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Introduction: Welcome to Lent

My dear brothers and sisters,

Soon again this year, on March 6, 2019, we shall hear, on the blessed day of Ash Wednesday, the solemn call, the Introit of the Holy Mass, which when rendered in English reads: “Lord, you are merciful to all, and hate nothing you have created. You overlook the sins of men to bring them to repentance. You are the Lord our God”[footnoteRef:1]. These words are carefully chosen, and for one, they put God at the centre of the Lenten action. This is interesting. Many of us approach the Lenten season thinking primarily of the season we would do much, or more; a season we are called to fast, abstain, pray, give alms, etc., etc. These are correct approaches, and the season of Lent is no less that. But it is remarkable that the very first words that welcome us to the Lenten season begin not with what we can do, or what we should do, but what God does, what God has done; with the mercy of God (Lord you are merciful to all) and ends with the sovereignty of God (You are the Lord our God). I also see this play out in a song that has more or less become one of the most popular Lenten hymns in our Igbo language, a song that mostly resounds as the entrance hymn in our local churches on Ash Wednesday or during Stations of the Cross; Osiso mmee. It reads: [1:  Miseris omnium, Domine, et nihil odisti eorum que fecisti, dissimulans peccata hominum propter paenitentiam et parcens illis, quia tu es Dominus Deus noster.
] 


Osiso mmee, n’obi nwute, 
n’ogige Gethsemani. 
Kowara anyi, ka njo anyi, 
si nyide mkpur’obi gi. 

Ref. 
Dinwenu anyi, Jesu Kristi, 
anyi biara, n’iru gi. 
N’echeta afufu gi n’onwu
K’I wee mere anyi, ebere. 

Like the Introit, the lyrics emphasizes primarily what is done for us by the Lord Jesus. His sorrows and death can only bring us before him in contemplation of our sins, asking for his mercy. 

It is therefore a season in which primarily we resubmit ourselves again to the mercy of God. It is only after this Introit, that we are schooled in the penitential catechesis of Prophet Joel (Joel 2:12-18) in the first reading, inviting us to repentance (literally put on sackcloth), and then the Gospel where Christ admonishes us on the correct posture about praying, fasting and almsgiving (Matt. 6:1-6, 16-18). Nourished thus at the table of the Word of God, and responding with the ancient penitential gesture of the ashes, we finally unite ourselves with the Eucharistic Lord in the Holy Communion. So begins a penitential season, a season of God’s mercy and grace. I welcome all on board. Welcome to the holy season of Lent, and I wish you a graceful season. Part of our contemplation of what God has done for us that I propose that we do this season is to look at the gift of our families. We reflect on the family.




CHAPTER ONE
“LOOKING BACK HOME”: THE FAMILY

To the extent of its possibility, and as customary each year during Lent, I propose a reflection in the form of a Lenten Pastoral. Already at the last Pastoral Council meeting of 2018, I hinted that this year, we shall, in a way, be ‘looking back home’. In the recent past during Lent, we reflected on the following themes titled: Mercy: A Divine Prerogative and Human Obligation (2016); Adoration or Aberration Centres: Evaluating the Boom of Eucharistic Adoration in the Light of the Church’s Teaching (2017); “Thy Will be Done on Earth as it is in Heaven”: Our Collective Responsibility in Renewing the Face of the Earth (2018). This year, it is my intention that we come home, that we look into our backyards, we return to our foyer. Our reflection will centre around the family. This is not only the theme of this Pastoral Letter, but also the theme of reflection in our diocese for the year. In my address at the said closing pastoral council meeting on 17th November, 2018, I called for this reflection on the family for this year. Recalling the words, “I want us to focus on the family as a domestic Church. Emphasize family unity, sanctity of families. For us this is the (diocesan) year of the family”. 

Yes, family as a concept is very broad to be taken in this short admonition letter. As the primary unit of the society, as the first institution by God Himself, as a very important social structure, reflections on the family are rife. More important volumes and volumes have been written on the family by sociologists, cultural anthropologists, psychologists, and equally by theologians and pastors. Our reflection here flows from a particular point of view. We want to look at our traditional family structure as Igbo people and rediscover the many virtues and values of this structure. We observe that many factors, especially the so called modernity in varied forms, have caused and are causing a gradual erosion of these values and virtues. We want to plead that we be conscious of this gradual loss of values, and find a way to rediscover them. These virtues and values of our traditional family life are the pillars on which the society stands and progresses. Loss of them spells doom for the society. 

Things have gone awry and wrong that many people believe that the situation is no longer reversible. I would want to believe otherwise. I want to believe that our people have that intrinsic sense of virtue, of right sense, the sense of taboos, that inclination to good and the repulsiveness to evil. Evil is not native to Igbo people, just as it is not with many cultures. In Igbo land, what we have is only the temporary effects of a combination of factors. Apart from our participation in a world wounded by sin as sons and daughters of Adam, we suffer the influx of bad waves from other cultures, we labour under oppressive and bad governments that have entrenched economic strangulation on people and so derailing some people’s moral compass, we are victims of the aftermath and protracted effects of the experience of the civil war that has fanned the base embers of human instinct of survival to the point of near constant insecurity that promotes avarice. We suffer from political marginalization in an entity we call ours as a country. We also suffer from lack of depth of the faith that we have received and embraced, etc. In spite of all this, our basic instinct is for the good and to goodness. And we can rediscover our traditional values. 
This informs the broad title of this letter: “In the beginning…”. We remember that in the creation narrative, the first verse of the Holy Bible which begins with the phrase “in the beginning”, the constant refrain in the creation poem is “God saw that it was good”. It has always been good “in the beginning”. And the apex of creation was the establishment of the human family, the narrative which ends with some beautifully crafted theological commentary: “This is why a man would leave father and mother, and cling to his wife, and they will become one flesh” (Gen. 2:24). We can rediscover the beauty, the goodness, the truth, the unity, the splendour, the holiness of the family. Going by the words of Saint John Paul II in Familiaris Consortio (1981), the apostolic exhortation after the synod on the family in 1980, loving the family means exactly calling back the family to its original position. He writes: 
[bookmark: _ftnref182]They must show the family special love. This is an injunction that calls for concrete action. Loving the family means being able to appreciate its values and capabilities, fostering them always. Loving the family means identifying the dangers and the evils that menace it, in order to overcome them. Loving the family means endeavoring to create for it an environment favorable for its development. The modern Christian family is often tempted to be discouraged and is distressed at the growth of its difficulties; it is an eminent form of love to give it back its reasons for confidence in itself, in the riches that it possesses by nature and grace, and in the mission that God has entrusted to it. Yes indeed, the families of today must be called back to their original position. They must follow Christ (no 86).

Our human society takes its origin from the family, and the future of humanity and that of the Church as well passes through the family (Familiaris Consortio, nos. 75; 86). The document, Gaudium et Spes of the Second Vatican Council puts it in other words: “The well-being of the individual person and of both human and Christian society is closely bound up with the healthy state of conjugal and family life. Hence Christians today are overjoyed, and so too are all who esteem conjugal and family life highly, to witness the various ways in which progress is being made in fostering those partnerships of love and in encouraging reverence for human life; there is progress too in services available to married people and parents for fulfilling their lofty calling: even greater benefits are to be expected and efforts are being made to bring them about” (no. 47). To save humanity means that fundamentally the family has to be fostered. By way of corollary, to destroy the family is to put the future of humanity at stake. 

