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A Pastoral Letter for the “Year of the Family” 

On December 3, 2017, Bishop Cunningham designated the current 
liturgical year, the Year of the Family in the Diocese of Syracuse. In 
connection with this designation, he has written a pastoral letter, 
entitled Enriching the Church: The Role of the Family in the Life of 
the Church of Syracuse and Beyond. 

Like Pope Francis’ recent apostolic exhortation, The Joy of Love 
(Amoris Laetitia), Bishop Cunningham’s pastoral letter considers the 
indispensable role of the family in carrying out the mission of the 
Church. Recognizing the special challenges faced by today’s Catholic 
families, this letter offers support, encouragement, and hope to 
Catholic families as they grow in faith. 

The Purpose of This Guide 

This study guide has been developed to assist Catholics in “breaking 
open” Bishop Cunningham’s letter so that, through reflection and 
discussion, all might share in God’s vision for strengthened Catholic 
families. Calling upon parishes, schools, and Pastoral Care Areas 
(PCAs) to develop a renewed focus on families, it is Bishop 
Cunningham’s expressed hope that the pastoral letter will bring 
about efforts to: “reach out to parents and families in new and 
different ways” in order to foster “a growing feeling of being at 
home in the Church and a burning desire to know, live, and share 
the Catholic faith.” 

With this goal in mind, the study guide encourages the reader to: 

1. Understand the challenges facing Catholic families today, 
and how they affect our faith life, and

2. Take action in creating environments which strengthen 
our own families as well as those around us. 

May this guide lead to greater understanding and action, bringing 
the light of Christ to each family and the “family of families,” the 
Church. 
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How to Use This Guide 

This guide breaks “Enriching the Church” into seven short sections: 

1. The Modern Family
2. God’s Plan for the Family
3. Forming a “Domestic Church”
4. Prayer & Worship
5. Formation
6. Community
7. Service

Each section includes: 

● Summary, along with page references to the pastoral letter
● Reflection questions
● Action steps
● Further reading

Follow these steps in using the guide: 

1. Read the summary of the section
2. Read the referenced section of the pastoral letter
3. Re-read the summary
4. Reflect on the questions

If the guide is being used with a group: 

● Each participant may read the relevant section(s) of the
pastoral letter individually before meeting with the study
group.

● The summary may be read aloud to the group by a
facilitator, who will then direct the group in sharing and
discussion.

● The group may discuss how the parish can take action

At the end of each section, a brief list of practical tips is listed under 
“Take Action” as well as suggestions for “Further Reading.” A more 
comprehensive list of tips and reading suggestions can be found on 
the diocesan Year of the Family web page, located at: 

syracusediocese.org/year-of-the-family 
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“The Modern Family” (pp. 2-3) 

 
Bishop Cunningham begins his pastoral letter by observing that family 
life, and marriage in particular, faces significant challenges in today’s 
culture. He calls us to understand what families look like today, so that 
we may more effectively assist them in living out and handing on the 
faith. Strong Catholic families who “regularly practice and live  out their 
Catholic faith with devotion” enrich and sustain the Church. 

* * * 
Reflection questions: 

 
How has the Catholic faith been lived out in my extended family? 
What did my family look like 50 or even 100 years ago? How did they 
live out their faith? How have things changed? 

 
Which family members have most influenced my faith journey? What 
are the qualities they possessed? How can I learn from them? 

 
How well do I know the younger families in our parish? In what ways 
can I reach out to them? 

 
What particular challenges do families in my community or parish 
face? How can I help? How could my parish help? 

 

Take Action: 
● Make a list of spiritual goals for 

your family 
● Be present to your family; establish 

“unplugged” times at home 
● Make it a habit to introduce  

yourself to people you have not met 
at church 

● Offer encouragement and praise to 
younger families who attend Mass 
at your parish 

● Consider the ways that youth can 
be more welcomed into parish 
ministry and activities 

● Examine the ways the parish 
communicates with families and 
recommend improvements 

Further Reading: 
● Pope Francis: Wisdom on Love. 

Practical Advice for Families by 
USCCB 

● Joy of Love (Amoris Laetitia) by 
Pope Francis 

● On the Family (Familiaris 
Consortio) by Pope St. John Paul II 

● CCC 2204-2206 (“The Christian 
Family”) 

 
 
 
 
 
 

CCC - Catechism of the Catholic 
Church 
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“God’s Plan for the Family” (pp. 3-4) 

 
Bishop Cunningham reminds us that God created human life according 
to His plan, at the center of which is the great institution of sacramental 
marriage. Sacramental marriage is a living symbol of God’s love for the 
human race, and so it is unbreakable, faithful, and open to life.  Christian 
marriages, by bearing witness to love, reflect  the beauty of the Gospel, 
expanding their fruitfulness out to society. 

