life and love. 

Grant that your grace may guide 

the thoughts and actions of husbands and wives 

for the good of their families and of all the families in the world. 

Grant that the young may find in the family solid support 

for their human dignity and for their growth in truth and love. 

Grant that love, strengthened by the grace of the sacrament of marriage, 

may prove mightier than all the weaknesses and trials 

through which our families sometimes pass. 

Through the intercession of the Holy Family of Nazareth, 

grant that the Church may fruitfully carry out her worldwide mission 

in the family and through the family. 

Through Christ our Lord 

who is the Way, the Truth and the Life for ever and ever. 

Amen.  
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The Domestic Church 

“Where two or three are gathered together in my name, 

there am I in the midst of them.” 

( Matthew 18:20) 

 



The term “domestic church” refers to the Christian family. Vatican 

Council II, recovered this phrase (Lumen Gentium # 11) to emphasize that 

in a unique way, within a family, parents nurture the faith of their 

children and encourage each child’s vocation. Pope John Paul II 

recognized that the domestic church has a fundamental role in building 

up the universal Church “for in the family the human person is not only 

brought into being and progressively introduced by means of education 

in to the human community, but by means of baptism and education in 

the faith the child is also introduced into God’s family, which is the 

Church” (Familiaris Consortio #1535). 

Historically, the domestic church pre-dates the parish communities that 

we know today. Early Christian worship occurred within individual 

homes, where families gathered together to share a meal, readings and 

prayer. The highlight of the meal was the blessing of the bread and wine 

in remembrance of the death and resurrection of Jesus. While the 

domestic church never ceased to exist, through the years the emphasis 

shifted so that the primary locus for worship and prayer was a separate 

church building. Additionally, the increasingly secular nature of society 

has contributed to an increasingly secular form of family life. 

The smallest unit of the domestic church is the married couple. The 

sacrament of marriage joins the man and woman body, mind and spirit, 

in a permanent bond of love. This sacrament provides the grace that 

nourishes and sustains the marriage so that it is a strong foundation for 

the entire family. Children are living sign and result of the loving bond 

between husband and wife. Consequently, the family is a reflection of 

the Trinity in that it is a community of persons joined together by love. 

The domestic church is a subset of the universal Church, and as such, it 

shares the same mission. John Paul II writes, “Love and life constitute  



the nucleus of the saving mission of the Christian family in the Church 

and for the Church” (Familiaris Consortio # 50). More specifically, 

families are called to love, to forgive, to educate, to pray, to serve, to 

evangelize, to seek justice, and to preserve life. Through these activities 

we can fulfill Jesus’ invitation to discipleship. Thus, family life is holy. It 

is the milieu where we seek to make present the Kingdom of God. Even 

though family is a subset of the universal Church, it is not independent 

of it. Families need the support of the rest of the parish community as 

well as the grace of the sacraments. 

The domestic church is a counter-cultural institution that faces 

numerous challenges in today’s complex world. Many societal values, 

such as sexual freedom, moral relativism, materialism and consumerism, 

are counter to Christian morality. Due to the pervasiveness of modern 

media and advertising, people are constantly bombarded with messages" 

that are not consistent with Christian living. Moreover, modern families 

struggle with the busyness of twenty-first century life. It is common to 

have multiple demands for family members’ time. Now, more than ever, 

Christian families need to re-focus their energies on strengthening their 

identity as domestic church. 
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. Family Spirituality 

“Lord, when did we see you hungry and feed you, or thirsty and give you drink? 

When did we see you a stranger and welcome you, or naked and clothe you? 

When did we see you ill or in prison, and visit you? 

... Whatever you did for one of these least brothers of mine, you did it for me.” 

(Matthew 25: 37-40) 

 



In modern times, the term “spirituality” has been overused and misused 

to the point of meaninglessness. Many people believe it connotes a 

search for wholeness through self-improvement. However, from a 

Christian perspective, spirituality is the synthesis of faith and life. If we 

hope to fulfill our human potential, then we must seek union with God. 