Definitely, this is only a pastoral letter and cannot pretend to exhaust all that needs to be said on the family. The purpose of this letter is to call for the reflection and to launch the exercise. Few indications contained herein would only serve as mapping the broad lines to help groups and parishes to develop their lines of reflection for a better depth. Particular circumstances in parishes and basic Christian families can help illumine more areas about family life that we need to rediscover their traditional beauty. As will be shown in the last part of this letter, I have indicated few practical lines of action to help us relish the family and unearth many of her traditional values. These are also only indications, and I expect further elaborations in the discussions that will follow this Pastoral Letter.


“IN THE BEGINNING…”: THE FAMILY IN THE BIBLE

It would seem appropriate to begin a discussion on the family by having a glance into our Scriptures, or at least hinging it on it. Without doubt, the family is central to the message of the Bible as a whole, both of the Old Testament and the New Testament.

The Old Testament
In the Old Testament, what is seen as family is broader than what contemporary Western understanding deriving from the Enlightenment and modernity has made of it. In fact, it is closer to our own Igbo understanding. The terms that would refer to family in the Old Testament portend wider realities. Shevet would denote social groupings of various types and can conventionally refer to tribe, and to ethnic origins. Bet ab (house of father) and mishpaha are sometimes translated as family. They could either mean a nuclear family consisting of parents and children, living together in the same home (cf. Gen. 50:7-8) or a wider grouping, comprising one or two generations of close relatives (cf. Gen. 7:1; 14:14). They can also refer to simply relatives (e.g. Gen. 24:38; 1Kings 12:19; Isa. 5:7). They may further refer to a clan, a wider group of relatives (e.g. Numb. 27:8-11; Judg. 18:11). The family was undoubtedly very important in the Old Testament and at each point in time the understanding takes for granted the cultural norms of the day. That is why there is clearly no biblical blue print, no once and for all model, of the family in the Bible. 

Generally, the structure would consist of a leading male, who is head over the members of his household comprising both people (wife or wives and children, sometimes the clan), animals and property. The function or relevance of the family were the traditional concerns common to all cultures prior to the emergence of our nuclear industrial family. It was more of duty and responsibility as guiding principles, and not romance and friendship as in modern understanding; and these were primarily the provision of security for the members, provision of education and socialisation for children, without neglecting the provision of religious identity for the members (cf. Exod. 10:2; 12:26; 13:8; Deut. 4:9; 6:7; 32:7; Prov. 1:8; 6:20). The patriarchal nature of the Hebrew family structure meant that the head of the family, the father, normally expected to be succeeded by the male son, to carry on the posterity. It would mean that he took it for granted that he would arrange all marriages for the children. While with time marriages with many wives became common (David’s sombre marital story is common; Solomon famously had 700 wives and 300 concubines, 1Kings 11:3; Ahab was said to have 70 sons, so logically had other wives than Jezebel, 2Kings 10:1-11), divorce was also not out of the question when the husband wanted it (Deut. 24:1, cf. 22:19, 29). 

It must also be noted that though the ideals of the family were high, the reality rarely matched the ideal. The effects of the Fall included that marriage and family relationship was so disrupted (cf. Gen. 3:16) making it impossible for the human being to realise the intention of the creator for human families (cf. Gen. 3:24). In fact, the story of the Old Testament cannot be told without mentioning the many dysfunctional family relationships that dot the pages. The holiness and integrity of the family was shattered by brutality and violence. Here we remember the stories of Cain and Abel (cf. Gen. 4); Jacob cheated over his brother Esau (Gen. 27:1-45); the sons of Jacob sold their brother Joseph into slavery (cf. Gen. 37:1-36). After the departure from Egypt and the winning of freedom, the ideals of the covenant relationship where no one would do evil to his neighbour and family member was very far to be met, leading to the giving of the Ten Commandments, most of the commandments which hinged on the ethics of good neighbourliness. This is also the angle to look at the many codes of ethics in Deuteronomy and Leviticus. Further, with the transition to the monarchy, it was still the same family dysfunction that led to the ruin of the royal houses of both Israel and Judah. And the prophets would not cease to launch their attacks whenever they noticed an onslaught on the family, especially when, because of the centralisation of the state and the growing power of the state and king, the rights of ordinary families were trampled upon. The story of King Ahab and Naboth (cf. 1Kings 21) comes here to instant memory. Amos himself is famous as a social prophet challenging the autocratic powers of family heads and that of the state, who through constant economic invasion, poorer families found themselves dispossessed, even selling their own members into slavery to pay their debts (cf. Amos 2:6-8; 4:1-3; cf. Isa 5:8-10).

The New Testament
[bookmark: _GoBack]What is first of all interesting is that in the eternal wisdom of God, Jesus, the Son of God, and the Second Person of the Trinity, comes to the world as a member of a human family. The crux of Christianity is that “the Word was made flesh, and dwelt among us” (John 1:14). And the New Testament, starting with the Gospel of Matthew, begins with a genealogy, the family tree of Jesus, tracing his generations through succession of families. Then the infancy narratives especially as found in Matthew and Luke take time to dramatize the life of the Word made flesh in the contours of family life. There we get the dramatic scenes of the Annunciation, the encounter of the angel with Joseph in a dream, the predicament preceding and following the nativity, the visit of the mages, the flight of the family to Egypt, the presentation at the temple, the finding of the child Jesus in the temple, etc. All these stories end with the notice of the child Jesus growing in wisdom, in stature and in grace in the circle of his family at Nazareth, being obedient to the parents, and the Spirit of God with him (cf. Luke 2:51-52). Later in the Gospels, it was a question of the mother and brethren of Jesus who came to see him in the context of his ministry (cf. Matt. 12:46-50). At some point, it seemed that Jesus’ impact was not noticed or appreciated in his home town at Nazareth simply because his townspeople knew his family: “Where did he get this wisdom? Is he not the son of Joseph the carpenter, and are his brothers and sisters not here with us…”? (cf. Matt. 13:55-56).

All in all, Christianity, especially the Catholic Church, puts so much great emphasis on the human family of Joseph, Mary and Jesus that the Sunday immediately after Christmas becomes the feast of the Holy Family. 