* * * 
Reflection questions: 

 
What is the difference between a sacramental marriage and a secular 
marriage? 

 
Who are some examples of strong marriages among my family or 
friends? How are their lives a witness to sacramental marriage? 

 
Why is sacramental marriage a low priority for today’s young 
couples? How can my family help reverse this trend? What is the role 
of the parish in reversing this trend? 

 
What are some ways in which the Church can support marriage and 
assist those that are struggling? 

 

Take Action: 
● Celebrate your wedding anniversary 

with family and friends 
● Send anniversary cards 
● Initiate conversations with young 

people you know who are 
considering marriage 

● Offer to babysit for married couples 
so they can have a night out 

● Make parish ministry more family- 
friendly 

● Attend a diocesan marriage 
workshop 

Further Reading: 
● The Marriage God Wants for You: 

Why the Sacrament Makes All the 
Difference by Cardinal Donald 
Wuerl 

● On Human Life (Humanae Vitae) by 
Pope Paul VI 

● Theology of the Body for Beginners 
by Christopher West 

● Beyond the Birds and the Bees by 
Greg and Lisa Popcak 

● Good News About Sex & Marriage 
by Christopher West and Charles J. 
Chaput 

● CCC 1602-1614 (“Marriage in God’s 
Plan”); CCC 1638-1642 (“The Effects 
of the Sacrament of Matrimony”); 
CCC 2201-2203 (“The Family in 
God’s Plan”



syracusediocese.org/year-of-the-family 5  

“Forming a ‘Domestic Church’” (pp. 4-6) 
 
Bishop Cunningham tells us that the mission of the family is the same as 
that of the Church: to evangelize, which is to bring up and sustain 
disciples of Christ who in turn reach out to others. The family, therefore, 
is called a “domestic church” as parents are the first and best teachers 
in the ways of faith. Centered on Christ, families will experience unity 
and strength to surmount difficult situations. 

* * * 
Reflection questions: 

 
How was the faith passed on in my own family? What can I learn from 
this? What can I learn from others who live in a faith-filled home? 

 
Have I made passing on the faith a priority in my home? In what ways 
do we celebrate our faith? What resources do we need to accomplish 
this more effectively? 

 
How does my home reflect my family’s Catholic identity? 

 
How do I draw upon my faith in times of trouble? How does my family 
draw upon faith? 

 
How can my parish reach out to families from the time of their child’s 
baptism to the time when they enter elementary faith formation? 

 

Further Reading: 
● Keep Your Kids Catholic: Sharing 

Your Faith and Making It Stick by 
Mark Cardaronella 

● The Little Oratory: A Beginner's 
Guide to Praying in the Home by 
David Clayton and Leila Marie 
Lawler 

● CCC 1655-1666 (“The Domestic 
Church”) 

Take Action: 
● Pray together every morning 

before leaving your home 
● Celebrate each family member’s 

Baptism day 
● Consider the faith dimension of 

every holiday and incorporate it 
into your celebration 

● Show your Catholic identity in your 
home by including crucifixes and 
pictures/icons of Christ and your 
family’s favorite saints 

● Celebrate feast days with special 
meals and treats 

● Make a family pilgrimage to a local 
Catholic shrine 
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“Prayer and Worship” (pp. 6-7) 
 
Bishop Cunningham identifies four ways in which the modern family can 
live out God’s plan for the family and form a domestic church. The first 
is prayer. Because many families do not know how to pray, parishes 
must teach them and offer opportunities to pray together. Prayer is 
especially important because it prepares the family members for 
celebration of the Eucharist--the source and summit of Christian life--on 
Sundays. 

 
Reflection questions: 

* * * 

 

When and how do I pray on my own? If married, do we pray as a 
couple? As a family? How does prayer enrich our love of God and 
each other? 

 
How can our family involve all members of the family when praying? 

 
In what ways does our parish make families feel welcome at Mass? 
How might our parish improve? 

 
How does our parish teach us to pray regularly, and offer 
opportunities to pray regularly, at times accessible to families? 

 
How can our family share the love of the Eucharist with others, 
especially those family members who have fallen away from the 
Church? 

 

Further Reading: 
● Catholic Household Blessings and 

Prayers (USCCB) 
● Bored Again Catholic: How the Mass 

Could Save Your Life by Timothy P. 
O'Malley 

● Eucharist by Bishop Robert Barron 
● CCC 2685 (“Servants of Prayer”) 

Take Action: 
● Carve out dedicated time to pray 
● Use time in the car to pray alone or 

with your family 
● Use a prayer journal to see how 

God is answering your prayer 
● Schedule regular times to celebrate 

the Sacrament of Reconciliation. 
● Keep Sunday as a day dedicated to 

the Lord. 
● Check the daily and Sunday 

readings at usccb.org or apps such 
as Laudate 
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“Formation” (p. 7) 
 

Catholics must be formed in order to know, live and share their faith. 
Formation begins in the home. Parishes are encouraged to utilize the 
support of diocesan offices, so that they are able to provide family 
catechesis, where all members of the family grow in faith together.  
No Catholic should ever become complacent remaining at an 
elementary level, and so it is important to continually be formed in the 
faith. 

