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INTRODUCTION 

 

Article 16 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) states:  

 

1. Men and women of full age, without limitation due to race, nationality or religion, 

have the right to marry and found a family. They are entitled to equal rights as to 

marriage, during marriage and at its dissolution.  

2. Marriage shall be entered into only with the free and full consent of the intending 

spouses.  

3. The family is the natural and fundamental group unit of society and is entitled to 

protection by society and the State.1 

 

Catholic individuals and interest groups played a key role in the inclusion of rights for the family 

in the UDHR. Article 16 reflects a basic tenet of Catholic Social Teaching: the family is “first 

cell” of society. In the wake of the Second World War, Catholic thinkers, for whom the notion of 

“fundamental rights” had previously evoked the specter of rampant individualism and economic 

predation, integrated human rights into their worldview by focusing on that which was necessary 

to uphold the innate dignity of the human person.2 In addition to rights adhering to the 

individual, Catholic groups like the National Catholic Welfare Conference pushed to include 

rights to associate in and to form families, and the rights of families themselves, in the major 

                                                        
1 “Universal Declaration of Human Rights” (United Nations), accessed February 9, 2023, 
https://www.un.org/en/about-us/universal-declaration-of-human-rights. 
2 John T. McGreevy, Catholicism and American Freedom: A History, Illustrated edition (New York: W. W. Norton 
& Company, 2004), 200–201. 
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human rights documents that arose from the creation of the United Nations.3 Centering family as 

the fundamental unit of society not only made Catholics more comfortable with a rights-centric 

social paradigm, but it also cohered with developing Catholic notions of theological 

anthropology (the nature and meaning of the embodied human person). For many Catholics, 

Article 16 “proclaims the natural family in logical sequence,” moving from marriage to family to 

society and reflecting metaphysical truths about humanity.4 

 The idea that the family forms the base of society continues to permeate official 

promulgation of Catholic Social Teaching (CST). In a YouTube video series by the United States 

Council of Catholic Bishops (USCCB) called “CST 101,” for example, the family is described as 

the “first community,” the “first place where we learn to love and be loved, to give of ourselves, 

so that we are prepared to go out into the community and serve other people.”5 The video goes 

on to describe “marriage and family” as the “bases of society,” which, when “broken,” prevent 

society from “functioning as it should.”6 The theological anthropology that supports CST is on 

full display; as the narrator speaks, Genesis 2:24 flashes across the screen—“That is why a man 

leaves his father and mother and clings to his wife, and the two of them become one body.”7 

“From the very beginning,” one narrator continues, “God himself, who is community—Father, 

Son, and Holy Spirit, the core of the universe—is a relationship. It makes perfect sense that we 

as human beings were made to live in relationship, were made to love.”8 The video connects this 

                                                        
3 McGreevy, 203. 
4 Jane Adolphe, “The Holy See and the Universal Declaration of Human Rights: Working toward a Legal 
Anthropology of Human Rights and the Family Perspectives on Natural Marriage,” Ave Maria Law Review 4, no. 2 
(2006): 346. 
5 CST 101: Call to Family, Community, and Participation, 2016, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9mGxEAtVGcU. 
6 CST 101. 
7 CST 101. 
8 CST 101. 
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understanding of personhood to our rights and responsibilities to actively engage in our 

communities, in pursuit of the CST principles of solidarity, subsidiarity (the protection of and 

deference to smaller communities within larger ones), and dignity for all.9 

 Given the importance of the family in the framework of Catholic Social Teaching, one 

might expect that this social tradition would include reflections on what a personalist, dignity-

based vision of the family entails. For the most part, however, theology about and for the family 

remains the purview of Catholic moral theology, which by and large treats the family unit as an 

ontological category constituted by a heterosexual marriage that leads to biological children. 

Catholic theologies of the family are inextricably bound up in Church teachings on sex, gender, 

sexuality, and procreation. These teachings are not so much concerned about the lived reality of 

being in a family as they are about protecting the abstract structure and function of the “natural 

family,” as if justice and love were a natural and inevitable outgrowth of families constituted in 

this ontologically perfect way. 

 This thesis is an effort to demonstrate Catholic Social Teaching’s reliance on official 

Catholic dogma on the “natural” hetero-patriarchal family, in order to argue that the way we 

understand the family as a theological category is woefully inadequate. Upholding the family as 

the fundamental unit of society makes Catholic Social Teaching unique in the world of liberal 

thought. I believe that this idea could be constitutive of a Catholic identity rooted in commitment 

to human flourishing and the common good. But it is failing to do so now, because the Catholic 

theology of the family is wooden, abstract, devoid of lived experience, and lacking the concern 

for justice and human dignity otherwise indicative of Catholicism’s social tradition. This thesis 

seeks to articulate a theology of the family that better aligns with CST principles by engaging 

                                                        
9 CST 101. 
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with papal documents, biblical traditions, and the works of Catholic theologians and ethicists. 

My aim is to reclaim the family as a fundamental mode of embodiment that is grounded in lived 

realities, particularly those of the poor and marginalized, and which rejects abstract, normative 

constructions of the “natural,” traditionalist family that render countless sacred, loved and loving 

human persons outside the purview of the just world that Catholic Social Teaching imagines. 

 I come to this project knowing that many people have thought about these issues more 

than I have. I know that many Catholic communities already live out the tenets of the theology of 

the family that I suggest in this paper, communities made up of families of all shapes, sizes, and 

histories. The aim of this paper is to make a rather modest statement, but one which, I think, is 

important to articulate. The work of theology can be powerful. Theologies motivate action in the 

world; they provide rhetorical resources that can bolster or undermine the structures and systems 

that frame our lived realities. When we construct theologies that imagine a more just world, we 

should start at the most basic level of society. A Catholic theology aimed at justice and liberation 

should start with what it means to be an embodied human in relationship with other humans. 