But Jesus goes beyond the norm because he challenged many of the accepted norms of family life of Jewish culture during his time. When it was a question of the ethics of marriage concerning divorce, he takes them to “in the beginning…” from where this Pastoral Letter gets its name. The essence of “in the beginning” of creation of Jesus is to alert his audience that historical dysfunction does not disrupt the essence and sanctity of family life. We have to go back to the plan of God in the beginning. It is like saying to us today: what modernity has made of the family life does not exhaust what the family is. We have to go back to the beginning to rediscover our traditional values, to retrieve the elements at where we started. And so Jesus challenged many of the accepted norms of family life within later Jewish environment and culture. He preached for a stop to divorce practices that made women inferior and without rights. For him, monogamy was obtained “in the beginning” where the relationship between a man and woman entails equality (cf. Mark 10:2-12; John 4:7-29; 7:53 – 8:11). This, according to Jesus, is what is depicted in the Old Testament account of creation (cf. Gen. 1:27), where both man and woman are created in the image of God. Jesus therefore raised the status of women, showing that women could be both domestic workers as well as spiritual leaders (cf. Luke 8:2-3; 10:40-42). Jesus also recognised the intrinsic worth of children in a culture where children were not counted or where childhood was considered as an immature and inadequate form of existence (cf. Mark 9:33-37; 10:13-16). For Jesus instead children show examples of true discipleship: “People were bringing little children to him in order that he might touch them; and the disciples spoke sternly to them. But when Jesus saw this, he was indignant and said to them, ‘Let the little children come to me; do not stop them; for it is to such as these that the kingdom of God belongs. Truly I tell you, whoever does not receive the kingdom of God as a little child will never enter it.’ And he took them up in his arms, laid his hands on them, and blessed them”.

Jesus insists that the demands of discipleship could take precedence over the requirements of natural families. That is the essence of the answer when he was told his mother and brethren were looking for him while he was teaching (cf. Matt. 12:46-50). Our belongingness to Christ creates a bond in the realm of grace that is stronger than the natural family bond. Put in another way, the water of baptism that passes through our spiritual veins and soul is stronger and thicker than the blood of consanguinity. This idea was well developed by the first Synod for Africa (1994) where the image of the Church as the family of God became a central motif (see the Apostolic Exhortation by John Paul II, Ecclesia in Africa, 1995).

Jesus’ family ethics was carried further by apostles like Paul in the many so called household codes. Even though here the details of Hellenistic culture may have also influenced some of the nuances of Saint Paul’s teaching – for example, when he talks about slaves – all in all, many of St. Paul’s family ethics remain blue print for all ages. He talks of husbands loving their wives and goes as far as making the theological analogy with the love between Christ and his bride the Church (see Eph. 5:21 – 6:10). Such sublime and deep constant unbreakable commitment of Christ to his Church that prompted Christ to die for the Church explains why a man must love his wife as himself. This love is reciprocated by the wife submitting to and respecting her husband as the Church obeys Christ; and both flow to the love and care they are to show to the children who themselves should obey their parents. And the parents in turn must not do anything to exasperate the children. What a beautiful rendition.



CHAPTER TWO
THE FAMILY: APPLE OF THE CHURCH’S EYE

While this Lenten Pastoral is based on the family and the rediscovery of our traditional values, it is important to note that the Church, as Mother – a beautiful image that is central to any stable family – has not ceased to emphasize the central role of the family in general. The family is the apple of the Church’s eye. The Church knows the fundamental importance of the family, and has read deep into the Word of God to understand the premium that God places in this institution, the very first institution He founded himself by creating the man and the woman – the narrator inserting immediately the commentary: “This is why a man must leave father and mother and cling to his wife, and the two will become one flesh…” (Gen. 2:24), which Jesus took up in the Gospel (cf. Matt. 19:5), and St. Paul in the letter to the Corinthians (1Cor. 6:16) and to the Ephesians (cf. Eph. 5:31). The Church has many beautiful names for the family; names which express both the sanctity and the lofty mission of the family. In this section, it is important to remind us of the many landmark documents that the Church has issued in the recent historical memory about the family. The goal of this mention is to orientate us when it is a question of seeking a document to lay our hands on, concerning the Church’s teaching on family in the modern time. 

Without any attempt at stating things chronologically, these are some of the appellations the family has merited from the Church and the documents through which the Church has expressed them. We mention only from the past centuries, without forgetting that Church Fathers; St. Augustine, etc. and Medieval writers, have volumes already written on the family. Leo XIII wrote in 1880 his encyclical Arcanum Divinae, On Christian marriage. The discussion on the family was from the angle of the institution of marriage in the then modern world. Already more than two hundred years, basing on the historical and theological origins of marriage, he addressed the problem of corruption of marriage that leads to divorce and remarriage addressing the individual and social ills that occur when marriage is corrupted. To avoid such corruption, the Church’s jurisdiction over marriage issues and family should be recognized (see no. 17). There is in it a good deal of advice for making marriages more lasting. One can say that this encyclical foreshadowed many other subsequent ones like Casti Conubi of Pius XI (1930) and the famous Humanae Vitae of Paul VI (1968). Casti Conubi continues the reflection on the family also from the point of view of marriage and procreation. Underlining the indissolubility and stability of marriage, Pius XI declares that marriage is a divine institution and uniquely suited to raising children. It further condemns contraception, sterilization, abortion, etc.; all to be taken up approximately 40 years later by Pope Paul VI in his famous Humanae Vitae (1968). Interestingly, the encyclical Casti Conubi, towards the end, discusses challenges to marriage and ways to strengthen it, including aid to poor families. 

The Second Vatican Council Fathers devoted several sections of their discourses to the family. Lumen Gentium defines the family as the domestic Church. This means that there should be found in every Christian family the various aspects of the entire Church. The family, like the Church, ought to be a place where the Gospel is transmitted and from which the Gospel radiates. In a family aware of this mission, all the members are evangelized and evangelize. The parents not only transmit the Gospel to their children, from their children they themselves receive the same Gospel as deeply lived by them. The family becomes thus the evangelizer of other families, and of the neighbourhood where it is found. The idea is that the family is the first place where young baptized Christians come in contact with and learn the faith. “From the wedlock of Christians there comes the family, in which new citizens of human society are born, who by the grace of the Holy Spirit received in baptism are made children of God, thus perpetuating the people of God through the centuries” (Lumen Gentium, no. 11). This status comes then with a responsibility on the family, about which the Fathers write: “In it, parents should, by their word and example, be the first preachers of the faith to their children; they should encourage them in the vocation which is proper to each of them, fostering with special care vocation to a sacred state” (ibid). And Gaudium et Spes devoted an entire chapter to the promotion of the dignity of marriage and the family (nos. 47-52). The decree on the apostolate of the laity, Apostolicam Actuositatem, introduces another beautiful description: “Since the Creator of all things has established the conjugal partnership as the beginning and basis of human society, the family is the first and ‘vital cell of society’” (no. 11). In Africae munus (Apostolic exhortation after the Second Special Assembly for Africa of the Synod of Bishops, held from 4th to 25th October 2009, to continue the the work of the 1994 Assembly, and published 2010), years later, Pope Benedict XVI elaborates these concepts, and refers to the family as the sanctuary of life, and a vital cell of society of the church, as the setting for education, as an evangelizing community, and as the Church in prayer. The family is the sanctuary of life in the sense that God has made the family the fundamental locus for the transmission of life: “Be fruitful and multiply, fill the earth and subdue it”. This is stated without de-emphasizing the other goals and purposes of marriage. By being the sanctuary of life, the family of God, the Church, is enlarged day by day. Articulating most of these appellations together, Africae munus affirms:

the family is the sanctuary of life and a vital cell of society and of the Church. It is here that ‘the features of a people take shape. It is here that its members acquire basic teachings. They learn to love inasmuch as they are unconditionally loved, they learn respect for others inasmuch as they are respected, they learn to know the face of God inasmuch as they receive a first revelation of it from a father and a mother full of attention in their regard (no 41). 
On the other hand, the Church herself has also been described in family categories. It is called the family of God. This family of God metaphor is perhaps one of the most endearing to describe the Church and is strictly biblical. It describes the truth about God our heavenly father, who has adopted us into his family in Christ. Both Christ and other New Testament writers remind us that we are brothers and sisters, sons and daughters and members of God’s household. We remember Jesus revolutionary saying where he defines who his mother and brothers and sisters are: “Who is my mother, and who are my brothers?... Pointing to his listeners, he said. Here are my mother and my brothers. For whoever does the will of my father in heaven is my brother and sister and mother” (Matt 12:48-50). This tallies with St Paul’s eulogy in Ephesians 3:14-15 when he prays: “For this reason I kneel before the Father, from whom every family in heaven and on earth derives its name”. 

