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Foreword

THE CHOICE OF THE FAMILY

Carl Anderson*1

The Christian life we are called to live within the family is not something just to be studied. It is something to be lived. And it is something to be lived with joy.

Every family—believing and nonbelieving alike—is a unique expression of the universal experience of family life. Each family exists within a living ecology—a unique environment shaped by the dynamism of its members, who present a variety of age, health, maturity, responsibility, ability, personality, and aspiration. No institution in society can shape and, in so many ways, determine a person’s life to the same extent as the man and woman who give one life, and the family with which one shares one’s formative years.

At the same time, the family is also a school of transcendence. By its very existence, the family points each of its members toward the future in a context of hope. The journey of the family is in this way a journey toward transcendence. In opening the person to this horizon of transcendence, the family becomes the most universal way in which a person is introduced not only to the concept of God, but to the experience of Him. The family is a sign of God’s love as well as a manifestation of Him as love. While the love of spouses, parents, children, and siblings is often the benchmark of human love itself, the very structure of the family points us to a greater love as its own model. The family opens up to each of its members a vocation to serve life that is inherently and intimately collaborative with the God who is the author of life.

The Christian family presents the believer with this vocation, which finds its true meaning by cooperating with the vocations of the other members of the family, thus creating a unique union of vocations. Thus we may consider the Christian family as a great dialogue among persons who are at the same time engaged in a dialogue with God.

Pope Francis expressed this reality beautifully:


The image of God is the married couple: the man and the woman; not only the man, not only the woman, but both of them together. This is the image of God: love, God’s covenant with us, is represented in that covenant between man and woman. And this is very beautiful! We are created in order to love, as a reflection of God and his love. And in the marital union man and woman fulfill this vocation through their mutual reciprocity and their full and definitive communion of life.*2


The Catholic Church’s vision of family stems not merely from a knowledge of families gained through an experience of family life or through the experience of serving families, but from a knowledge of the God who is love and who gave the human race the institution of the family—an institution in which He makes Himself present. Therefore, the Christian sees the family in its essence as an institution that calls each of its members to a vocation shaped by love.

In every family, just as in every marriage, there are times when each person becomes keenly aware that his or her vocation to love demands a radical decisiveness. Every family in its journey will make decisions that call its members closer to a life in Christ and to authentic happiness—or farther away. At times, one’s vocation of family entails a conscious decision, an orienting of one’s life in a new direction out of love and in the embrace of the other. At other times, this vocation entails embracing a reality that is the result of a decision not our own, as when one becomes a grandparent or when a new sibling is born. But in each instance, our vocation requires the decisiveness of a love that is open and generous.

The richness of family life makes the family an irresistible subject of study. But it is a subject that is not capable of being understood in an abstract way or for abstract reasons. It is not possible to truly know the family unless we know the active, concrete experience of family life, and this requires us to admit that there is no better school of the family than the family itself.

Catholics, especially those whose daily life and vocation center around the family, have received a great gift: the numerous Church leaders in recent years who have been so grounded in their own family experiences that they have brought profound theological insight and devotion to their pastoral approach to the family.

In the theological approach of Pope Benedict XVI we see the fundamental importance of personal communion to our encounter with truth—an encounter which is opened to us first within the family:


Truth is not an imposition. Nor is it simply a set of rules. It is a discovery of the One who never fails us; the One whom we can always trust. In seeking truth we come to live by belief because ultimately truth is a person: Jesus Christ. That is why authentic freedom is not an opting out. It is an opting in; nothing less than letting go of self and allowing oneself to be drawn into Christ’s very being for others.*3


And with Pope Francis it is evident that the vocation of Christian spouses is a clear path to understanding their call to discipleship through the family.


Christian matrimony is a lifelong covenant of love between one man and one woman; it entails real sacrifices in order to turn away from illusory notions of sexual freedom and in order to foster conjugal fidelity. Your programs of preparation for the sacrament of matrimony, enriched by Pope John Paul’s teaching on marriage and the family, are proving to be promising and indeed indispensable means of communicating the liberating truth about Christian marriage and are inspiring young people with new hope for themselves and for their future as husbands and wives, fathers and mothers.*4


Of course, both Pope Benedict and Pope Francis have brought forward their pastoral ministry within the context of the family ministry of St. John Paul II. No pope in history devoted as much time and attention to the pastoral care of the Christian family as did St. John Paul II—whom Pope Francis described, at his canonization, as the pope of the family.