 In the following three chapters, I will argue that a liberationist Catholic social theology, 

constructed with the context of the United States in mind, should start with a reimagined 

understanding of the family as the basic unit of society. In Chapter 1, I provide a summary and 

critique of official Church teaching on the family as encapsulated by Pope John Paul II’s series 

of lectures referred to as the Theology of the Body. I demonstrate various ways in which this 

traditionalist, hetero-patriarchal family has been and continues to be mobilized by Catholic 

Social Teaching. In particular, I note instances in American history where the “family” of 

Catholic Social Teaching has played a role in public debates on civil and workers’ rights. In 

Chapter 2, I survey the work of contemporary Catholic theologians including Margaret Farley, 
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Shawn Copeland, Marcella Althaus-Reid, Ada Maria Isasi-Díaz, Cathleen Kaveny, Joel Baden 

and Candida Moss, Lisa Sowle Cahill, and David DeCosse, finding that they either ignore the 

family entirely or fail to connect the family to their visions of a just world. I argue that the family 

of CST should not be abandoned in liberationist Catholic theologies. Having done all this, in 

Chapter 3 I build on the ideas of these same theologians to construct a renewed understanding of 

the family in our Catholic theological imagination, one which upholds the person as the image of 

a relational God who opts for the poor and oppressed, who is born into, creates, and moves in 

and out of families throughout their life. This theology of the family privileges lived experience 

over ontological categories. It validates the messiness and diversity of family life, while calling 

all families to an aspirational ethic that protects the dignity of each family member and turns 

outward in pursuit of the common good. It is my hope that this liberationist understanding of the 

family could breathe new life into Catholicism’s social tradition, by allowing all people to 

recognize their families as both beloved by their community and called to participate in the 

creation of a more just world. 
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CHAPTER 1 

The Normative Family 

 

Early in my relationship with my partner, now husband, he interrupted a perfectly good 

evening to ask how I could be so invested in being Catholic while also having sex with him 

multiple times per week. Deeply annoyed by what I considered an ill-founded and, frankly, 

offensive question, I proceeded to lecture him until the sun came up about what my Catholic 

identity meant to me, all while straddling his hips to prevent him from escaping the tirade. 

Religiosity was not synonymous with an obsession with sexual morality, despite the countless 

people I had met within and outside of my religious communities who seemed to think just that. 

Being Catholic was a way of moving through the world, I said, about building communities 

based on love and molding one’s life in the example of a God willing to be with us in all our 

suffering and mess. For me, I explained, being Catholic was an irreducible part of my identity, 

and I had come to believe that my identity not only did not require but rejected a tortured 

relationship to sexuality. An adolescence of struggling with community leaders who seemed to 

see me and those I loved only as sexual ticking time bombs led me to the stubborn conclusion 

that the Catholic Church’s official stances on sex, gender, and sexuality were simply wrong, 

incompatible with the central truths and tenets of Christianity and made to seem central in 

popular discourse by political reactionaries for whom they were especially useful. I was willing 

to accept that there were some grains of truth in Catholic moral teachings on sex – sex which 

devalued the person by treating them as disposable was wrong, sure – but these truths had always 

been distorted by being mapped onto oppressive hetero-patriarchal social structures. This was 

unfortunate, I remember saying, but really it didn’t matter; I almost never thought about these 
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teachings anymore. They are peripheral—a distraction from what really matters about being an 

embodied person in the world. What should I care about someone’s sex life, or my own for that 

matter, so long as they and I showed up for the poor, the hungry, the lonely, and the oppressed?  

 Over the next few years, my partner’s and my relationship continued to deepen, and, 

somewhere along the way, we became a family. We decided to get married in order to celebrate 

our commitment to each other with our communities. In the process of creating a meaningful 

wedding ceremony, I was confronted by how theoretical and individual my Catholic faith had 

become, two attributes I loved Catholicism for generally not being. Though I was connected to 

wonderful Catholic communities through HDS, their intensity level was generally too high for 

my non-Christian partner to want to casually attend events regularly, which meant that I attended 

less too. The church community I grew up in felt too stiflingly conservative and unwelcoming to 

difference for my siblings and I to attend with any regularity with our parents. In any case, my 

home parish felt positively wooden next to the life that teemed from a Mass at HDS. At some 

point, being Catholic had ceased to be a family activity, and, because of that, I no longer had a 

Catholic community that felt like home. My partner and I rejected out of hand the idea of having 

a Catholic wedding; we didn’t want to say vows about the meaning of marriage and procreation 

that we didn’t mean. It seemed like an obvious choice at the time, but, looking back, it seems like 

a key marker that my connection to Catholicism had become tenuous at best, even as I strove to 

hang onto it in my academic life. That this most special of life transitions was marked by my 

community in a way that was divorced from my faith and culture was sad. My mother seemed to 

understand this before I did. She had worked so hard to raise a Catholic family that knew the 

joys and wonders of the tradition, and now her only child of four with any likelihood of getting 

married in the Church had rejected the option. Unlike myself, a cis-gendered woman in a 
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heterosexual marriage, my sister, who is queer, my brother, who is engaged to someone who is 

divorced, and my youngest brother, who is mentally disabled, do not really have the option of 

faking their way into a traditional Catholic marriage, even if they wanted to do so. The ways in 

which we have each embodied family life as adults doesn’t fit into our Catholic identity, so we 

have by and large cast off that identity, not only, I came to realize, in our intimate relationships, 

but in our life in community – our public lives – in general. 

  

 There are many entry points from which to engage the current state of official Church 

teaching on the family. For my purposes, I focus on the family as represented by Pope John Paul 

II’s Theology of the Body. Originally given as a series of lectures between 1979 and 1984, JP II’s 

theology understands the family as divinely ordained and created in marriage, which in turn is 

divinely ordained by a normative understanding of embodiment predicated on sexual difference 

and gender complementarity.10 The Theology of the Body weaves together Church teachings on 

marriage and sexuality, including prohibitions on birth control and same-sex unions, and it 

incorporates a much more recent commitment to women’s formal equality with men while 

upholding the essential nature of binary sexual difference. The Theology of the Body asserts a 

systematic theological anthropology arising from biblical exegesis. 

The Theology of the Body has been received by Catholic communities with a level of 

attention rarely given to papal teachings. Many commentators lauded it as a “theological time 

bomb” for its potential to launch a renewed interest in Catholic sexual ethics.11 There have been 

                                                        
10 Pope John Paul II, The Theology of the Body: Human Love in the Divine Plan (Boston: Pauline Books & Media, 
1997), http://archive.org/details/theologyofbodyhu0000john. 
11 Lisa Sowle Cahill, T. Frank Kennedy, and John Garvey, eds., Sexuality and the U.S. Catholic Church: Crisis and 
Renewal (New York: Herder & Herder Book/Crossroad Pub. Co., 2006), 32, 
http://archive.org/details/sexualityuscatho0000unse. 
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countless adaptations of the Theology of the Body for educational purposes; there are whole 

institutes dedicated to its dissemination in local Catholic communities.12 Indeed, many Catholics 

and even non-Catholics are attracted to the Theology of the Body for its affirmational tone about 

bodies and sex and its beautiful, ordered cosmology. The principle of complementarity has led to 

the formulation of a “New Feminism” within Catholic circles, which champions “feminine 

genius” as women’s gift to the world and rejects the “distortion” of postmodern “gender 

ideologies.”13 The assertion that gender complementarity is biblically ordained fits nicely into 

conservative American reactions to perceived threats to the family by social liberalism, and, as 

such, it has been an enormously popular apologist text.14 I am choosing to focus on this text to 

explain Catholic teachings on the family because of this cultural currency. 