In fact, this beautiful image of the Church as family was the very first impression the world had of the Church. The first centuries of the Church witnessed to a church in family circles, in Christian homes. Today, we have the tendency to see the Church as a group of people meeting in a building (often a beautiful one) on Sunday morning. But let us remember that many of New Testament writings were written to household churches (cf. Acts 12:12; Rom. 16:3-5; 1Cor. 16:19; Col. 4:15; Philemon 2). The house churches mentioned in Acts 11:14; 16:15, 31, 34; 18:8; 1Cor. 1:16; no doubt came into being through the use of the homes as meeting places. The gospel was preached in them (cf. Acts 5:42; 20:20), and the Lord’s supper was celebrated in them (cf. Acts. 2:46). This was the model for the Church for more than three centuries and in spite of the persecutions, the Church grew exponentially. It was only after the legalization of Christianity as state religion by Constantine that big Churches began to dot the landscape. Advantageous this might be, that was also the beginning of the emergence of a somewhat anonymous Church, where, sitting in the vast and magnificent church buildings and going through elaborate liturgies, Christians lost the sense of interpersonal care for one another that is characteristic of a family. The assembly in many instances has become more of a herd of cattle than an intimate family where Christians have personal relationship to one another. God is calling us to leave the impersonal ‘cathedral’ approach to come home to the family image of the Church. The Synod of Africa in 1994 hammered on this image of the Church as family of God, coming from the background of the extended family system of Africa. In the Church, we are all like a one extended family, where we care for one another, where there is a personal and personalized relationship with one another, where everyone is welcome. 
Many other interesting perspectives could be got from documents such as the encyclical: Evangelium Vitae (1995) of John Paul II, the Apostolic Exhortation Familiaris Consortio (1981) of John Paul II, which we have had occasions to cite in this letter, the Apostolic Exhortation Evangelii Nuntiandi of Pope Paul VI (1975), the encyclical Ingruentium Malorum (The Family and the Rosary, 1951) of Pius XII, etc. But mention must be made of Amoris Laeticia (The Joy of Love, 2016), Apostolic Exhortation of Pope Francis, after the Synod on the family in 2014 and 2015. Though contentious some people have made of some marginal elements in the document, the Pope, in this apostolic exhortation, is here essentially to offer some pastoral approaches proper to the family especially in the difficult situations of the modern time. 
Finally, it is to be mentioned that the family is so much important to the Church that there is every three years in the universal church this unique event of The World Meeting of Families Congress. This gathering, the biggest gathering of Catholic families in the world, has occurred every three years since its inception in 1994. It is organized by by the Dicastery for Laity, Family and Life, which promotes the pastoral care of families, protects their rights and dignity in the Church and in civil society, so that they may ever be better equipped to fulfil their duties. The 2015 meeting was in Philadelphia, the most recent meeting took place in Dublin (2018) and the next meeting is scheduled to take place in Rome, Italy, in 2021. 
We as Christians and especially Catholics of today, should try to get informed through some of these documents. I say this bearing in mind what St Paul said in the first letter to the Corinthians. There St Paul distinguishes between infants and adults in the faith (see 1Cor. 3:1-4). It is sad that most of our people, especially those who can read and write, still do not avail themselves of the provisions of the literature in our faith. The Sunday 20 minutes’ reflection, sermon or homily, by the priest during Mass is not enough for our people to get really catechised. More so, the many challenges that Catholics face from the emergence and proliferation of self-styled pastors and denominations demand that they read documents issued by the Church where they can get authentic doctrines and balanced Christian/Catholic perspectives on issues. As will be proposed at the end of this Letter, I suggest that parish priests pick up themes from some of these documents as part of their Sunday evening catechetical instructions for adults.

CHAPTER THREE
REDISCOVERING OUR IGBO TRADITIONAL FAMILY VALUES

Different parts and different peoples of the world have their different customs and traditions. These customs and traditions could sometimes be referred to as values. They are partly a response to their environment, a product of their cognitive and evaluative response to the challenges of existence, and how they understand the meaning and goal of life. That is why it is no surprise that what a part of the world values; that is, regards as important, may not be regarded or so regarded elsewhere, even though there are many values that intersect, and are universal. From values, there is a transition to norms. Because something is valued, then there come norms, prescriptions and interdictions. These values and norms help to guide and guard people’s lives, directing them, prescribing options, checking excesses, and reducing occasions of conflict. They also define the taboos, the unacceptable behaviours in the society. Thanks be to God, studies in Igbo life and culture in a scientific way has grown and many Igbo scientists (sociologists, psychologists, anthropologists, ethnologists, linguists) are excavating and insisting on reawakening Igbo consciousness. From the look at the Igbo oral literature, for example, proverbs, songs, riddles, etc., we discover that they aim at articulating Igbo people’s world-view, highlighting that wisdom and honesty are indispensable in life, promoting success and honouring achievers, while at the same time acting as satire to discourage evil doing. 
But we also know that in the course of time, our traditional cultures, and as it concerns us here, our traditional family values, have come into contact with the Western form of modernity and been seriously influenced and affected. In the normal euphemism, we say that we have been influenced by the Whiteman’s ways. While there are a lot of positive outcomes from this, the sombre side is that sometimes, our own culture and values have been relegated to the background, with the attendant outcome that most of our good values are consequently devalued. For all the good things that can be said about the African, the black race, and the Igbo in particular, a sad tag is that the Igbos are good at absorbing the Western culture and very fast at abandoning theirs. Among all the tribes of Nigeria, the Igbos are the most travelled, the most read, the most cosmopolitan, the most enterprising, but also the tribe that stands in the worst spot of the crossroads concerning the gradual erosion of their cultural values. In general, globalization, with its offer of movement and exchange of cultures and the bringing of peoples together, has laudable aspects. But the question remains; question already posed by the Fathers of the Second Vatican Council 50 years ago: “How is the dynamism and expansion of the new culture to be fostered without losing fidelity to the heritage of tradition? This question is of particular relevance in a culture where the enormous progress of science and technique must be harmonized with a system where classical studies according to various traditions have held sway” (Gaudium et Spes, no. 56). 

