
“The family has a special role to play throughout the life of its members, 
from birth to death. It is truly ‘the sanctuary of life: the place in which life 

– the gift of God – can be properly welcomed and protected against the 
many attacks to which it is exposed, and can develop in accordance with 

what constitutes authentic human growth.’” – St John Paul II1

Sanctuary and  
Servant of Life
– the Christian family



Pope Francis on the Christian family 
Pope Francis has spoken of the importance of the Christian family 
and of its witnessing role as a community of life. He reminded 
us that “the ‘Good News’ of the family is a very important part of 
evangelization, which Christians can communicate to all, by the 
witness of their lives; ...this is evident in secularized societies: truly 
Christian families are known by their fidelity, their patience, 
their openness to life, and by their respect for the elderly”.6

To serve life is one of the great tasks of the family2. It has been 
given by God to the family because of the family’s uniqueness 

as an interconnected community of persons with the capacity to 
create, welcome and love life. The Christian family has a further 
responsibility in the service of life: to proclaim Christ’s teaching 
about the preciousness of every human being. Each member is 
called to be a living witness to this Gospel message: “Inspired and 
sustained by the new commandment of love, the Christian family 
welcomes, respects and serves every human being, considering 
each one in his or her dignity as a person and a child of God”.3

The task of serving life, as John Paul II explains in Familiaris 
Consortio, is fulfilled first of all by Christian married couples 

loving each other physically and through their love receiving the 
gift of children, made in God’s image. “The fundamental task 
of the family is to serve life, to actualize in history the original 
blessing of the Creator — that of transmitting by procreation the 
divine image from person to person”.4 

 This task is also fulfilled in the way Christian families, especially 
couples not blessed with children of their own, “respond 
generously to the children of other families”, e.g. as beloved 
godparents, aunts, uncles, foster and adoptive parents. In this 
way, Christian parents “spread their love beyond the bonds of flesh 
and blood, nourishing the links that are rooted in the spirit”.5
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 Ways we can serve life as a family
“With families and through them, the Lord Jesus continues 
to ‘have compassion’ on the multitudes.” – St John Paul II 10

Be open to the gift of life in our own family. Couples 
struggling to conceive are no less open, and can be 
fruitful by supporting other families in difficult times, 
loving others’ children, especially those who lack the 
daily presence and care of a father or mother.

Teach our children through example how to respect 
equally the vulnerable in our society. Consider 
inviting children to come with us on visits to the 
elderly in aged care, befriend families of children 
with a disability, help out at soup kitchens for the 
homeless.

Include a brief prayer for the protection of life in our 
daily family prayers.

Show our support for pregnant mothers by offering 
practical help or performing small acts of kindness. 

Walk alongside and slowly with elderly members 
of our family. Our busy world can make the elderly 
and infirm increasingly forgotten. Reach out to and 
show interest in older parishioners who live near us, 
particularly those living alone. 

Explain the love we felt for our child even before 
they were born. Affirm the truth that the life of a 
child begins at conception. “Before I formed you in the 
womb, I knew you.” (Jer 1:5)

Affirm the life-giving purpose of human sexuality 
in the education we give our children. Teach them 
about the beauty of sexuality within marriage and 
the great privilege which comes with the capacity to 
create new life. 

Speak positively about the beauty and goodness of 
pregnancy and childbearing, and the importance of 
caring for the human person both at the beginning 
and at the end of life.

Encourage our children to have a close relationship 
with their grandparents and elderly relatives, so they 
can see the beauty of growing older and how love and 
care are given and returned through each generation 
and stage of life. 

Pray one of the Joyful Mysteries of the Rosary 
together as a meditation on the gift of human life. 

*For further tips and ideas, see popular Catholic writer Simcha Fisher, 
Ten Ways to Raise Pro-Life Children: http://www.ncregister.com/blog/
simcha-fisher/ten-ways-to-raise-pro-life-children. 