With the publication of The Choice of the Family, Bishop Jean Laffitte has added to this richness in the Church’s understanding of the Christian family as both a community that evangelizes, and the subject of evangelization.

Bishop Laffitte and I had the great privilege of coming to know St. John Paul II in a personal way because of our work together at the Pontifical John Paul II Institute for Studies on Marriage and Family. We were colleagues at the Institute: both as faculty members and as vice presidents. In the course of this collaboration it became evident that it was not merely the depth of John Paul’s understanding—of the nature of the human person and personal communion in marriage and the family—that inspired the Institute’s work. It was also the way in which this understanding was achieved and transmitted. An adequate understanding of marriage and family could never be achieved simply at an abstract or juridical level—it is always necessary to ground this understanding of family life in concrete experience. This grounding in the “bright spots and shadows” of the family brought to John Paul a realism and affection for family life, as well as the firm conviction of the fundamental goodness and importance of families.

St. John Paul II often said that the family is the primary way of the Church. If his ministerial devotion to families had a motto, it would perhaps be this: “Family, become what you are!”*5 It captures the inherent identity existing in a family by virtue of its being a family, and the continual transformation of a family toward living out its mission in a holy, authentic, and joy-filled way.

I think readers who are familiar with these popes will similarly be very warmed by Bishop Laffitte’s own insights, which take the reader through various experiences, stages, and choices of love in the vocations of familial communion. The depth of his insight is matched by the clarity with which he expresses it, and shows to the reader a man whose affection for the family has led him to devote much of his own life to inspiring others to experience the full richness of the vocation to marriage and family life. The Choice of the Family exemplifies, in a very concrete way, God’s instruction to Moses to “choose life, that you and your descendants may live” (Deut. 30:19).

Today there is a great focus on parenting—on the reality of being a parent and “having” a child. But Bishop Laffitte begins at our true beginning, with the first and only universal experience of family: that of being a child. His book wisely begins with this experience, and the depth of awareness both of the individuality of Bishop Laffitte’s personal family and of the universal experience of family. The Choice of the Family invites the reader to understand in a more profound way the experience of his or her own family, and in so doing to acquire a new, joyful embrace of family life.

The Choice of the Family is a testament to the joy of the Christian family fully alive. Bishop Laffitte’s own joy of being Christian—the joy of a deep, vibrant, expansive friendship with Christ, whose very life as God is one of a communion of persons—permeates this book with vitality, and provides an appreciation for the Catholic vision of the family that is at once a practical and a sublime guide for every Catholic family seeking to become who they are.




*1  Supreme Knight, Knights of Columbus

*2  Pope Francis, General Audience, April 2, 2014.

*3  Pope Benedict XVI, Meeting with Young People, Yonkers, New York, April 19, 2008.

*4  Pope Francis, Address for the Ad Limina Visit of bishops from South Africa, April 25, 2014.

*5  Pope John Paul II, Familiaris Consortio, §17.


Preface

When the Church speaks of “vocation,” she means the “calling out” of each human person to accomplish a task preordained by God in the coredemption of the world. Every human being has a vocation. God created each individual soul with a specific purpose in mind. Thus, the greatest joy for a Christian is pursuing the purpose for which God created him or her.

To put it another way, the idea of vocation implies a design to our lives. It also implies a Designer, since Somebody greater than ourselves must create us for the task we’re meant to accomplish.

For Christians, marriage is a vocation. And by “marriage,” we mean much more than a legal contract. We mean a permanent, sacramental covenant between one man and one woman; two persons becoming one flesh. That covenant is ordered toward procreation, and toward mutual love and holiness. And within it, God plays a very active role as a third partner.

This understanding of marriage is increasingly uncomfortable for the modern mind. Permanence seems implausible. Children are often avoided as liabilities. And the very idea of holiness can seem like a pious delusion. In contrast, Christians—at least those Christians who seek seriously to live their faith—believe in a loving, personal, approachable Creator who knows each of us by name, and who seeks our eternal happiness. For the Christian, all created things have meaning. They’re part of a symphony giving glory to the Lord of life.

The alternatives to a healthy marriage culture are sobering. Children in single-parent families are far more likely to be poor, and they stay poor longer. They’re more likely to have emotional and behavioral problems. They’re more likely to fail in the classroom and to drop out of school completely, to become pregnant as teenagers, to abuse drugs and get into trouble with the law.