It is important to mention outrightly that it is not in all cases that one idolizes the pre-literate, non-Western, traditional practices, even as it concerns the family in Igbo land. We normally say “in the good old days” even though not every ‘old day’ was good. We know of many traditional practices in our family system that we needed to expunge, especially in the light of the Gospel. And to be honest, even if the baggage of modernism did not contain all goodies, there are also many improvements that we have today thanks to modernity and thanks to our contact with the Whiteman, thanks to colonialism, and more thanks to the coming of the Gospel of Christ. But it is same with every other culture. Every culture evolves or should evolve to the better by coming in contact with other cultures, especially, by coming in contact with the Gospel. But to say the least, there were many good elements of our Igbo traditional society and traditional family system which regrettably are being lost to the so called modernism and modern civilization. 

Let us be clear about certain distinctions. Christianity taught us Christ, who came to teach us more clearly about God. But Christ himself said it regarding the time and the context he appeared: “Do not think I have come to abolish the Law and the Prophets; I have not come to abolish but to fulfil them” (Matt. 5:17). This means first of all that Christ himself knew that the Law and the Prophets were essentially good. He came to teach them in full and bring them to fulfilment. This is same with us. It was not Christianity that taught us the essential notion of goodness. It was not Christianity that introduced us to faith in the Supreme Being, to the worship of God, to the ethic of brotherliness, to the beauty of sincerity, to the sublimity of hope in despair, to the primacy of love. In fact, rather, from survey, it has been found out that Christianity spread faster and penetrated deeper where religiosity and morality was already very intense. And that in a large part explains the success Christianity has in Igbo land, more than in any other part of Africa. The Letter to the Hebrews has a better way to explain the phenomenon: “In the olden times, God spoke to our forefathers… but in our own time, and the last time, he has spoken to us through his Son” (Heb. 1:1-2). The Son is the manifestation of the invisible God, the God made man, and so he taught us in full, and in essence, what it means to be children of God. This is the angle to look at our traditional family values. Let us look at some of these, and insist on the necessity of rediscovering some of them, suffering under the sledge hammer of the so-called modernity. It is wished that we Igbo people will be able to understand our cultural heritage and will go a long way to preserve and protect them. 

a)	The father as the head of family cult
Let us begin at the beginning, with the head; the father figure in the family. In Igbo traditional family, the father of the family has also the role of the priest. He directs worship. A father is to be the family priest. He represents his wife and children to God and spends time in prayer each day remembering the needs and concerns of his family. The father does not only cultivate, grow, and develop the family wealth and resources, he sets the spiritual tempo of and in the home. The father does not only represent and speak on behalf of the family in public forums, he serves as the family priest and spiritual leader to members of his household. He sacrifices his life for theirs. He is a mediator to God for his family. He understands that the children are still in the learning process, susceptible to the mistakes of youth, and so like Job, he asks the Lord to forgive the sins of his children (cf. Job 1:5). In the traditional set up, it was the duty of the father to do the igo ofo, to raise early morning praises and petitions on behalf of the family to God. Now we have embraced Christianity, but nothing should have changed essentially. The busy nature of the society has made it that many fathers are no longer available. The gradually creeping secular thrust of the society has blurred this aspect of the role of the father. Many families still maintain the culture of family prayer, but then, many complain that the fathers of the family absent themselves often. Familiaris Consortio has a poignant statement on the need for prayer in common in the family. “Family prayer has its own characteristic qualities. It is prayer offered in common, husband and wife together, parents and children together. Communion in prayer is both a consequence of and a requirement for the communion bestowed by the sacraments of Baptism and Matrimony. The words with which the Lord Jesus promises His presence can be applied to the members of the Christian family in a special way: ‘Again I say to you, if two of you agree on earth about anything they ask, it will be done for them by my Father in heaven. For where two or three are gathered in my name, there am I in the midst of them’" (no. 59) (Matt. 18:20,). Parents, especially fathers as heads of the family, should remember that family prayer is a suitable moment for thanksgiving, for petition, for trusting abandonment of the family into the hands of their common Father in heaven. 

b)	Parental presence
Parental presence is sister to praying in common. This is where modernity has done a lot of damage to our traditional families. To its credit, Gaudium et Spes introduces its survey of these problems with the compassionate observation that: “…serious disturbances are caused in families by modern economic conditions, by influences at once social and psychological, and by the demands of civil society” (no. 47). Sometimes families may not have to be blamed since many are responding to the prevalent social and economic situation. The dynamics of social existence has drastically changed. Both the man and the woman may have to work today to make ends meet, no doubt. Life is on a fast lane and with a swift pace. What can young couples do when they have to do the school run so early, go to work, and meet up with their financial and social obligations. Sometimes the only solution people may think out is to take care of their kids by proxy. Even though the crèche, the kindergarten, the day-care, and all other institutions were there to help young families juggle out their programmes, these are not meant to replace the presence of the parents. This is in a very big contradistinction to our traditional families where parents had a very close life with their children. Even though situations have greatly changed, parents should always try to find out alternative means so as not to neglect the essentials in family dynamics, and not to allow these essentials to be derailed by the social pressure.

c)	Work ethic to children
Our people are wont to say that they want their children to be more successful than them. And in every culture it is so. This goes with another saying: “I do not want my kids to go through the suffering that I went through”. This is also understandable. Many of us entertain the heroic stories of the struggles and sufferings of our parents to raise their kids. Young parents are going through the same, and in the future, their children should be able to marvel when they retell their stories of their parents to their own kids. In the then world, as it is still even in some parts of our country, parents struggled to raise large number of kids, and with almost nothing. What heroism. Progressively, successive generations in general see themselves treading on softer grounds than those of their parents. Children whose parents did not have the opportunity for formal education now get educated, and their children in turn attend better schools; in our context, private (mostly Church) schools. My own parents trekked distances to go to Church and to school; such distances got shortened during my days, and today, our children have schools at their doorsteps. Some are driven to school daily. In my own days, farm work was part of the daily routine in order to help the parents take care of the many kids. Many school kids needed to fetch water from the stream always down the steep hill before trekking to school every morning. Afternoons was either farm work or fetching of firewood. And daily chores for the mother was constant.

Today, many kids do not know these. Life has been made easier in many instances. The grounds are softer. This is not bad. But while it is always good to get the terrain softer for the children, there is an extreme to it and this is where one can never beat the wisdom of the old. In trying to give the children a better future, many modern families literally spoil them. The “I do not want my children to suffer” sometimes wrongly translates to raising them without making them imbibe the correct work ethic. Outside their academic work, many of our kids are not exposed to manual work, farm work, house chores. And many carry this mentality even to their studies. Gradually, children tend to understand that everything is money and money is everything. Is it any wonder that sometimes you get the unfortunate scenario of children wasting and mismanaging the wealth their parents had accumulated with sweat over the years at the latters’ demise? Wise parents are aware of this and they insist that the kids engage in tasks that are both physically and mentally challenging enough. Wise parents do not want to show their children that anything can be obtained on a platter of gold. Every generation may not be faced with the same challenges but success, no matter the generation in which it is sought, is essentially predicated on painstaking hard work even if this varies from a generation to another. 