Spirituality is important because it is the process that leads to our 

transformation. Family spirituality transforms a family into a domestic 

church. It is the spiritual journey that comprises authentic Christian 

discipleship. At the beginning of this journey of conversion, a person 

seeks to imitate Christ. As a person matures spiritually, she realizes 

that she is not only imitating a Jesus from the past, but that He also 

exists in the present reality. Thus, a person develops the ability to 

recognize Jesus in other people and in the life of the Church. Finally, the 

climax of our spiritual development is the contemplative experience of 

Jesus and the person as one. 

Each family’s spirituality is uniquely personal, like a fingerprint. It is 

shaped by one’s historical milieu, culture, denomination, and other 

personal factors. Thus, family spirituality has its own unique character. 

It is based on the nature of the Trinity and so it is rooted in relationship 

and expressed through selfless love. Therefore, serving God becomes a 

matter of serving others. Clothing the naked, feeding the hungry and 

tending the sick have a special immediacy within the confines of a family. 

Family spirituality recognizes the sacredness of everyday life. It also 

places a priority on time spent together as a family. Other opportunities 

will be sacrificed for the sake of family time. Family spirituality values 

intimacy. Therefore, conflicts are resolved constructively in an effort to 

maintain family unity. Family spirituality also embraces solitude, not as  



a time away from other family members, but as a means of reconnecting 

with God who is at the heart of family life. 
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Sacred Places 

“A voice cries out in the desert: 

Prepare the way of the Lord!” 

(Isaiah 40:3) 

 



The way we decorate our homes is a reflection of the priorities and 

personality of our family. For example, pictures of family and friends 

highlight the important people in our lives. Displays of collections 

demonstrate the hobbies and interests of family members. For some 

families, a state of the art, big screen TV may occupy a place of honor in 

the living room. As a domestic church is important to make it obvious to 

your family and guests that your home is a dwelling place for God. 

God can become a focal point of you home in a variety of ways. One 

common Christian practice is to place a crucifix or religious image in 

every room. Another alternative is to decorate your home (or at least one 

central location) to reflect the liturgical season. Some families make 

banners for this purpose. Other families take their cue from the 

decorations at church. For example, during Lent they may create a 

desert centerpiece for their dinner table or they may drape the crucifixes 

in their home with purple cloth. Some people have a holy water font 

near the door. 

It is also important to establish a special place in your home for prayer. 

Having a prayer place helps family members to mentally and emotionally 

to place themselves in God’s presence in preparation for prayer. This 

sacred place does not have to be large or fancy. It can be a corner of a 

room, the kitchen table or even the parents’ bed. Usually, the Bible 

holds the place of honor with a candle and a crucifix nearby. You can 

also add holy water, religious icons or other holy objects to the tableau. 

Generally, it is important to keep things simple to maintain the focus on 

God. 

Sacred places do not have to be limited to the inside of your home. Some 

people prefer to pray surrounded by nature. You can establish a prayer  



niche in your yard or garden. Many people install an outdoor statue as a 

focal point for their meditations. 

Most modern Americans, especially parents, seem to spend a lot of their 

day in the car. Your car can become another sacred place for your 

family. You car can be decorated with sacred images. For instance, you 

can hang a small crucifix from the rear view mirror. You can also buy 

clips with religious images for the visor. St. Christopher, the patron 

saint of travelers, is a popular one. As you travel with your family, listen 

to inspirational music. Your time in the car may present an ideal 

opportunity for prayer. If you turn of all of the peripheral electronic 

devices, you can achieve some precious isolation and solitude. On long 

drives, your family can pray the rosary together. Or, you may want to 

just enjoy the chance to listen for the “still, small voice” of God. 

 



Prayer 

“Pray without ceasing. 

In all circumstances give thanks, 

for this is the will of God for you in Christ Jesus.” 

(1 Thessalonians 5:17-18) 

 



Throughout the Gospels, the evangelists share many accounts of Jesus 

at prayer. For Jesus, the times spent conversing with God were an 

essential part of his ministry and of his life. Not only was Jesus a role 

model for this type of prayer, he also instructed the Apostles through the 

parables to be persistent in their prayer life (Luke 18:1). 

Likewise, prayer is the lifeblood of the domestic church. Particularly, in 

a modern world that is hostile to the aims of the Christian family, prayer 

provides the grace necessary for meeting the challenges of everyday 

living. In the 1950’s Fr. Patrick Peyton, the “rosary priest,” coined the 

phrase, “The family that prays together, stays together.” This statement 

is true because shared prayer strengthens the bond between family 

members. It is an intimate act that unites the family. 