 
Reflection questions: 

* * * 

 

What formation programs are available to our family at our parish? 
What opportunities are available online? 

 
Do I know where to go when I have a question about our faith? What 
trusted Catholic sources are available? 

 
What books have been most beneficial for my spiritual life? What 
books could you recommend to families and young adults to help 
them grow their faith? 

 
How is our parish reaching out to families who are curious about the 
Catholic faith? 

 

Further Reading: 
● Catholicism by Robert Barron (book 

or DVDs) 
● The Great Adventure Storybook, Jeff 

and Emily Cavins 
● How to Read Your Way to Heaven 

by Vicki Burbach 
● CCC 4-7 (“Handing on the Faith: 

Catechesis”); CCC 2221-2226 (“The 
Duties of Parents”) 

Take Action: 
● Talk to your children about what 

they are learning in Faith Formation 
● Consider being a catechist at your 

parish 
● Visit a Catholic school in your area 

as an option for your child 
● Start or get involved with an Alpha 

course in your parish 
● Attend adult formation classes or 

Bible study groups in your area 
● Ask a priest or trusted friend to 

recommend spiritual reading or 
Catholic online content 
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“Community” (p. 7) 
 

We were not created to be alone; both family and the Church are 
communities of believers who spend time together, fostering the love 
we all need. Communal celebrations and sharing meals together  should 
be a joyful part of family life. The parish can also participate in 
communal celebrations so that families truly feel “at home” within the 
Church. 

 
Reflection questions: 

* * * 

 

What are some of the things that get in the way of good 
communication in my family? How do we decide what activities are 
important? 

 
How can we use the special moments in our family, such as birthdays 
and graduations, as moments of prayer and fellowship? 

 
What can my family do to invite friends and neighbors to join us in our 
journey of faith? 

 
What made me feel welcomed at our parish? What keeps me feeling 
“at home” there? How is the parish a place that meets my need to be 
loved? 

 
What are some ways our parish succeeds in building community? 
How can we support families in times of crisis? 

 

Further Reading: 
● Call to Family Community and 

Participation (USCCB) 
● The Catholic Home: Celebrations 

and Traditions for Holidays, Feast 
Days, and Every Day by Meredith 
Gould 

● CCC 2207-2208 (“The Family and 
Society”) CCC 1878-1880 (“The 
Communal Character of the Human 
Vocation”) 

Take Action: 
● Eat dinner together as a family 
● Invite others to share a meal in your 

home 
● Pray together as a family before 

meals 
● Reach out in love to others in need. 

Let them know the reason for your 
hope 

● Celebrate baptismal anniversaries, 
especially with children 

● Offer to drive an elderly parishioner 
to Church on Sundays 
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“Service” (p. 8) 
 
Our Catholic identity calls us to true Christian service, which is providing 
for both the physical and spiritual needs of others. When families reach 
out in charity, they extend the Gospel message, evangelizing those who 
may not know Christ or have left the Church. Families are enriched by 
service in a special way through encouraging young people to imitate 
Christ in self-sacrifice and love. 

* * * 
 

Reflection questions: 
 

What gifts has God given me? How can I identify the gifts of my 
spouse and children? How can our God-given gifts be used in the 
service of others? 

 
How do I see myself as the ambassador of Christ? What do I need to 
be attentive to, in my own life, so that I can be a better representative 
of Jesus to all who encounter me? 

 
In what ways can we incorporate the life and teachings of Jesus into 
the charitable things we do for others? 

 
How can our parish/ministry make already-existing service programs 
family-friendly? 

 

 
“To all the families of our diocese, I say, with Pope Francis, 

‘You are a precious gift for the Church’” 
-Bishop Robert J. Cunningham 

Further Reading: 
● Joy of the Gospel (Evangelii 

Gaudium) by Pope Francis 
● Communities of Salt and Light: 

Reflections on the Social Mission of 
the Parish See usccb.org 

● Seven Themes of Catholic social 
teaching See usccb.org 

Take Action: 
● Think of the needs of others before 

your own needs 
● Look for the person of Jesus in the 

face of those who are less fortunate 
than you 

● Serve the homebound of your 
community: parents can bring the 
Eucharist to the homebound while 
children deliver cards, flowers, and 
other pick-me-ups 

● Pray for and with those you serve 
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