They’re also at much higher risk for physical and sexual abuse. Children from disrupted families have a harder time achieving intimacy in their relationships, forming stable marriages, and holding steady employment. In other words, contrary to the European and North American mythology of the past fifty years, divorce is a disaster for children.

The family—by its very structure—is a rejection of fear and an expression of hope. Its natural fertility brings the future into human flesh. It is the engine of life. It has real power. It’s the doorway by which God enters into humanity. This is why the modern state so often seeks to control or redefine the family—to break it down, even when the practical results of that breakdown are so obviously damaging. The family is a competing, sovereign source of meaning that precedes and stands apart from the state. It demands unselfishness. It teaches community. It inculcates higher values, which claim the moral authority to order our actions and our material appetites.

Today, for this reason, the vocation of marriage is a call to both loving resistance and missionary zeal: resistance to the culture of materialism and infertility, and zeal to spread the truth about the nature of the human person, which is fully revealed only in Jesus Christ.

Christian marriage is not a passive state. Love is active. It creates new life. It thereby renews humanity and the face of the entire earth. It’s an echo, in human flesh, of the love within the Trinity itself. Every moment of every day, a mother and father are teaching, guiding, and sanctifying each other and their children, while witnessing about their love to the world beyond the borders of their home. They can’t do otherwise. The structure of marriage, if lived fruitfully and faithfully, naturally takes them down this road.

The marital covenant provides the kind of reassurance to both spouses that enables them to surrender themselves fully to each other. In doing that, they become the most basic living cell of society. Marriage is the foundation and guarantee of the family, and the family is the foundation and guarantee of society.

Nothing else will serve as a grounding for the common good—not government, not technology, not shared economic interests. This is why St. John Paul II wrote, in his 1994 Letter to Families, “No human society can run the risk of permissiveness on fundamental issues regarding the nature of marriage and the family. Such moral permissiveness [can only] damage the authentic requirements of peace and communion among people.”

It’s within the intimate, personal community of the family that a child, in observing his or her parents, first learns those basic values—such as loyalty, honesty, and selfless concern for others—which build up the character of the wider society. Truth is always most persuasive not when we read about it in a book or hear about it in a classroom, but when we see it, firsthand, incarnated in the actions of our parents.

The family safeguards our fundamental sense of community, because within it the child grows up in a web of intimately connected rights and responsibilities to other people. But it also protects our unique, individual identity, because it shields the child with a mantle of privacy and personal devotion. And again, that’s where the enduring power of marriage and family lies. We most easily understand and believe in love when we—ourselves—are the fruit of our parents’ tenderness and fidelity. Love lived well is the unanswerable argument for God—and also for the worthiness of the human heart.

The nature of the human condition is that we are always either growing or dying. We must choose life or death. There is no middle ground. In Deuteronomy, God says to his people, “I have set before you life and death, the blessing and the curse. Choose life then, that you and your descendants may live” (30:19).

Every marriage that makes an act of trust in God and remains open to children is a powerful choice for life. And to the glory of the Church—despite all the hostility of the modern world—she keeps those words of the Creator alive in humanity’s heart and conscience.

It’s my privilege to have as a friend one of the finest sons of the Church today in preaching and defending the dignity of the family. In his ministry as a priest, bishop, and secretary of the Pontifical Council for the Family, Jean Laffitte’s contribution to the Christian understanding of marriage and family in the modern world has been invaluable. The interviews with Bishop Laffitte that make up the book you’re about to read reveal a man of compassion, intelligence, and deep love for the vocation of married couples and families.

In Bishop Laffitte’s own words, “Love is always good news, and it is good news that is always accessible”—whether a person is rich, poor, famous, or unknown. The vocation of marriage, the “choice of the family,” is not the only Christian path to meaning and joy; but it’s the invitation most men and women will hear from the loving God who made them. It’s a call to wholeness, to abundant life, to enduring happiness. And very few people grasp that fact more deeply or speak of it more articulately than the man you will encounter in these pages.

—Charles J. Chaput, O.F.M. Cap. Archbishop of Philadelphia



Under the abstract words of paternity…I have come to believe that, far from being endowed with an absolute existence of my own, I am, without having wished or suspected it, I incarnate the reply to the reciprocal appeal which two beings flung to each other in the unknown and which, without suspecting it, they flung beyond themselves to an incomprehensible power whose only expression is the bestowal of life. I am this reply, unformed at first, but who, as I become articulate, will know myself to be a reply and a judgment. Yes, I am irresistibly led to make the discovery that by being what I am, I myself am a judgment upon those who have called me into being; and thereby infinite new relationships will be established between them and me.