Prayer is also a means of passing on our faith to our children. Our 

understanding of God is expressed through our prayers. Shared prayer 

gives the participants a shared identity. For example, the litanies, the 

liturgy of the hours, and the rosary are unique to the Catholic faith. 

Family prayer also teaches children in a practical way how to nurture 

their own connection to God. 

Prayer is a way of applying your faith to your life. It demonstrates to our 

children that our relationship with God is real and that it exists outside 

of Church. It shows that we recognize our dependence on God’s 

providence and our belief that He has an impact on our lives. When you 

pray as a family you should share the concerns that are confronting your 

family such as illness, job worries, or a conflict between siblings. Prayer 

should also be a time to rejoice over highpoints of family life as well such 

as a success at school, a new friend, or a birthday.  



The Catholic Church has a rich heritage of many different types of 

prayer. A few examples are listed below: 

Blessings 

Blessings are a special type of prayer that praises God and asks for His 

favor. When we bless a person we are asking God to bestow His grace on 

him/her. When we bless an object we are dedicating it to God’s service. 

Since a blessing is real, but invisible it sometimes helps the participants 

if some visible sign is also incorporated into the prayer. Often the sign of 

the cross is made above or traced on the person or object to be blessed. 

Sometimes an object (like the door of a house) will be physically marked 

with chalk. Sprinkling holy water can also be part of a blessing rite. 

Some examples of blessings are the blessing of a meal, the blessing of a 

home, the blessing of a pregnant woman, the blessing of travelers or the 

blessing of a pet. Books describing blessing rites are widely available, 

but you can always create your own to suit your needs. 

Divine Mercy Chaplet (The Mercy Praver): 

In 1931, Sr. Faustina, a Polish nun, saw a vision of Jesus with rays of 

light streaming from his garments. He asked her to have a picture made 

of her vision and have it labeled with the words, “Jesus, I trust in thee.” 

This image is called the Divine Mercy and it is venerated in many 

countries. During this apparition, Jesus gave Sr. Faustina the prayers of 

the Divine Mercy chaplet. Many Catholics pause between three and four 

in the afternoon to say this prayer. This devotion is also performed on 

Mercy Sunday (the first Sunday after Easter). 

To say the Divine Mercy Chaplet, you will need to use rosary beads. 

Begin the prayer with the recitation of the Our Father, the Hail Mary and 

the Apostle’s Creed. Then on the “Our Father” beads pray:  



“Eternal Father, I offer you the body and blood, soul and divinity of you 

dearly beloved Son, Our Lord Jesus Christ, in atonement for our sins and 

those of the whole world.” 

On the “Hail Mary” beads pray: 

“For the sake of his sorrowful passion, have mercy on us and on the whole 

world.” 

When you have prayed the entire rosary, conclude by praying three 

times: 

“Holy God, Holy Mighty One, Holy Immortal One, have mercy on us and on 

the whole world.” 

Lectio Divina 

The term Lectio Divina is a Latin term that means “divine reading.” This 

form of prayer originated in the monastery. Lectio Divina involves 

mediation on Scripture as a means of seeking communion with God. It 

consists of four parts. The word of God moves progressively from the 

person’s mouth, to her mind, to heart, and finally to her soul. First, a 

person reads a short piece of text from the Bible. When a word, phrase 

or line captures the listener’s attention, the person repeats this word or 

phrase over and over again as a means of centering the intellect. Next, 

the person mediates on the meaning of the word or phrase until she has 

made it her own. Then, with the help of grace, the word leads the person 

to prayer. Finally, the fourth element of Lectio Divina is contemplation. 

This is the infused element of prayer where the Holy Spirit communicates 

with the human spirit. 

This method can be adapted for use by the family. A family member can 

select a short passage to read aloud. Then, each family member can 

share aloud the word or phrase that caught his attention. Next, after a  



period of silence each family member briefly shares his interpretation of 

the word or phrase that caught his attention. Then, each family member 

shares a short prayer based on the phrase he selected. Finally, everyone 

silently contemplates the group prayer. 