The vital witness of the family
Christian families are called to be actively involved as advocates 
for the family and as protagonists for policies and values which 
support human life. John Paul II reminded us of both the 
importance and the difficulty of this task: “Although it is true that 
‘the future of humanity passes by way of the family’ it must be 
admitted that modern social, economic and cultural conditions 
make the family’s task of serving life more difficult and demanding”.8

Despite such difficulties, the Christian family is called to be active 
in promoting a culture of life. This is because as Christians, we 
have been given the great gift of Christian Hope. We know that 
despite all the challenges and attacks on life which may confront 
us at different times, the death and resurrection of Christ has 
revealed the depth of God’s continuing love for each one of us. 
Christian Hope is founded on this love. 
Family members are also called to practise love towards others so 
that the family ‘’does not live closed in on itself, but remains open to 
the community, moved by a sense of justice and concern for others 
as well as by a consciousness of its responsibility towards the whole 
of society”.9 

 Such example had a profound impact on others in the early 
days of Christianity. This ongoing capacity of the Christian family 
to evangelise and promote a culture of life through ordinary 
witness remains today.

The Letter to Diognetes, c. AD 130
“As citizens, they share in all things with others

 and 

yet endure all things as if foreigners...They mar
ry, 

as do all others; they beget children; but they d
o not 

destroy their offspring. They have a common t
able, 

but not a common bed. They are in the flesh, b
ut 

they do not live after the flesh. They pass their
 days 

on earth, but they are citizens of heaven. They 
obey 

the prescribed laws, and at the same time surpa
ss 

the laws by their lives... To sum it all up in one
 word 

-- what the soul is to the body, that are Christ
ians 

in the world”.

THE EXTRAORDINARY SYNOD ON THE FAMILY, 
5-19 OCTOBER 2014, called by Pope Francis is focused on the many ways in which the family serves the good of the human person. The Synod specifically encourages families to “regain their role as active agents in society”. It further acknowledges the need to strengthen “the family’s ability to bring generations together so as not to neglect the young and the elderly” and the need for “just laws, such as those that ensure the defence of human life from its conception and those which promote the social goodness of an authentic marriage between a man and a woman.” 7



We need to remember that cultural change requires ongoing effort. The Christian family as the sanctuary 
and servant of life is a key agent in this change. The lives of our own families should reflect a commitment 
to the promotion of a culture of life through our efforts to:

1. Evangelium Vitae 92. 2. Familiaris Consortio 17. 3. The Family: Work and Celebration. Preparatory Catechesis 
of the Seventh World Meeting of Families. 4. Familiaris Consortio 28. 5. Familiaris Consortio 41. 6. Pope 
Francis, Address to Pontifical Council for the Family, 25 October 2013. 7. Synod of Bishops, III Extraordinary 
General Assembly, “The Pastoral Challenges of the Family in the Context of Evangelization”, Instrumentum 
Laboris, 34. 8. Evangelium Vitae 94. 9. Familiaris Consortio 64. 10. Familiaris Consortio 41. 11. Pope Francis, 
Address to Pontifical Council for the Family, 25 October 2013. 

“Family, be what you are” - Saint John Paul II 

“The family...is the place where one learns to love; it is the natural centre of human life. 
It is made up of faces, of people who love dialogue, make self-sacrifices for one another 
and defend life, especially of the most vulnerable and the weakest. One could say, 
without exaggeration, that the family is the driving force of the world and of history.” 

– Pope Francis11
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Respect Truth by explaining to our 
children that the Catholic faith and 
teaching about the human person is 
reasonable and that our awareness of 
the preciousness of all human life should 
inform our lives

Embrace Goodness by being people 
of virtue and generosity who individually 
and as a family, act with real charity 
and love toward others particularly the 
vulnerable

Pursue Harmony and Integrity by 
remembering that when we experience 
difficulty in our family relationships and 
with others God invites us to respond 
with forgiveness, to hold fast to Christian 
Hope and to remember that in the end 
all will be well.