I also admit that many children are suffering and are not pampered at all. In fact, due to bad government and stifled economy, many children are “abused” in the sense that they do not get their rights as children and as kids, whether from their parents, or society, or governments. What a horror. It is not rosy for them at all. But this also provides the the auspicious circumstances for the parents to be examples of determination and hope for the kids. It is not the time to show the children that one can succeed in the difficult times with manipulations and lies. I once recently gave a small but serious example. Imagine a parent answering a call to a business partner or a friend in his house, in the presence of kids, and telling the interlocutor that he is on the road, while he is at home. Imagine business parents falsifying figures before members of their family, teachers not going to school to do their work, parents quarrelling only over material and selfish advantages, and never discussing ideals and virtues before their kids. The instances could be endless. We all complain of a degraded so-called astute society where virtually almost everybody desires to make wealth and other achievements at the expense of others. The scramble for positions, economic gain, academic falsity, and all manoeuvres and short-cuts for selfish gain could start with a little spark of bad example a child gets from his father or mother. This leads to the next point:
d)	Imparting the culture and human values 
As mentioned earlier, many people believe, and there is a lot of truth in it, that we the Igbos of today are at the crossroads culturally speaking. Our openness to other cultures means also our susceptibility to abandoning our cultures. More than every other cultural group in Nigeria, we are the most travelled, the most cosmopolitan, the most westernized, the most modern. Yet we are more at risk of and at loss of cultural identity. Families were known as vehicles of cultures in the olden times. It is where children learn the past, get in touch with history, learn the customs and traditions of their people. This has to do with the issue of presence discussed above. A classical set up for the imparting of culture was the common gathering of children and the parents at privileged times together in the family, especially after evening meals; time for story telling, the so called moonlight folktales containing loads of wisdom for life. Time for admonition and for listening to the elders’ wisdom was time for a formation in the culture of the people. This was a very important element in the Jewish culture as we read in the Bible. “The father makes know to children your faithfulness” (Isa. 38:19). “Ask your elders and they will tell you” (Deut. 32:7). In the Jewish religious culture, the gathering for the evening celebration of the Passover provides an occasion for the youngest child to ask what is happening. Then the father seizes the opportunity to update the new generation all that had to do with the dealings of God with their forefathers. With that, the new generation will be updated; and will know how they came up to where they were. With such practice, the story chain will never be broken for generations.

Today, various new forms of social set up and network have taken up this phenomenon, but unfortunately have not succeeded in replacing it adequately. Today it is the screen culture and the digital slavery. The youth and children live more in the virtual world of their smart phone and television. The so-called local movies claim to condemn evils in the society but before the last scene which purports to condemn evil, it has already exposed the mind of the young to all sorts of crimes. Many of our kids have lost their innocence by watching a lot of this violence that goes by the name of films or movies. Worst of it, concerning the need to teach the language which is the main vehicle of culture, many Igbo parents do not speak the mother tongue to their children, and shamelessly pride themselves that their children do not speak their Igbo language. As shameful as it sounds, people feel proud to announce to a visitor that their son or daughter, and worse still, someone living in Igbo land, does not speak or understand the Igbo language.

Education goes beyond mere literacy, that is, the ability to read and write. And the Igbos knew this exactly. Before the advent of formal education, the family, along with the society, provided the environment for the education of children, where parents trustingly and courageously trained their children in the essential values of human life. The saying goes that “man is more precious for what he is than for what he has” (Familiaris Consortio, no. 37; see Gaudium et Spes, no. 35). In our society today beset and split by tensions and conflicts due to individualism and selfishness, the family is the forum where children should be enriched with a sense of justice, and selflessness, and giving of oneself for the good of the community and devotion to the less privileged. The family is the ideal context for holistic education; for training in literacy, in values, in human sexuality which goes beyond the reductive and impoverished link with the body and with selfish pleasure, for respect, for nationalism and patriotism, for cultural pride, for love for work and work ethic, for the love of God and the Church, etc.

e)	Respect for the elderly
If there are cultures which manifest a unique veneration and great love for the elderly, the Igbo culture should be counted as the first. Far from being outcasts from the family, or burdens to the young, or people merely tolerated, the elderly in traditional Igbo culture were seen as stake holders who take an active and responsible part in family life. For one, they carry out the important mission of witnessing to the past and a source of wisdom for the young and for the future. As John Paul II writes in Familiaris Consortio, “n fact, “the life of the aging helps to clarify a scale of human values; it shows the continuity of generations and marvellously demonstrates the interdependence of God’s people. The elderly often have the charism to bridge generation gaps before they are made: how many children have found understanding and love in the eyes and words and caresses of the aging! And how many old people have willingly subscribed to the inspired word that the ‘crown of the aged is their children’s children’ (Prv. 17:6)!” (no. 27).

We are aware of what happens in some other cultures, especially Western cultures of Europe and America, which is also creeping into ours, especially in the wake of disordered industrial and urban development. Gradually, the elderly are being set aside in ways that are to say the least unacceptable. Once again, Familiaris Consortio evaluates that this scenario “causes acute suffering to them and spiritually impoverishes many families” (no. 27). Needless to say that without being conscious of it, children notice the relationship between their parents and their grandparents, how their parents are taking care of their own parents, and plus or minus, the same measure awaits the parent who never cares to take care of his or her parents adequately. Again, yes, modern training strategies inculcate the spirit of self confidence in children and the young, but parents and families should have an eye to the fact that this does not entail children disposing the deference they owe to the elderly, the respect they owe, even if the elderly seem to be wrong. Equality in ranks among professional colleagues should not blur the differences in age and experiences. Even being higher in rank professionally should still not blur the fact that one’s elders are his or her elders. Families in our traditional set up had their way of structuring that promotes this respect, where juniors did not call their elders their names directly, but added little (pet) titles of respect. These are now gradually being lost. Would that they be rediscovered.

f)	Interfamily generosity in traditional set up
Family generosity, openness to other families, a table spontaneously open to strangers; these were the hallmarks of our Igbo families. Years ago, we knew of situations where families or even communities take up the sponsorship of brilliant kids from poor parents, but who otherwise would not have had the opportunity for schooling or learning of trade. Today, this reality has so much diminished, no thanks to individualism and the shrinking of the spirit of generosity among well-to-do families. The wave of individualism that is being decried has diminished the horizon of the view of many families that they know only of their nuclear families; their own children. The tragedy of our world today, especially in poorer nations, is that many are languishing in want amidst few that are reeling in superfluity. “Open handedness he gives to the poor” (Psa. 112:9), and the Psalmist adds immediately that “his justice stands firm for ever”. Inequality is a fact of life. Some are richer, some are poorer. The economic situation hits some families harder than others. Inequality in the situation of different people can be explained severally; it could be due to opportunities that some have or had that others did not have. Some are successful because they worked harder. Some are because they were luckier. Some have because they knew people who helped them climb the ladder of progress. Some are not because of accidental factors for which they are not responsible. We also admit that some are not successful because they were not wise, and so misused God-given opportunities and talents. But the reason for this imbalance is not so much important as the necessity to redress it and help the needy. 
I call on well to do families to invest especially on the education of the children of the poor. While parents should give their children the best opportunity that is available, sometimes you wonder what is the Christian rationale when parents spend enormous sums of money on one child’s schooling, but make no contribution to the education of poor children all living in the same neighbourhood. We all know for examples primary schools and secondary schools in the big cities of the countries where parents pay hundreds of thousands a term, or even millions for the education of one child. This is commendable; for no opportunity given to a child for his future is a waste. But it beats the imagination that some of these parents come from villages where some children cannot go to school because their own parents cannot afford even the least sum a term for a decent school for their child. I call on all who can to pick up a child or children of poor background and give them some future. We do know that the future of a child does not automatically depend on the amount of money put in his training. If so, some of these parents who spend so much on their children could not have succeeded in life because during their time, they could only attend their local primary and secondary school. Some did not even attend at all, but they were still able to make something out of their life. If the Lord does not build the house, if the Lord does not watch over the city… (cf. Psa. 127:1ff).
g)	Family unity
Igbo people cherished unity in the families. Otu obi (one heart and mind) and udokamma (peace is supreme) are all euphemisms used to express what was dear to people and to families. The architectural structures of family settings, even when polygamy was in vogue showed that families preferred living together and doing things in common. Groups of families, clans and communities had common projects, like clean ups, and farming in common. Sharing of things was done in a more or less spirit of brotherhood. And there were measures to bring everybody on line and to deter offenders to family unity and community peace. There were structures for making peace and settlement of issues, to which almost everybody subscribed to. Without canonizing the traditional families of the olden times, and while admitting that some of the measures put in place for control were not Christian, communities were out to maintain unity and peace among members. It is an irony that now that families are more nuclear, with monogamy as the norm, there exists more intra and inter family clashes. Many of our families are on fire, with a lot of suspicion and strife. Some family members see one another more as enemies than friends and brothers and sisters. Incidentally, because of urbanization (‘living abroad’), many family members do not know one another, while mutual suspicions prevent people from coming closer to one another. Unfortunately, children born into these families inherit strife they do not know their origin. There is a lot here to learn from our traditional family set ups.