Litany 

A litany is an ancient form of intercessory prayer that was especially 

popular during the Middle Ages. A litany consists of a repetitive series of 

invocations and responses. This type of prayer is most appropriate in a 

group setting. Through the years many litanies have been composed, 

but there are only six that have been officially approved by the Church. 

They are: the Litany of the saints, the Litany of Loreto (Litany of the 

Blessed Virgin Mary), the Litany of the Holy Name, the Litany of the 

Sacred Heart, the Litany of St. Joseph and the Litany of the Precious 

Blood. 

Liturgy of the Hours 

The Liturgy of the Hours is an ancient Christian tradition and it has a 

unique place in the life of the Church. The prayers of the Liturgy of the 

Hours express praise, thanksgiving and intercession. Its primary 

purpose is the consecration of time and all human activity through 

prayers offered to God throughout the day by the Body of Christ. When 

we make the day holy in this way, we are following the example of Jesus 

whose life among us was characterized by frequent prayer to the Father. 

During the Liturgy of the Hours Christ is present in the same way he is 

present at Mass. This prayer is one way that the faithful can join 

together as the Body of Christ. Not only do people share this bond when 

they gather in the same place to pray, but they are also linked with 

Christians throughout the world and the saints in heaven through who  



are all worshiping God throughout the day. Thus, the Liturgy of the 

Hours underscores the fact that the Church is one and universal. 

Many people believe that priests and members of religious orders are the 

only ones who recite the Liturgy of the Hours. However, since Vatican II 

the laity has also been encouraged to participate in this form of prayer. 

Generally, the Divine Office is recited multiple times throughout the day. 

However, the two key times are in the morning and the evening. If you 

want to start this spiritual practice in your home, it is recommended that 

you initially pray together either in the morning or evening. Abbreviated 

versions of the Liturgy of the Hours developed for use by the laity are 

available in Catholic bookstores. (A one volume version entitled 

Christian Prayer: The Liturgy of the Hours is published by Catholic Book 

Publishing Co., New York, 1976.) 
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Rituals 

“Draw near to God, and he will draw near to you.” 

(James 4:8) 

 



It is human nature to attempt to make order out of chaos. We routinely 

process the stuff of raw experience to determine what significance it has 

in our lives. As a result of this reflection, raw experience become lived 

experience. Next, we develop stories in an attempt to name the 

experience within the larger context of our culture. Finally, we create 

rituals as a means of celebrating the stories that we have in common 

with others. These rituals become sacramental moments when they are 

centered on our relationship with God. 

A primary example of this process is the Mass we celebrate together each 

week. This liturgical celebration consists of actions, readings and 

prayers that help us to remember our common story as Christians. If we 

are to transform our families into domestic churches we need to 

celebrate our own sacramental moments. 

Rituals must be designed with care so that they are meaningful and that 

they engage the whole person, body and soul. Rituals that lose their 

meaning are empty and fall into disuse. As we create rituals for our 

families, we need to look to the Mass as the paradigm for our efforts. 

First, every ritual should center on a particular theme (the story). These 

ceremonies may recognize times of transition such as birth, a first tooth, : 

marriage, or graduation. Rituals also commemorate events that occur in 

the routine cycle of life such as the seasons, holidays, birthdays or saints 

days. 

The time and place for a ritual must be appropriately linked with the 

story it celebrates. For example, in the Liturgy of the Hours, Morning 

Prayer focuses on the themes of renewal and light. This liturgy is 

celebrated in the morning. If it were performed at a different time, 

meaning would be lost.  



Another important element of ritual is symbol. Symbols are the language 

of ritual that helps to convey the meaning of the story. Symbols are 

more than just reminders. “A real symbol brings us into touch not just 

with a memory but with a living present, and indeed a present which 

contains a hope for the future and which helps to carry us into the 

future” (Guzie, p. 49). Some common symbols from our Christian 

heritage are water, fire, wind, smoke and ashes. Other symbols may be 

food such as bread and wine or objects such as a cup, and Advent 

wreath or a crucifix. 

There are some final elements to consider. A ritual assumes that there is 

a leader and participants. The leader should have some conscious 

awareness of the theme and goal of the ritual so that he or she can 

shepherd the group accordingly. Most successful rituals are not 

spontaneous and should include some sort of thoughtful preparation. 

Finally, an effective ritual should have a clear beginning, middle and end. 