 The family as the most basic form of human society, according to JP II, has been 

“fundamental from the beginning,” as evidenced by Jesus’ citation of Genesis in his discussion 

of the insolubility of marriage in the Gospel of Mark.15 JP II understood the creation story in 

Genesis 2, in which Adam is created as a solitary figure before God decides to create for him a 

“helper as a partner,” as a representation of fundamental truths of human embodiment. Human 

beings were created as the image of God in gendered bodies, male and female, as gifts for each 

other.16 Binary sexual difference enables the first humans to both recognize their own 

                                                        
12 “About TOB Institute,” Theology of the Body Institute, May 27, 2020, https://tobinstitute.org/about-tob-institute/. 
13 Aneta Gawkowska, “New Feminism as a Response to the Modern Crisis of Community,” Philosophy and Canon 
Law, no. 1 (2015): 67–83. 
14 Joe Carter, “Teaching John Paul II to Evangelicals,” First Things (blog), January 4, 2010, 
https://www.firstthings.com/blogs/firstthoughts/2010/01/teaching-john-paul-ii-to-evangelicals; Matthew Cantirino, 
“Theology of the Body Isn’t Just About Sex,” First Things (blog), August 16, 2011, 
https://www.firstthings.com/blogs/firstthoughts/2011/08/theology-of-the-body-isnt-just-about-sex; “A Protestant 
Theology of the Body by Mark Bauerlein | First Things Media,” First Things, January 20, 2022, 
https://www.firstthings.com/media/a-protestant-theology-of-the-body. 
15 John Paul II, The Theology of the Body, 25. 
16 John Paul II, 46. 
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embodiment and to create the first human community by “becoming one flesh,” a community 

that then allows humans to participate with God in the creation of new life.17 Gender 

complementarity – the equality but essential difference between male and female – is thus the 

cornerstone of embodiment, what JP II calls the “nuptial meaning of the body.”18 We are called 

to honor the nuptial meaning of our bodies by committing ourselves in marriage with someone of 

the opposite sex as a sign of the original communion of persons that was ruptured in the Fall.19 

Heterosexual marriage that is open to the creation of new life, as represented by the story of 

Genesis 2-3, is the only way to “express and realize the value of the body and of sex, according 

to the Creator’s original plan.”20 

 John Paul II goes on to explain how this metaphysical and ontological understanding of 

human embodiment unfolds to demonstrate the difference between love and lust and the 

relationship between chastity and marriage. Love requires a relationship of “mutual self-giving,” 

which can only be achieved when a man and woman commit to each other in marriage and are 

open to sharing the “burden” of bringing new life into the world through procreation.21 A sexual 

relationship that does not include lifelong commitment or openness to procreation through 

heterosexual intercourse belies the value of the body and thus treats one’s partner as an object.22 

In such case, it is not love, measured by self-control, that is acted upon, but rather lust. It is only 

in the true expression of marital love that human society can begin in the family, which exists in 

an ontologically analogous relationship to that of Christ and the Church, and also to the familial 

                                                        
17 John Paul II, 60. 
18 John Paul II, 58. 
19 John Paul II, 75, 117. 
20 John Paul II, 163. 
21 John Paul II, 127. 
22 John Paul II, 157. 
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relationship of the Trinitarian God.23 The family inaugurated by marriage is a sign of God’s love 

for humans, and a gift to humans who wait for the realization of the Kingdom of God, where the 

partial relationality of family love will fall away in the emergence of perfect intersubjectivity 

with God.24 In the meantime, those who choose chastity over marriage are themselves a sign of 

our eschatological hope, as their chaste witness “indicates the eschatological virginity of the 

risen man” and “the absolute and eternal nuptial meaning of the glorified body in union with 

God.”25 In this way, celibacy affirms the sacrality of marriage because it also honors the body as 

a gift of self and upholds the importance of self-control over the desire to dominate or use others. 

 JP II’s theological anthropology accounts for the Church’s official stances on 

homosexuality and birth control. Marriage is a human choice to act in accordance with the 

gendered “language of the body.” Bodies are male and female so that they can come together in 

marriage; marriage, the “primordial sacrament,” can mean nothing else, no matter the intentions 

of the parties.26 Sexuality, in turn, can only be expressed as love and not sin when the two 

inherent meanings of sex are present in the context of marriage—the “unitive” meaning and the 

procreative meaning.27 A sexual act accompanied by use of contraception such that it is 

“deprived of its interior truth because it is artificially deprived of its procreative capacity, ceases 

also to be an act of love.”28 Married couples who want to control their number of children, 

however, may “naturally” prevent pregnancy by having sex only during times of likely infertility 

                                                        
23 John Paul II, 327, 350. 
24 John Paul II, 238. 
25 John Paul II, 267. 
26 John Paul II, 357. 
27 John Paul II, 386. 
28 John Paul II, 398. 
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without impinging upon the procreative meaning of marital sex and love, as they have already 

demonstrated commitment to family life and the capacity for sexual self-control.29 

 There are many ways to critique the theology anthropology that John Paul II proposes. 

Some basic critiques have come from within the Church hierarchy itself, in the years since the 

Theology of the Body was first disseminated. Pope Francis, though he has not modified any of 

the substantive claims made by this theology, has at least acknowledged their extreme 

abstractness and sought to soften the rigid boundaries they erect between proper “natural” 

families and everyone else. In his letter of reflections on the family, Amoris Laetitia, Francis 

calls the Church to be humble and realistic, admitting that “[a]t times we have also proposed a 

far too abstract and almost artificial theological ideal of marriage, far removed from the concrete 

situations and practical possibilities of real families.”30 He goes on to say that the Church’s 

teachings on the family should form consciences, not lay down wooden rules, with the goal of 

supporting the commitment to grow in love in family. Francis also connects the theology of the 

family to the responsibility of the Church to denounce all worldly structures that make care of 

one’s family difficult, from lack of access to healthcare to the exploitation of labor.31 In doing so, 

Francis clarifies that the “natural family” is not a type of ontological magic, the creation of 

which ensures bodily fulfillment. 

