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"No government can love a child, and no policy can substitute for a family's care." (Hillary Clinton)


If there is one truth that is voiced by thinkers of all backgrounds, from Chinese philosophers to American Presidents, from Papal Encyclicals to British royalty, it is the importance of the family, and its irreplaceable contribution to the well-being of society.


 “There is no doubt that it is around the family and the home that all the greatest virtues, the most dominating virtues of human society, are created, strengthened and maintained” (Winston Churchill). How many children should a couple have? Churchill was once asked. He replied: “One for mother, one for father, one for accidents and one for increase.”

The fact that over 41% of British children are now born out of wedlock fills one with foreboding. Given the average short lifetime of cohabitations, we are piling up social problems for the future: millions of youngsters who are emotionally limited because they have not known the united, faithful love of both their parents. Many single parents try heroically hard and do a really good job, but they would surely agree that their situation is not ideal.

The effects emerge particularly when the normal time comes for the young adults to found their own families. Many have never witnessed faithful love between their parents. Perhaps they have seen love turn to bitter hatred. Some hardly know their fathers. 


In consequence they naturally fight shy of commitment. Divorce and the breakdown of relationships are producing generations who do not want to marry. The problem seems to be worsening, as fewer and fewer contract binding and stable marriages from generation to generation. 


Catholic marriages in England and Wales stood at 10,951 in 2004, compared to around 50,000 some 30 years ago.  


As far back as 500 BC Confucius realized that “The strength of a nation derives from the integrity of the home.” Another Chinese proverb reads:  “In a broken nest there are few whole eggs.”


Pope Leo XIII echoed these thoughts in 1890: “The family may be regarded as the cradle of civil society, and it is in great measure within the circle of family life that the destiny of states is fostered.” (Sapientiae Christianae)  

George Bernard Shaw was no Christian believer, but he suggested: “Perhaps the greatest social service that can be rendered by anybody to this country and to mankind is to bring up a family.”


He was only repeating a dictum of Oliver Goldsmith back in 1766: “I was ever of opinion, that the honest man who married and brought up a large family, did more service than he who continued single and only talked of population.” (The Vicar of Wakefield)


The new science of psychological profiling  may reveal how a dysfunctional family life helped to produce a Hitler, a Stalin or a Mao-tse-Tung – men so megalomaniac and egotistical that they could murder millions of their fellow human beings. One suspects that the normal process of humanization of children which usually takes place within the family, went badly wrong for them – although one must always leave room for the operation of individual free will.

Today have we not lost the notion of marriage as an “honourable estate,” a service in itself to society and absolutely essential for the common good?  Have we failed to recognize that parenting and child rearing is a vital contribution to the community, which ought to be rewarded both in terms of status and in tax breaks for families.

As the family grows weaker and more fragmentary, we see the State attempting to take over the family’s functions. The armies of bureaucrats, counsellors, psychologists, social workers and sex educators can make even the best of parents feel unsure of themselves.

The home ought to be the one place where each member is most free, where individuals can be themselves while respecting the requirements of communal living. In the family, it is love which reconciles the two principles of authority and liberty. Whatever the Nanny State brings into the family, it is seldom if ever love.


As Chesterton and the Distributists argued in the 1930’s, the ownership of one’s own home and land creates a citadel of freedom, a defence against the overweening authority of the State –in the guise of local or of national Government. The State must recognize that “the family is a society in its own original right.”


Totalitarian states have frequently tried to destroy the family, because they realise that, as a bastion of personal liberty and free speech, it resists their dogmas. Often they undermine the bonds of love and authority between parents and children.  We see the materialists of the West doing the same today in the name of liberalism and secularism.

One of the hero children of Stalinist Russia was 13-year-old Pavel Trofimovich Morozov from a village near Ekaterinburg. Pavel reported his father Trofim to the NKVD secret police for allegedly “forging documents and selling them to the bandits and enemies of the Soviet State.” The “bandits and enemies” were kulaks – slightly better off peasants -  fleeing during Stalin’s collectivization programme in 1932 which uprooted 10 million farmers. 

Trofim was sent to the Gulag where he soon met an untimely end. The following September, Pavel was murdered by other family members who hated him for what he had done. 

“Stalin’s little martyr” Pavlik was declared a Hero of the Soviet Union. Komsomol, the youth organization of the Communist Party, taught Soviet youth that the life and deeds of Pavlik Morozov represented an ideal to which every worthy citizen should aspire. The house where the son betrayed his father became a Communist shrine. 

In the comedy film “Ivan Chomkin,” the title character, a rather dim Soviet soldier sent to guard a downed plane in a remote village, is talking with an angelic little girl from a nearby farm. “And who do you love best, Mummy or Daddy?” asks Ivan. “Best of all,” replies the child, “I love Comrade Stalin!” 

George Orwell, sounded a warning against his type of development. In the Big Brother world of his novel 1984, he describes a nightmare society in which, “Children … were systematically turned against their parents and taught to spy on them and report their deviations. The family had become in effect an extension of the Thought Police. It was a device by means of which everyone could be surrounded night and day by informers who knew him intimately.”

In contrast, Catholic theology insists that the State is only secondary to the family, and has no right to interfere in the family where the latter is adequately carrying out its duties. The principle of subsidiarity alone requires as much. 

Pope Pius XI went further: “The family is more sacred than the State, and men are begotten not for the earth and for time, but for heaven and for eternity.” (Casti Connubii 31st Dec 1930).  John Paul II took up a similar theme in Familiaris Consortio: “The fundamental task of the family is to serve life, to personalize in history the original blessing of the Creator – that of transmitting by procreation the divine image from person to person.” (FC 28.2)

Our Government is afraid to acknowledge the moral standards which every healthy and vigorous civilization has followed. Masquerading every kind of temporary or homosexual partnership under the title “family,” it generates moral confusion. A line from Lewis Carroll suits our modern disorientation and lack of a moral compass: “If you don't know where you are going, any road will get you there.”  (Alice in Wonderland)

In 1979 John Paul II addressed the United Nations Assembly in these words: “No country on earth, no political system can think of its own future otherwise than through the image of these new generations that will receive from their parents the manifold heritage of values, duties and aspirations of the nation to which they belong and of the whole human family. Concern for the child, even before birth, from the first moment of conception and then throughout the years of infancy and youth, is the primary and fundamental test of the relationship of one human being to another.”


This gives Britain plenty to examine her conscience about.  

The family is the fundamental cell and building block of society. It provides the safe environment in which future generations are brought into being, loved and educated to be mature, sensible human beings. John Paul insisted that: “The future of the world and of the Church passes through the family.” The family is the centre and the heart of the civilization of love.

Each Christian family needs to draw life from Christ the vine, so that it will not suffer a kind of “cultural uprooting” causing it to succumb to the noxious “anti-civilization” so prevalent today.

O Jesus, Mary and Joseph, show us what we must do to overcome the disintegration we see all around us, and to rebuild family life according to your plan. Through Christ our Lord. Amen.