If you are not the creative type, or if you are delving into rituals for the 

first time there are many helpful books. Listed on the next page is an 

example of a ritual for Ash Wednesday. 
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This ritual is from Family Prayer for Family Times by Kathleen O’Connell 

Chesto. 

If you cannot attend church on Ash Wednesday, you can still perform 

this ritual gesture in your home. (Or you may adapt it so that it 

complements your experience at church. — Mj 

Save your palm branches from the previous year’s Palm Sunday liturgy. Cut 

the palms into small pieces, and place them in a small baking dish or ashtray, 

which can withstand the heat of a flame. If you had a Mardi Gras party, you 

can burn the torn-up streamers and the papers with something to give up for 

Lent, as well. Burn these as part of the simple prayer service that follows. 

Leader: Let’s take a moment and think about something that 

would help us become holier this Lent. It may be to forgive an old 

hurt, to be more patient, to share more, or to listen more. Let’s 

make a promise to do just one thing differently this Lent. 

If your family members are old enough to write, you may want to ask them to 

write that one thing down, roll it in a ball, and add it to the dish with the palms 

before burning. 

Leader: Lord, let our prayer rise as incense. 

Leader lights the palms and paper. Be careful. If you have a fireplace, it is a 

good idea to set the dish in it while it burns. 

Leader: We offer you our failings, our mistakes, our goodness, our 

virtues. Bless these ashes, Lord. Let them remind us of our need 

to be transformed from ashes to new life.  



The leader takes the cooled-off dish, takes a tiny amount of ashes and places it 

on his or her head, or the back of the hands, making a tiny cross. Each 

member of the family is then invited to do the same, saying... 

Teach me to follow the way of your cross. Bring all of us to new 

life in you. 

After all members of the family have ashes, join hands, arms, or whatever is 

comfortable for you as a family. 

Leader: Help us to grow in love for you and for one another. 

All: Amen. 

When you bless the children before bed this evening say... 

May God bless you and keep you, and give to all of us a holy Lenten 

season. 
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Customs & Traditions 

“Has the like of this happened in your days, 

or in the days of your fathers? 

Tell it to your children, 

and your children to their children, 

and their children to the next generation.” 

(Joel 1: 2-3) 

 



Customs and traditions are treasured heirlooms that are passed from 

generation to generation. They can be foods, songs, practices, beliefs or 

proverbs. Customs and traditions communicate the story of a particular, 

culture, club or family. As such, traditions help create group identity. 

The use of customs and traditions builds connections between the past 

and the present, while offering a context for the future. 

The customs and traditions of the domestic church tell the story of our 

faith. As the leaders of your domestic church, you are responsible for 

choosing the traditions that your family will practice. You and your 

spouse have probably have inherited many customs from your families of 

origin. You may also choose to develop traditions of your own. A new 

tradition may originate by accident, but are it so meaningful to the 

participants that it is repeated over and over. 

Catholics are blessed to have a rich heritage of traditions that span two 

thousand years and originate from around the world. They are a 

valuable resource for developing the faith life of your family. Listed below 

are few examples. 

Almsgiving: 

Almsgiving is the practice of giving money to those in need. It is an 

ancient Christian tradition that is based on Jesus’ teachings. In Mark’s 

gospel (10:21) Jesus instructed, “Go sell what you have, and give to the 

poor and you will have treasure in heaven.” St. Paul also encouraged the 

early Christian communities to practice almsgiving. The Church teaches 

that almsgiving is one of the seven corporal works of mercy. Almsgiving 

acknowledges that everything we have is a gift from God and that we are 

just stewards of our possessions. The Church particularly encourages 

the giving of alms during the Lenten season.  



Colors: 

Since the Middle Ages, it is a custom to use particular colors for the altar 

cloths and the priest’s vestments to represent different times during the 

liturgical calendar. You can use these same colors to decorate your table 

when you celebrate the church year with your family. 

Purple — Advent, Lent, and other penitential days 

White — Easter season, Christmas season, feasts of our Lord, Mary 

and non-martyred saints 

Red — Pentecost, Good Friday, and feasts of the martyrs 

Green — Ordinary time 

Fasting: 

Fasting is an ancient spiritual discipline that is rooted in the example of 

Jesus, who fasted in the desert before the start of his public ministry. 