 Though Pope Francis’ more contextualized theology of the family is a welcome relief 

after engaging in depth with the Theology of the Body, the fact remains that the tight connection 

between the Church’s anthropology and its understanding of marriage and family leaves many 

                                                        
29 John Paul II, 399. 
30 Pope Francis, “Amoris Laetitia” (Vatican, March 19, 2016), 27, 
https://www.vatican.va/content/dam/francesco/pdf/apost_exhortations/documents/papa-francesco_esortazione-
ap_20160319_amoris-laetitia_en.pdf. 
31 Francis, 34. 
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people out, essentially denying that the way they embody love reflects their status as image of 

God. Same-sex relationships, infertile couples, couples who use artificial birth control, all 

unmarried, committed relationships, families with non-biological children, people who have 

been divorced, non-binary and transgender individuals, non-sexual relationships, single-parent 

families, anyone with more than one sexual partner, and individuals who choose to remain single 

without taking vows of sexual chastity--all have little to no place in this cosmology of 

embodiment. Many of these lived realities are considered sinful, while some, like families with 

adoptive children, are celebrated while not being fully incorporated into the theology of the 

“ideal family.” Adoptive families are understood as, at best, analogous expressions of family as 

divinely ordained, which has become the model for incorporating other “non-conforming” family 

structures into Catholic understandings of the family, at differing levels of acceptance.32 It is 

almost too obvious to state that the above list includes a huge number of people, including large 

proportions of Catholic communities around the world. It is one thing to uphold an aspirational 

theology of embodied love; it is quite another to assert, as the Theology of the Body does, that 

none of the above situations are capable of expressing true sexual love or ideal familial love. 

 Gender complementarity is at the heart of the Theology of the Body, as the Church has 

come around to the importance of upholding the equal dignity of men and women, though it has 

historically understood the family as existing under the natural authority of the man.33 As 

multiple commentators have argued, however, the invocation of gender complementarity in 

Catholic anthropology does not expunge Catholicism of the gender hierarchies that have existed 

within the tradition for millennia. This is wholly apparent in JP II’s Theology of the Body. 

                                                        
32 Francis, 136. 
33 Cathleen Kaveny, A Culture of Engagement:Law, Religion, and Morality, Moral Traditions Series (Washington, 
DC: Georgetown University Press, 2016), 12–13. 
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Though the former Pope insists that women and men are equal, only different, he reasserts that 

female identity comes into its own through motherhood, while maleness recognizes itself in 

contradistinction to femininity.34 Sexual difference is an integral part of the divinity encoded in 

human embodiment, but only Adam is referenced in relation to Christ, the divine, while Eve is 

compared to Mary.35 Marriage is repeatedly compared to the relationship between Christ – as the 

groom – and the Church – as the bride; it is impossible to argue that there is no hierarchical 

aspect to that relationship. Practically speaking, Church teachings on birth control and the 

“feminine genius” that ties women to nurturing roles require women to be prepared to give birth 

and raise a child at any time, which is hardly a situation of equality of dignity in society. As 

Cathleen Kaveny argues, “John Paul makes claims about the nature of women that were in fact 

used in the last century to argue for what most of us would consider to be unjust political, 

economic, and social subjugation, including denying women the right to vote. While the pope 

does not endorse such subjugation himself, he also fails to explain why the premises of his 

argument do not compel him to do so.”36 

Then there are critiques of the Theology of the Body that stem from its internal 

inconsistencies and unstated assumptions. The Church’s acceptance of “natural family planning” 

for married couples relativizes the requirement that sex always be undertaken for both unitive 

and procreative purposes, but only for heterosexual couples. Same-sex couples cannot engage in 

marital sex while being open to marital fruitfulness in other ways, though there seems to be little 

distinction on the theology’s own terms between a heterosexual couple who seeks not to get 

pregnant by having sex during an infertile period, a heterosexual couple who uses contraception 

                                                        
34 John Paul II, The Theology of the Body, 80. 
35 John Paul II, 254. 
36 Kaveny, A Culture of Engagement, 177. 
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to avoid pregnancy, and a gay couple who have sex as an expression of love. All three marital 

acts involve sex for the purpose of “unity” and not procreation, and all three couples could 

already have children, biological or adopted. The moral requirements for a sexual act to be 

loving are absolutized for non-heterosexual couples in a way that can’t be theologically 

accounted for, though it can be accounted for by the historical erasure of queer people by the 

Church.37 Along the same vein, the theology of the body enshrines the modern, western ideal of 

the nuclear family as the timeless model of marriage and family life since the writing of Genesis, 

as if it were not a legal and social construction that has changed vastly across time and cultures.38 

This unstated privileging of western, largely middle- and upper-class family structures creates a 

hierarchy of family life that replicates global power structures that arose out of the contingencies 

of history, and it claims that such privileging is a product of an eternal natural law 

comprehensible by reason. 

Finally, the theology of the body reduces the complexity and beauty of embodied 

relationality and love to the choice of whether or not to have sex, while at the same time 

harboring deep suspicion of humans’ ability to control their sexual desires. We embodied 

humans are somehow at once purely sexual beings, whose relationality is predicated on living 

into our sexually differentiated bodies, and fully loving only when we are able to put aside the 

sexual parts of our relationships and identity. Reading Theology of the Body, it is difficult to 

identify any moral choice outside of that to enter a sexual, procreative marriage. The family is 

supposed to be the place where we learn and teach how to love the world, but there is little here 

                                                        
37 Margaret A. Farley, Just Love: A Framework for Christian Sexual Ethics (New York: Continuum International 
Pub. Group, 2006), 279. 
38 Jacob M Kohlhaas, “Constructing Parenthood: Catholic Teaching 1880 to the Present,” Theological Studies 79, 
no. 3 (September 2018): 610–33. 
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about what love looks like in the mundanity of everyday life.39 The line between right 

relationship and wrong relationship hinges entirely on the structure of that relationship and the 

identities of the participants. It is wholly lacking in discussion of the actions of those 

participations, and in any sense of how truly loving and just family relationships function. 