CHAPTER FOUR
ACTION PLAN FOR THE DIOCESAN YEAR OF THE FAMILY

This short Lenten Pastoral can neither replace the richness of information and admonitions we already find in the Bible on family, nor give more clarifications than what we have in the many documents that the Church as Mother has given, some of which we mentioned above. It does not also supersede the many good examples and good seeds that are sown in many families by diligent parents. To them we say congratulations, and assure them that God will complete the good work he has already begun in their families and in their children. But basing on this rich heritage, and in this year that we declare the Year of the Family in our diocese, we can take few other practical steps to valorise the importance of the family. And in this angle, I propose the following in the form of two wings of formation and spirituality.

1. Formation. What I mean here is making efforts in this year particularly in a more serious way in driving home some of these teachings and documents we have already mentioned (and many more) to our Catholics and Christians. Our society can never again be described as an illiterate society, even though literacy has not reached the level it should. It is regrettable that Catholic education is dwindling, as even many of the educated class among Catholics do not consider it worthwhile to get informed about the faith. Parish priests and those in charge of continuing formation should take care of this. Formation of our Catholics on the teachings on the family can go in many directions. A parish priest can pick up one of these documents, e.g. Familiaris Consortio, or Humanae vitae, etc., and organise a little seminar. These can be given to some sodalities (the CBIU, the Bible Society, the Charismatic Renewal group, etc.) to read and discuss. It can form topics for Sunday evening instructions. A parish can decide to make it the theme of Sunday homilies, say, first Sunday of the months for a series of three or four months. 

2. This type of formation can be taken to a higher level in the diocesan structure, like the diocesan CMO, CWO, the Mary League Girls, the CYON, either on the diocesan level or the regional level. At Regional meetings of the different bodies, a document in this direction could be taken to form the theme of the seminar. Diocesan conventions, retreats or seminars of the CWO and CMO, etc., for this year could be organised and structured around this theme for a deepening of the sensibility concerning the family. As done in many parishes, which is highly commendable, this Lenten Pastoral could be used for the Sunday evening catechetical instructions.

3. I also direct that the theme of family and the rediscovery of Igbo traditional values be the theme for the last rotatory Mass of the year. The contents of this Letter could provide tips for the homily and special message of encouragement by the delegates. I also urge those in the diocesan religious education department to incorporate this theme into the general theme of the Catechetical week coming up this year. Those in charge of children’s catechism and the directors/secretaries of Catholic education and schools should also find a way of incorporating the elements in this Letter into the curriculum for the children’s moral instruction. Let these children not be ignorant of what life was before them, and the challenges it poses to their own time.

4. As part of formation, I would also suggest that issues pertaining to marriage preparation be taken more seriously. The Christian family springs from marriage which is a sharing in the partnership of love between Christ and the Church; it will show forth to all men Christ’s living presence in the world and the authentic nature of the Church by the love and generous fruitfulness of the spouses, by their unity and fidelity, and by the loving way in which all members of the family co-operate with each other (Gaudium et Spes, no. 48). We have a standing rule in the diocese that before every marriage takes place, the couple must have gone through marriage instruction organised through the priest doing the paper works for the marriage. It beats our imagination that when it comes to things that really matter, some of our people are in a hurry and want to throw away the essential elements and protocols, or try to get around them. We all know the scenarios where young men visit home at the end of the year with the project of getting married when they had no person already in mind. The idea is that the two-week stay at home would be enough to ‘find a wife’, go through the traditional ceremonies which in some cases have been monetized and can be done in a day or even by proxy, and finally go through the sacramental wedding ceremony. Sometimes the couple know nothing of what they should know about themselves, hurried over essential discussions, glossed over medical concerns, and see themselves already caged in a wedlock. In some pitiable situations, the lady is dumped at home, while the bridegroom departs in the promise to ‘go and prepare to come back take his wife with him; a project which could last to when one does not know. Some of these ladies have been abandoned by a man nobody can testify his whereabouts or what he is doing. All this and other hurriedly arranged circumstances cause the marriage tribunal to be inundated by cases, mostly of newly married couples. Let us be more serious with marriage preparation. It goes a long way to set the foundation of the new family on a sure and firm footing.

5. Spirituality: The item that ranks greatest in family spirituality is family prayer. Traditionally, as Catholics, it has always been beautiful when families gather together in the evening to say the prayers, especially the Holy Rosary, together. Ingruentium malorum (On Reciting the Rosary) is an encyclical of Pope Pius XII on reciting the rosary, issued on September 15, 1951, the Feast of the Seven Sorrows of the Virgin Mary. “It is an appeal for an intensification of the traditional October Rosary devotions, making a particular recommendation for the family recitation of the Rosary, begging Our Lady to obtain peace for individuals, for families, for peoples, for nations, and for the Church throughout the world”. In the encyclical, Pius XII, who wrote just six years after the devastating Second World War, entrusted the peace and destiny of the world to the Mother of God. This is what we need to do especially in our Nigeria today. Our country and our Church is in great peril. The Pope argues that the repeating of identical formulas has a positive impact on those who pray: “The recitation of identical formulas repeated so many times, rather than rendering the prayer sterile and boring, has, on the contrary, the admirable quality of infusing confidence in him who prays and brings to bear a gentle compulsion on the motherly Heart of Mary” (no. 9). I strongly encourage our Catholic families to pray the rosary together. Many mainline Protestants are already joining in saying the Holy Rosary. The rosary-praying family will become a place of sanctity, where the Holy Rosary will not only be the particular prayer but will also become a school of Christian discipline and Christian virtue. The custom of the family recitation of the Holy Rosary is a most efficacious means. What a sweet sight—most pleasing to God—when, at eventide, the Christian home resounds with the frequent repetition of praises in honour of the High Queen of Heaven! It unites them piously with the most Holy Virgin, who, like a loving mother, in the circle of her children, will be there bestowing upon them an abundance of the gifts of concord and family peace. 