Fasting involves limiting the amount of food you eat for a defined period 

of time. The Church requires a daily fast only on Ash Wednesday and 

Good Friday. On these days, Catholics are expected to eat only one main 

meal and two smaller meals. Catholics are also expected to fast for one 

hour prior to receiving the Eucharist. The Church encourages occasional 

fasting as a private devotion. Many people choose to fast as a sign of 

solidarity with the poor. 

First Fridays: 

This custom involves receiving the Eucharist on the first Friday of nine 

consecutive months. This devotion originated when Jesus appeared to 

Margaret Mary Alacoque for a period of eighteen months beginning in 

December 1673. Jesus promised Margaret Mary that if people received 

Communion on the first Friday of every month, spent an hour in 

Eucharistic adoration each Thursday, and celebrated the feast of the  



Sacred Heart annually, they would not die in sin or without the 

sacraments and Christ would be their refuge at the moment of death. 

First Saturdays: 

This devotional custom is performed in honor of the Immaculate Heart of 

Mary. It originated with the Marian apparitions in Fatima in 1917. This 

practice consists of participating in the sacrament of penance, receiving 

the Eucharist, and reciting five decades of the rosary while meditating on 

its mysteries for fifteen minutes. 

Foods: 

There are many foods, which have become associated with special times 

during the Church year. For example, pretzels are considered a Lenten 

food. In the past, fat, eggs and milk were forbidden during Lent. People 

would make little breads out of flour, salt and water in the shape of arms 

crossed in prayer. Hot cross buns are also a popular Lenten food. This 

traditional food originated in England. Special buns marked with an icing 

cross were eaten on Good Friday. Easter eggs are another traditional 

Christian food. The egg represents the tomb from which Jesus will arise 

into new life. 

Hospitality: 

This custom of welcoming those in need is rooted in the Bible and in 

ancient Jewish tradition. The Hebrew people valued the practice of 

welcoming strangers as depicted in the Old Testament account of 

Abraham and the two angels (Genesis 18). In the New Testament Jesus 

taught, “Whoever receives you receives me, and whoever receives me 

receives the one who sent me” (Matthew 11: 40). In a strict sense, 

hospitality is interpreted as providing food, shelter and safety. But in a 

much broader sense, hospitality means recognizing the worth of the each 

individual based on our shared humanity  



Medals: 

Religious medals are symbols that remind the wearer of their personal 

faith and their religious commitment. These medals usually bear the 

image of Jesus and Mary, a particular devotion or a favorite saint. One 

of the most popular medals is the Miraculous Medal. It bears the image 

of Mary standing on a globe, crushing a serpent beneath her foot and the 

inscription, “O Mary, conceived without sin, pray for us who have 

recourse to thee.” So many wearers of the medal have reported special 

favors granted by Mary that people began to call it the Miraculous Medal. 

Another popular medal is the scapular medal. Originally, the scapular 

consisted of two small squares of cloth connected by strings bearing the 

images of Mary or a saint, the Sacred Heart or the passion of Jesus. It 

was worn by members of lay affiliates of monastic orders. Over the 

years this practice spread to other lay people and in 1910 the cloth 

scapulars became metal ones. 

Pilgrimages: 

A pilgrimage is a religious journey to visit a holy place such as the Holy 

Land or a shrine. In the distant past, pilgrimages were often assigned as 

a penance, A pilgrimage consists of the entire journey to and from the 

place as well as the time spent visiting the place. There are three 

requirements of an authentic pilgrimage. First, the person must believe 

that God responds to prayer. Secondly, the person must believe that 

God is present at the holy place. Third, the person must have the desire 

to journey to the holy place. People usually make pilgrimages to seek 

spiritual or physical favors from God, to atone for sin, to seek spiritual 

direction, or to express thanksgiving.  



Retreats: 

Retreats are a time of withdrawal from one’s “normal” life for the purpose 

of meditation, study or prayer. Most retreat centers are run by religious 

orders and reflect their unique spirituality. Retreats are designed to 

meet the need of lay people for more spiritual formation. They allow a 

person to develop a greater closeness to God by creating the solitude 

necessary for prayerfully listening and responding to God. 