In some ways this abstract, ontological theology seems wholly distinct from the much 

more experiential and inductive theology typical of Catholic Social Teaching. The social 

teachings of the Catholic Church come from a centuries-long tradition of Catholic engagement 

with the systems and structures of the modern world. It has been promulgated through papal 

decrees, letters, and lectures, which have often been influenced by the works of contemporary 

Catholic theologians and communities.40 The social tradition has reconciled the Catholic Church 

to democratic political systems41, upheld the rights of workers in the face of industrialization42, 

proclaimed the responsibility of humans for the wellbeing of the natural world43, encouraged the 

pursuit of a just geopolitical peace and the common good44, and consistently underlined the 

social nature of humans, who need solidarity and community in order to thrive.45 Catholic Social 

Teaching has developed and changed over time; the acceptance of separation of church and state 

                                                        
39 Julie Hanlon Rubio, “Family Ethics: Beyond Sex and Controversy,” Theological Studies 74, no. 1 (March 2013): 
138–61. 
40 Richard Rousseau, Human Dignity and the Common Good: The Great Papal Social Encyclicals from Leo XIII to 
John Paul II (Westport, Conn: Praeger, 2001). 
41 Pope Pius XII, “Democracy And A Lasting Peace” (Vatican, December 25, 1944), 
https://www.papalencyclicals.net/pius12/p12xmas.htm. 
42 Pope Leo XIII, “Rerum Novarum” (Vatican, May 15, 1891), https://www.vatican.va/content/leo-
xiii/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_l-xiii_enc_15051891_rerum-novarum.html. 
43 Pope Francis, “Fratelli Tutti” (Vatican, October 3, 2020), 
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in the teachings that arose out of Vatican II is a prominent example.46 Though CST is not easily 

definable or containable, there are consistent themes and priorities that make CST recognizable, 

including the life and dignity of the human person; the co-existence of rights and responsibilities; 

the option for the poor and vulnerable; the dignity of work; the centrality of solidarity; the 

responsibility to care for God’s creation; and, of course, the call to family, community, and 

participation.47 

 The contemporary theological anthropology of the Catholic Church developed in a very 

different mode from its social teaching. Where CST has often developed as a result of active, 

good faith engagement with the modern world, the Church’s understanding of embodiment and 

intimate relationships has been insisted upon in reaction to various liberalizations of social norms 

and encounter with cultural difference.48 This is evident by the “methodological inconsistencies” 

between a largely inductive CST and a decidedly deductive theological anthropology.49 But, 

despite methodological disparities, the family that forms the fundamental unit of society in the 

social tradition is the “natural” family of the Theology of the Body, whether it is mobilized 

explicitly or implicitly. The impact of this particular vision of the family dominating CST is to 

pull focus away from the supposed function of the family as first community and educator while 

implicitly restricting the beneficiaries of just social policy to those in “proper” family units. 
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 The hetero-patriarchal family is routinely invoked in the social encyclicals that make up 

the core canonical texts of Catholic Social Teaching. Leo XIII’s encyclical Rerum Novarum, 

written at the end of the 19th Century, is often considered an inaugural text of modern CST. 

Rerum Novarum is replete with references to the family as the justification for the existence of 

rights that cannot be violated by the state. Because the family is a natural society—“the ‘society’ 

of a man’s house”—that preexists the state, “it has rights and duties peculiar to itself which are 

quite independent of the State.”50 These rights include the right to private property, which 

adheres to a man by virtue of his role as head of the family with a duty to provide for his 

children; the right to raise one’s children without interference by the state, as the children are the 

extension of the legal personality of the father; and the right to just distribution of resources by 

the state such that workers may provide for their families just as wealthier men do.51 Leo XIII 

also expresses approval for wage and hours laws, child labor laws, and restriction of women’s 

labor on the similar bases.52 In 1931, Pope Pius XI expounded on Rerum Novarum’s vision of a 

just society, arguing for fair wages and even paths to ownership for workers such that labor can 

result in easing the burdens and increasing the security of family life.53 Quadragesimo Anno 

argues for a wage high enough for a man to support a family such that women can focus on 

household duties, calling situations in which women need to take jobs outside the home to 

supplement the family income an “intolerable abuse.”54 In its exhaustive lists of the abuses 
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visited upon workers by the industrial economy, Pius includes the breaking up of the nuclear 

family in worker housing.55 

 In the major Vatican II encyclical, Gaudium et Spes, discourse about the family begins to 

include language about mutuality and the function of the family as a sort of moral training 

ground. Pope Paul VI devotes an entire section of the letter to marriage and the family. He 

upholds the dual purpose of marriage, procreation and conjugal love, and exhorts public 

authorities to protect and support families so that they can play their central role in safeguarding 

the well-being of the individual and “harmoniz[ing] personal rights with the other requirements 

of social life.”56 He clearly defines the family as the union of a man and woman with their 

children, but he notes that children who do not have families should be protected by the state.57 

In a later encyclical about international development, Populorum Progressio, Paul VI explicitly 

identifies “[t]he natural family, stable and monogamous—as fashioned by God and sanctified by 

Christianity” as the unit of society.58 Paul’s language on the family is taken up by John Paul II in 

his major social encyclical, Centesimus Annus, published in 1991, one hundred years after Rerum 

Novarum. Drawing from his work on the family and from the tradition inaugurated by Leo XII, 

JP II asserts that the “family founded on marriage” is the fundamental structure for “human 

ecology” and the “heart of the culture of life.”59 However, JP II demonstrates concern that the 

family is threatened by a “culture of death,” in which “people are discouraged from creating the 

proper conditions for human reproduction and are led to consider themselves and their lives as a 
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series of sensations to be experienced rather than as a work to be accomplished.”60 If the family 

unit, as first community, is threatened, then the solidarity of all of society is at risk. 

 Defense of the rights of the “natural” family is a major way that Catholics and Catholic 

thought have engaged in public debate through American history. In the 19th and 20th centuries, 

Catholics played a major role in carving out rights for parents to homeschool their children, send 

them to religious schools, or to opt out of religious practices in public school.61 Fights over the 

“school question” led to the United States Supreme Court decisions Meyer v. Nebraska and 

Pierce v. Society of Sisters, which upheld a fundamental right of parents to direct the education 

of their children.62 In the early 1900s, Catholic theologian and priest John Ryan was an 

outspoken proponent of the creation of welfare programs for the family, in line with Rerum 

Novarum’s criticism of the industrial economy.63 Ryan’s arguments were influential in the 

development “living wage” discourse in American politics. Early 20th Century economic policy 

brought American liberals and Catholic thought into close alignment, but this alliance faltered 

when it came to the issue of women’s suffrage, specifically because many Catholics believed 

that suffrage was a threat to the unity of the family.64 The ascension of cultural issues like 

abortion and gay rights in American politics in the latter half of the 20th Century further 

marginalized Catholic economic thought, as the American Catholic hierarchy became more 

                                                        
60 John Paul II, 39. 
61 McGreevy, Catholicism and American Freedom, 45. 
62 “Parental Rights Cases to Know,” accessed February 14, 2023, 
https://www.americanbar.org/groups/public_interest/child_law/resources/child_law_practiceonline/child_law_practi
ce/vol-35/february-2016/parental-rights-cases-to-know/. 
63 Peter Gardella, “Religions and the Living Wage,” Forum for Social Economics 49, no. 1 (January 2, 2020): 3–23, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/07360932.2015.1072097. 
64 McGreevy, Catholicism and American Freedom, 96. 