GABRIEL MARCEL, HOMO VIATOR



ONE
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Your Journey


For the Son of God, Jesus Christ, whom we preached among you…was not Yes and No; but in Him it is always Yes. For all the promises of God find their Yes in Him. That is why we utter the Amen through Him, to the glory of God.

(2 COR. 1:18–20)


Pierre and Véronique Sanchez: Bishop, before tackling a few aspects concerning marriage and the family, could you tell us who you are, and what is your expertise? We asked to do this book with you because after encountering you, we perceived that you were not simply an official of the Church, either within the framework of your formation or within your work, or within your faith…Like everyone else, you come from a family, and from a large family? Could you tell us about it?

Bishop Jean Laffitte: I indeed belong to a large family. My father was a surgeon and my parents, who both are now deceased, certainly inculcated into each one of us a love for life and for family values. I say this simply because I know that there was from them this attitude of welcoming all the children that the Lord wanted to entrust to them. They had twelve children, and I am the twelfth! We are six girls and six boys. I have many nephews and nieces, great nephews and great nieces. To give you an idea, my parents today have one hundred descendants. It happens still, in spite of everyone’s occupations, that on the occasion of a family reunion, we come together in very great number.

We lived in a city of the Pyrénées, Oloron-Sainte-Marie. The professional activity of my father was very absorbing. He worked in two clinics that were thirty-two kilometers from each other, Oloron in Béarn and Mauléon in the Basque country. There is a certain medical tradition in our family as my maternal grandfather also was a surgeon, and my uncles of that side were specialist physicians. After the fact, it is easy to reread the past, but I tell myself that it was within this context that I acquired an interest in family values. When I was young, I thought they were obvious, and I didn’t reflect on them. It took a strong Christian commitment to realize how much the family was at the heart of social life and of Christian life. As children, we had before us the example in my parents of a great love for life; perhaps from there has come this interest that we share concerning all of the questions that touch upon human life.

In addition to these family values and those that touch upon human life—and it is in fact an essential point—my parents gave us a profoundly Christian education. They were both practicing Catholics. Each time they were able, they would go to Mass even during the week. It’s an unbelievable thing when one thinks of my father’s professional demands and the activity demanded of my mother for the smooth running of such a large household. To find the strength to go to Mass at seven a.m., in the great cathedral of Oloron, was at times heroic, especially when my parents had been disturbed during the night by emergencies. There is something there, that as a child one does not realize very well at the time, but as an adult one tells himself that he had before him an example of fidelity, of uprightness: That which our parents taught us, they lived. Of course, a large family has its traditions, its rituals, its ordeals, and its difficulties. Very concretely, a fundamental experience was lived, composed of several elements: the love of our parents and, at the same time, the relationships between brothers and sisters.

Christian education is carried out first by example. We never once saw our parents compromise their love for Christ and the Church. We were immersed in a climate of Christian sensibility and of familiarity with the life of the Church. The great family feasts were celebrated on the occasion of religious events: baptisms, first communions, marriages. It was a classic education of the 1950s and 1960s, with the seriousness that one gives to things of faith, along with that which is somewhat particular to the southwest of France, a point of view that sometimes can be a bit pessimistic. My parents were fundamental optimists, though: They trusted in Divine Providence. They were attentive to transmitting values within the cultural context that existed in France during those years. Concerning family roots, let’s say that my father was originally from Béarn, from a small village in the Pyrénées-Atlantiques area near Orthez, Sallespisse. Over the course of many generations, his family had become landowners. He worked a lot, even receiving first place in the prestigious competition for medical students called Internat (Bordeaux) before the war, before becoming little by little a medical authority in the southwest of France. He also had been president of the students of France. On my mother’s side are roots from the Périgord region, from Charentes, and also from Lorraine on my maternal grandmother’s side.

What are the qualities that your education developed and that now have come to be most useful to you in your adult life and work, in your ministry?

J.L. At home, I saw and learned the concerns of humble people. I never saw any smugness or arrogance in them. The Béarnaise society of this average town was predominantly rural. The patients whom my father treated were above all farmers but factory workers as well, as the town also contained several factories and manufacturers. I always saw in my parents an extreme respect for simple people. In a small town during the 1950s, the family of a surgeon necessarily was a family of notable people, but that did not express itself among us through a worldly life.

The second thing that I
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