6. Parental control in the modern digital culture as part of spiritual and moral option: Now a word to the parents, especially, young parents, concerning the parental control they should exercise on their children with regard to the digital culture. I purposely allowed this to come towards the end in the action plan. Unfortunately, many children spend more time before the screen than elsewhere. It is either the virtual networking, or watching of films. For this, let me uplift a message written by Pope John Paul II, already 25 years ago (1994): Message of the Holy Father John Paul II for the 28th World Communications Day, titled, “Television and Family: Guidelines for Good Viewing”. The first four articles speak all, and what it says concerning television, can also be, in relative measure, said equally about smart phones for Facebook, WhatsApp, Skype, and other social media that are handy to us, and to children especially today:

“Dear Brothers and Sisters,
In recent decades, television has spearheaded a communications revolution which has profoundly affected family life. Today television is a primary source of news, information and entertainment for countless families, shaping their attitudes and opinions, their values and patterns of behaviour.
Television can enrich family life. It can draw family members closer together and foster their solidarity with other families and with the community at large. It can increase not only their general knowledge but also their religious knowledge, making it possible for them to hear God’s word, to strengthen their religious identity, and to nurture their moral and spiritual life.
Television can also harm family life: by propagating degrading values and models of behaviour, by broadcasting pornography and graphic depictions of brutal violence; by inculcating moral relativism and religious scepticism; by spreading distorted, manipulative accounts of news events and current issues; by carrying exploitative advertising that appeals to base instincts, and by glorifying false visions of life that obstruct the realization of mutual respect, of justice and of peace.
Even when television programmes themselves are not morally objectionable, television can still have negative effects on the family. It can isolate family members in their private worlds, cutting them off from authentic interpersonal relations; it can also divide the family by alienating parents from children and children from parents”.
Part of the practical and drastic approaches it encourages comes in these words: “Forming children's viewing habits will sometimes mean simply turning off the television set: because there are better things to do, because consideration for other family members requires it, or because indiscriminate television viewing can be harmful. Parents who make regular, prolonged use of television as a kind of electronic baby-sitter surrender their role as the primary educators of their children. Such dependence on television can deprive family members of opportunities to interact with one another through conversation, shared activities and common prayer. Wise parents are also aware that even good programmes should be supplemented by other sources of news, entertainment, education and culture” (John Paul II, Message on 28th World Communications Day, 24th January, 1994).
7. Recognition to outstanding families. In this year, I bear particular attention to families who have shown some heroism concerning the faith as family. Here, I think first of all, of parents who have weathered storms of life and still remained faithful to the Catholic faith as families. I think of couples who have remained steadfast to their faith despite the trials of lingering childlessness. I think of the many families who are bedrocks of their parishes, stations or basic Christian communities; such families as are always there, father, mother and children in different areas of the parish life, and have done that for a period of time. These families can be celebrated in different ways, even though it is clear that they do what they do not to attract human praise. I think especially of young families, who, still unsure of the future, trustingly still devote their time and talent to the pastoral activities of the parish, in the choir, in the Lay Readers Association, in other sodalities and Catholic action. I would wish that parishes be more involved especially in celebrations of jubilees of marriages; Silver and Golden. Involvement here entails first and foremost using that occasion to promote the catechesis of good family living; fidelity amidst trials, constancy in the faith amidst the wave of the proliferation of denominations, devotion to the well being of children, devotion to the parish and diocesan life, etc.
8. Lastly, a call to the civil and political authorities. I call on the government to help in the promotion of the family. Our leaders should help put the correct value on the family. Thus, as the fundamental cell of society, the family deserves to be assisted and defended by appropriate measures of the state and other public institutions. This points to certain responsibilities on the part of public authorities. We have the unfortunate memory of a time when we as Catholics and Christians had to rally in this state against a proposed bill that wanted to lend support to condemnable practices against decent family living and against the Christian faith. The state should help the Church in her efforts to sustain family decency, in her efforts to preach chastity before marriage, in her insistence on natural family planning and responsible parenthood, in her efforts to provide workable educational institutions for the teeming population of children. Public authorities should set and enforce reasonable ethical standards for television programmes, for home movies, and check the uncensored display of immoralities, which will foster the human and religious values on which family life is built, and will discourage whatever is harmful. The state should do all it could to support efforts of parents in training their children, making life affordable for the population, paying workers’ salaries promptly and completely, providing affordable medical amenities for pregnant women, young mothers and their babies. The state ministries running programmes about families, youth and children should partner with the Church to help provide our children with good future. Thus, the state is ensuring also its own survival.



Conclusion
We the Igbos are special people. We are blessed with good cultural values. It is with these values that our forefathers employed to live their lives. When the light of the Gospel came, it was clear that, as the Igbo proverb says, onye bu utara huru onye bu ofe (literarily, the one carrying foo-foo met the one carrying soup); meaning that the message of the Gospel found an already prepared hospitable terrain. The demands of the Gospel easily found echo in the belief system, mores and values of our people. As I mentioned earlier, studies have shown that in her missionary journeys to evangelise cultures and peoples, Christianity succeeded faster and smoother wherever sound religiosity was intense, and wherever the sense of sound morality was high. The message of freedom, decency and dignity of the Gospel easily found a willing partner with the high sense of morality and taboo (nso ala) of our people. Hearing of the Ten Commandments and the Beatitudes, I imagine that our people would simply say like the young man of the Gospel “all this I have kept since my youth” (Luke 18:21). That was why within a space few decades, Igbo land had been won for Christ, and we believe, for eternity.
But as is often the case, interactions with outside cultures presents its onslaught on most of these values that are in tune with the Gospel. This is very noticeable in our families of today. The Church is at the vanguard of calls for us not to neglect these; rather to rediscover them and preserve them. Here in this Lenten reflection, it is my belief that historical dysfunction would not disrupt the essence and sanctity of family life. We have the capacity to reach the depths and rediscover the good values that we have cherished “in the beginning…”. We should go back to the drawing board; those good values are godly, they are evangelic, they are salutary.
I commend all our families to the protection of the Holy Family of Jesus, Mary and Joseph. I end with this beautiful prayer to the Holy Family, by Pope Francis.
Jesus, Mary and Joseph, in you we contemplate the splendour of true love, to you we turn with trust.
Holy Family of Nazareth, grant that our families too may be places of communion and prayer, authentic schools of the Gospel and small domestic Churches.
Holy Family of Nazareth, may families never again experience violence, rejection and division: may all who have been hurt or scandalized find ready comfort and healing.
Holy Family of Nazareth… make us once more mindful of the sacredness and inviolability of the family, and its beauty in God’s plan.
Jesus, Mary and Joseph, graciously hear our prayer. (Angelus, 29 December 2013)

Most Rev. Augustine T. Ukwuoma
Bishop of Orlu
Ash Wednesday, 6th March 2019.
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