 21 

enmeshed in American conservatism, wary of the unmitigated autonomy and derision for the 

traditional interdependence of the family that it perceived on the American Left.65 

 The embeddedness of the hetero-patriarchal family as the fundamental unit of society 

distorts the priorities of the American Catholic hierarchy when it comes to engagement with 

American politics and culture. As demonstrated by the Catholic shift towards the Right of 

political spectrum in the wake of movements for women’s and LGBTQ rights, perceived threats 

to the family in the form of diversification of family structures and increased protection of 

reproductive rights have become threshold social issues for the USCCB. This has been 

communicated to Catholic communities through various publications including, for example, 

voting guides, where the “defense of marriage” and rejection of abortion rights are 

conceptualized as non-negotiable issues for Catholic voters, while issues of economic justice and 

systemic racism are relegated to matters of “prudence.”66 This is difficult to square with the 

central roles that solidarity and distributive justice play in CST, unless the “natural” family is 

understood as a kind of necessary condition for the pursuit of social solidarity in the first place. 

Such a role for the family is hinted at in the USCCB video I summarized in the introduction: 

when marriage and the family are threatened, the video warned, all of society suffers.67 

“Threatened” in this case seems not to refer to poverty or even to atomistic individualism, but 

rather specifically to the emergence of more egalitarian and more diverse family structures. 

 This analysis should serve as a warning for those – like myself – who want to draw upon 

Catholicism’s social tradition without attending to its specific normative construction of the 

family. Catholic support for a living wage provides a good example of the dangers lurking in 
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unquestioning use of CST. I absolutely hope that living wage movements, which have been 

revived in the U.S. over the past decade or so, are successful and that Catholics feel compelled to 

join them. That Catholic participation in such movements has historically been predicated on the 

protection of a patriarchal family unit should at least make us wary about whose living wages 

might be prioritized, and at whose expense. Recently, American Catholic integralists have 

asserted fidelity to the social tradition’s vision of an organic society that is both economically 

redistributive and socially repressive.68 With few resources to draw upon outside of the family as 

constructed by the Theology of the Body, such Catholic reactionaries can lay claim to the 

“whole” of Catholic tradition, in contradistinction to both American liberals and conservatives. 

This is a sobering realization, and one that demands a response. 
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CHAPTER 2 

The Elusive Family 

 

 As evidenced by my long and one-sided argument with my partner, Catholic Social 

Teaching was at the core of what attached me to Catholic thought as a young adult, though I 

could not have put this label on it until I came to divinity school. I had just completed two years 

of law school when I arrived at HDS, and I was animated by the chance to engage with Catholic 

ideas about economic and social systems. I wanted to learn about liberation theology and think 

about how a faith centered on liberation could nourish Catholics in the United States working for 

social justice, many of whom had been alienated by the Church. I believed – and still believe – 

that theology can be an important bridge that connects the stories and principles of faith to action 

in the world. It can provide a source of connection within a community and a common purpose. I 

was so frustrated by the uses to which I saw Catholic theological resources being put in 

American society, uses which are overwhelmingly conservative, focused on the “family values” 

of traditional gender roles and anti-abortion absolutism, and, more recently, enmeshed in 

authoritarian and anti-liberal impulses. I wanted a theology that offered a different paradigm for 

what it means to live out one’s Catholicism in 21st-Century America, which contested the claims 

of exclusive authority made by Focus on the Family and integralists alike.  

 With these goals in mind, I learned more about the development of Catholic liberation 

theology in Latin America, and I traced how some of its most radical ideas were absorbed and 

watered down by the Vatican, during which time they made their way to the United States. I 

imagined what it would look like to re-radicalize some of those ideas, like the option for the 

poor, in the United States. I imagined what a theology for left-wing lawyers – a liberationist 
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jurisprudence – might look like, and how it might combat the persuasive power of conservative 

Catholic jurisprudence. I thought about the relationship between American liberalism and 

political theologies, reckoning with the disparity between the free use that the American Right 

makes of Christian theological language compared to the reticence with which the Left often 

approaches theologies in fear of violating norms of secularism or multi-culturalism. I argued that 

theologies should have a place in a multi-cultural and pluralist public sphere, and I discovered 

the term “public theology” as it has been used in American Catholicism to refer to the 

mobilization of Christian ideas in pursuit of a just and multi-cultural society. In trying to locate 

and building blocks for a renewed, progressive Catholic public theology in Catholic Social 

Teaching and the works of liberationist theologians, I kept circling around this problem of the 

family. I slowly came to believe that such a theology needed to have a Catholic answer to 

Christianity-based social conservatism. It needed to reclaim the family. 

 

Reimagining the family as the fundamental unit of society requires that theologians and 

ethicists interested in social justice train their focus on issues that have often seemed tangential 

or even distracting to their central project—namely, issues of sex, gender, sexuality, and 

procreation. Though feminists in particular have consistently reminded us the “personal is 

political,” there are real reasons that Catholic theologians dedicated to justice and liberation often 

ignore questions about intimate relationships and identity in the context of those relationships. 

For starters, an increasing number of Catholics reject official teachings on marriage, sexuality, 

birth control, and gender complementarity, a reality that has been particularly damaging to the 

cohesiveness and strength of Catholic communities in contexts like the United States, where 
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median views on these issues have liberalized significantly over the past few decades.69 At the 

same time, the Catholic hierarchy has shown little interest in moderating its theological 

absolutism on these matters, making them tricky subjects for theologians invested both in 

reaching a wide audience of Catholics and in being embraced by official Church institutions. It is 

easier to garner consensus, though a tepid one, over the importance of solidarity with the poor, 

an issue that is, in fact, incredibly important and so may seem to be a more impactful use of 

one’s time. There is also the sense that more conservative Catholic and Christian communities 

spend far too much time talking about sex when they could be talking about poverty, for 

example, which may make theologians committed to doing theology for social justice wary of, to 

use Margaret Farley’s phrasing, “escalat[ing] the moral significance of sex.”70 This fraught 

context often incentivizes more liberal Catholic theologians to avoid and ignore Catholicism’s 

theology of the family. In addition, in a liberal context like the United States, the choice to ignore 

the family is supported by the ideal of a neutral public square, in which theologies related to 

intimate family matters are thought not to belong. Where theologies that speak on economics, 

politics, and social structures may be welcome in the liberal “marketplace of ideas,” ideas about 

the family that seem awash in religious language quickly garner suspicion, from liberals and 

progressives in particular. There are good reasons for this too, of course, chief among them a 

commitment to freedom of religion in one’s private life and in one’s family. 