Saints: 

It is a uniquely Catholic custom to honor the holy men and women who 

have been (generally) canonized as saints. This practice recognizes these 

people as role models for personal holiness and who are now in heaven 

with God. This practice began in the early Church, which paid special 

homage to the Apostles and to the people who had died as martyrs. 

Devotions to the saints have included the naming of churches, the 

development of prayers, and annual celebrations on the anniversary of 

their death. Through popular devotion patron saints have been 

recognized as protectors of various occupations, countries, and special 

needs. Many families celebrate the feast days of the patron saints of 

each family member. The selection of an individual’s patron saint may 

be based on the person’s name, the date of their birth or some other 

characteristic of the saint. 

Stations of the Cross: 

The Stations of the Cross are a set of fourteen pictures used for 

meditation that depict the Passion of Jesus. They evolved from the 

pilgrimages people made to visit the sites in Jerusalem that were 

associated with Jesus’ suffering and death. Not everyone could visit the 

Holy Land, so the Stations of the Cross were developed so that all people 

could have the opportunity to practice this devotion. In more recent  



times, a fifteenth station has been added to represent the Resurrection. 

It is common to pray the Stations of the Cross on Fridays in general and 

Good Friday in particular. Some families create their own 

representations of the Stations of the Cross and place them in their 

garden. 
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Social Justice 

“Refuse no one the good on which he has a claim 

when it is in your power to do it for him.” 

( Proverbs 3: 27 ) 

 



St. Paul urged early Christians to be in the world, but not of the world. 

According to Paul, discipleship required being involved in the life of the 

local community without adopting societal values. As Christians we are 

responsible for bringing about the Kingdom of God in the here and now. 

As the domestic church, our primary concern is showing love to the 

members of our family. However, it is not the only concern. Jesus 

taught us that we should love our neighbor as we love ourselves. Thus, 

families need to feed the hungry, clothe the naked, care for the sick, and 

visit the prisoners within their communities. 

In addition to charity, the domestic church can help to transform society 

by becoming involved in the political process. Pope John Paul II writes, 

“The social role of families is called upon to find expression also in the for 

of political intervention: families should be the first to take steps to see 

that the laws and institutions of the State not only do not offend by 

support and positively defend the rights and duties of the family” 

(Familiaris Consortio # 44). Families should also champion the rights of 

the disenfranchised, who have no political voice of their own. 

Finally, families can pursue the challenges of discipleship not only by 

caring for people but also by caring for all of creation. In Genesis 2:15, 

God gave Adam and Eve the responsibility for nurturing and sustaining 

His creatures and creation. Today, we still have that same responsibility. 

There are all kinds of activities that families can do in the area of social 

justice. While individual action is good, it is best to try to get involved as 

a family. Choose an issue or area that interests everyone. Families with 

younger children can become involved in recycling and community 

cleanup efforts. Families with teenagers can participate in Habitat for 

Humanity’s building projects or send letters to politicians concerning  



Right to Life issues. The possibilities are endless, and once again there 

are books available to give you more ideas. 
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Helpful Hints 

“Now, listen to me, and I will give you some advice, 

that God may be with you.” 

(Exodus 18:19) 

 



Be intentional: Family spirituality is not going to occur spontaneously. 

It is something that is going to take time and effort. A little bit of 

planning will go a long way. 

Be patient: Don’t try to implement too many new spiritual practices at 

once. Take small steps and develop a comfort level with a particular 

ritual before adding something else. Remember, it took years to build 

the cathedrals. 

Be persistent: Don’t expect every activity or ritual you attempt to 

implement with your family to be successful. Some things will work and 

some things won’t. Just keep trying and remember that there is a lot of 

value just in the attempt. 

Be adaptable: Your family’s spirituality is unique. The books and 

articles are just a guide to give you some ideas. Don’t feel obligated to 

implement them word for word. Take the ideas that they share and 

make them your own. Often the best prayers/rituals come straight from 

your heart. 

Be imperfect: Don’t worry if everything is not perfect for your family 

worship. Things will get spilled, siblings will poke at each other, and not 

everyone will pay attention. Grace is happening anyway. 

Be connected: Remember to stay connected with the parish 

community. Recognize the linkages between the sacramental moments 

in your home and the Sacraments you celebrate at church. Parishes and 

families are interdependent. Your family enlivens parish life and parish 

life supports and nurtures your Christian discipleship.  