 I am sympathetic to all of these reasons for avoiding Catholic moral theology; indeed, I 

have spent most of my adult life doing just that. But as an American Catholic and political 

progressive who dearly wishes that the social traditions of Catholicism were closer to the center 
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of religious identity and practice in my own Catholic communities, I have come to believe that 

the family is a theological problem that liberal and progressive Catholics cannot ignore, 

especially when we engage with Catholic Social Teaching and construct public theologies in 

pursuit of justice and liberation. I believe there are many Catholics, like myself, who continue to 

identify as Catholic despite experiencing deep misgivings about the Church’s teachings on the 

family. But there are also many, perhaps many more, who cut ties with the Church because of 

those teachings, who deserve a more lifegiving and just Catholic understanding of the family, 

which, perhaps, could open a door to reengagement with parts of Catholic tradition and practice 

that they would have liked to hold on to. Further, it is simply not true that theologies of the 

family do not impact the public sphere. The family is a social and political phenomenon; it needs 

to be a part of our social and political theologies. The only thing Catholics who disagree with 

Church teaching on the family gain from abstaining from debate on these issues “in public” is 

assurance that those who look to Catholic teaching to inform their political consciences have 

nowhere to turn but to the likes of John Paul II’s Theology of the Body. 

Given the baggage attached to Catholic ideas about the family, it is difficult to find 

progressive or liberationist theologians that work within Catholicism’s social traditions or even 

theological anthropology who discuss the family in any kind of detail. It is far more common for 

such theologians to talk about humans’ inherent relationality through the lens of community. 

Theologians who do discuss the family from a more progressive perspective, largely in the 

context of arguing for a liberalization of sex and gender ethics, generally do not extend their 

discussion to the role of the family in its social worlds. I want to suggest that these two 

conversations can and should be had together—the family as the basic unit of society is a part of 

our social teaching that progressive Catholics should reclaim, not ignore. 
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 There are Catholic theologians coming from liberationist, feminist, and queer 

perspectives who call on liberation theology to focus more on embodied experience and 

everyday life, not in addition to focusing on economic and political issues but rather because our 

experiences of embodiment, sex, and the everyday are constitutive of our social worlds. Marcella 

Althaus-Reid argued that if liberation theology were truly interested in “the materiality of 

transcendence,” it would spend more time focusing on bodies as they exist—unruly, dirty, 

sexual.71 Althaus-Reid claimed that it is necessary to break down the “sexual idealism” that 

pervades Christian theology and renders most people, and certainly most poor people, indecent 

and implicitly outside of promised liberation.72 Part of the “indecenting” of Christian theology is 

taking in the insights of queer theories that reject as inherently limiting the idea of a stable sexual 

economy.73 We should not oppress each other and limit God with the rigid administrative 

systems that we have sacralized into theology, Althaus-Reid urged. Ada Maria Isasi-Díaz, 

writing from an American Latina perspective, similarly urges liberationists to construct theology 

from lo cotidiano, the everyday, “as the main site for struggle, as the site that reveals oppression 

at the same time it illumines the preferred future.”74 Isasi-Díaz relentlessly refocuses liberation 

theology on the body, in particular the poor, Latina body, because the body is not only the 

beginning of lived experience but is also essential to society, “if only because society needs the 

work produced by our bodies.”75 All of liberation theology should be reframed in terms of lo 

cotidiano, Isasi-Díaz says. She proposes replacing the idea of the Kingdom of the God with the 
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kin-dom of God, the experience of familial love made universal.76 This project is an attempt to 

extend Althaus-Reid and Isasi-Díaz’s thinking on embodiment to the family as a social unit, a 

topic which both, at various points, touched on but did not center in their theologies.  

 Theological anthropology does make its way into newly articulated liberationist public 

theologies, but commonly in the form of human persons’ need for community. David DeCosse’s 

recent book, Created Freedom Under the Sign of the Cross, which proposes a Catholic public 

theology for the United States, is a good example of this phenomenon. DeCosse centers freedom 

in his public theology, a freedom that is, among other attributes, “embodied and relational.”77 

“Created freedom” acknowledges that freedom is always dependent on our bodies, our 

relationships, our social worlds.78 Decosse upholds the fundamentally relational nature of 

embodiment that is so ever-present in Catholic social theologies while understanding 

relationality as both a site of socially-constrained freedom and as a potential lever of oppression 

within communities.79 For Decosse and his interlocutors, which include Shawn Copeland, David 

Hollenbach, and Elizabeth Anderson, the tension between individual freedom and social 

constraint at work in embodied relationality is at the heart of its potential, that which “points 

toward possibilities for a common vision of a life together that cannot be imagined in an 

atomistic world.”80 The important thing for our purposes is that the unit of relationality is always 

imagined as the community, with the family entering the picture as, at most, one type of 

community. It is “communities of freedom” that work out the common good together, 
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communities imagined as the coming together of individuals who would otherwise live an 

atomistic existence in a liberal world. 

 Shawn Copeland’s book Enfleshing Freedom, an important text for DeCosse, is perhaps 

an even more striking version of this phenomenon. Enfleshing Freedom is specifically about 

embodiment and reorienting traditional Catholic theological anthropology away from abstract 

idealizations of sex and gender and towards an understanding of the body as the “creativity of the 

triune God” made manifest in relational difference, differences that we often identify in terms of 

race, gender, and sexuality.81 Copeland makes her theological anthropology specific and 

particular by focusing on the embodied realties of Black women, especially the reality of 

enslavement to which so many Black women in America were subjected. Copeland describes 

enslavement as the denial of embodied truth, and the freedom from enslavement as the “freedom 

to be human and freedom for loving without restraint, for marriage and motherhood, for 

community and solidarity, for being human together.”82 She describes the body as a sacrament, 

the vehicle by which God came into the world, which requires rejection of every worldly 

subjection of the body and any theology that renders reaching out to another in love through 

one’s sexuality disordered.83 Though she repeatedly mentions the importance of intimate and 

sexual relations in her account of enfleshed freedom, Copeland’s understanding of relationality 

eschews focus on particular relationships in favor of a relationality that is broadly communal, 

where each person both remains themselves and becomes an integral part of the body of Christ.84 

Hers is a model of community and church-formation based on the Eucharist, which, even more 
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so than DeCosse, moves between the experience of the individual to the experience of global 

community, without delving into what her articulation of relationality might teach us about 

smaller communities, like the family, within the Body of Christ. 

 There are some Catholic resources for forming more liberatory notions of morality on 

issues of sex and intimate relationships. Margaret Farley’s sexual ethic as outlined in her book 

Just Love paves the way for thinking about intimate relationships in terms of justice. Farley 

decries the tendency for Christian interpersonal morality to be reduced to sexual morality. 

“Relationships,” she says, “– with others, ourselves, God – always have moral elements, but the 

sex or lack of sex in them may be of less genuine moral significance than are elements such as 

respect, trust, honesty, fairness, and faithfulness.”85 By charting important moments of Christian 

theological history, Farley demonstrates that Catholic theological anthropology has consistently 

failed to do justice to the belief that all humans are the image of God, “embodied spirited or 

inspirited bodies,” instead often enshrining injustice by integrated forms of misogyny, sexual 

repression, and other worldly hierarchies into its sexual morality.86 Farley suggests an ethic of 

“just love” as the measure of morality in relationship, a love that “affirms the concrete reality” of 

both the beloved and the lover, and which is true to the nature of the relationship.87 Farley 

applies this ethic to sexual love, but she is clear that the call to just love is broader than 

relationships including sex and, if taken seriously, would upend the rigid Catholic construction 

of the family.88 In a later book entitled Personal Commitments, she explicitly identifies the 

combined practices of just love and mutual commitment as markers of the family.89 Farley’s 
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work is hugely helpful in redefining the theological substance of the family; what is less clear 

from her work is how a new understanding of the family fits into the myriad social worlds and 

communities in which families exist. We need an understanding of the family that is social, that 

is embedded in our political theologies. 

 American legal scholar and moral theologian Cathleen Kaveny helpfully reinforces the 

idea that what we think of as “family issues” in American politics are also social justice and 

economic issues. Working at the intersection of law and theology, Kaveny urges Catholics not to 

engage with issues related to marriage and the family differently than those that we are more 

likely to think of as social justice issues, like racism, immigration, and workers’ rights. She calls 

on Catholics to promote a “culture of engagement” with secular developments in the morality of 

marriage and procreation, by which we are open to our traditions being unsettled by the cultural 

milieu while welcoming insights of our faith traditions in the public sphere.90 This means, for 

Kaveny, acknowledging that theologies of marriage and the family have always developed and 

will continue to develop alongside changes in the broader culture.91 It also means that Catholics 

should engage with family issues with nuance in the public sphere, understanding, as is already 

the norm with engagement on other issues, that there is no one policy or law that could perfectly 

embody or ensure the common good.92 Kaveny’s work marginalizes the importance of the 

theology of the “natural” family while augmenting the importance of CST’s call to solidarity and 

participation in work for justice, but she stops short of actually rejecting or attempting to 

reconstruct the family, content to allow the normative Catholic family be judged by secular 

culture. 
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 Lisa Sowle Cahill, on the other hand, does attempt such a reconstruction in favor of a 

functional and social understanding of the family that is “authentically Christian.”93 In her book 

on the family, Cahill refuses to define its final form, asserting that, though families are typically 

formed by some combination of biological kinship and marriage, any number of analogous forms 

may arise that make the outer bounds of what counts as a family impossible to define.94 She 

criticizes Catholic theology for undermining family ideals by condemning “nonconforming” 

families, instead of helping all families participate in the common good.95 Cahill offers a 

functional understanding of the family built on the metaphor of the family as domestic church. 

She finds that the gospels and the epistles demonstrate concern that family life distracts from the 

call to care for the needy and perpetuates social hierarchies.96 The Christian family, then, should 

be identified by an ethic of mutuality, equality, and solidarity that, at least somewhat, subsumes 

kin loyalty to compassion for all.97 Focusing on the domestic church celebrates families that (1) 

“structure their internal relations according to Christian ideals of spirituality and reciprocity;” (2) 

serve others “to build up the common good;” and (3) live together with other families, especially 

those that are different from themselves.98 Cahill looks for a model of the family that is 

“structurally open and social active,” and she argues that such a model is common in many 

African American churches.99 Cahill does situate the family decidedly within its social worlds, 

but by focusing purely on function, she, like Kaveny, leaves the normative nuclear family intact. 

She would like to get rid of the discussion of family structure all together. But by focusing only 

                                                        
93 Lisa Sowle Cahill, Family: A Christian Social Perspective (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2000). 
94 Cahill, xi. 
95 Cahill, xii. 
96 Cahill, 28–33. 
97 Cahill, 47. 
98 Cahill, 85. 
99 Cahill, 111. 



 33 

on what a family does in place of any theological imagination about what a family is, she doesn’t 

provide an answer for how or why we form the families that we do. Once again, “family” may as 

well be synonymous with “community”—and indeed, by using the metaphor of “church,” Cahill 

may be intentionally reaching for that comparison. Cahill’s wholly social understanding of the 

family lacks a theological anthropology that could dislodge the “natural” family from Catholic 

theology. 

 The theological works I recount in this section make beautiful and forceful arguments 

about how Catholics should understand embodiment, how we can ground our intimate 

relationships in justice, and how we might concretize the divine command to love one another. 

Relationality is key to all of these works. But the particular relational experience of being in a 

family appears only occasionally, often fleetingly. I do not think it is too large a leap to assume 

that the absence of the family in more progressive theologies stems at least in part from the 

stickiness and the demonstrated harmfulness of the normative hetero-patriarchal family. For 

centuries the “natural” family has served to delimit what is good, holy, civilized, and even 

human from that which is barbaric, immoral, and inhuman. Historians of the colonial Americas 

recount how the Spanish in Mexica used the lack of nuclear family structures among local 

communities as a piece of evidence that Mexican societies were immoral and backwards, despite 

their obvious social and architectural complexity.100 The Spanish imposed a legal regime that 

forced local communities to form patriarchal families in order to secure any inheritance rights for 

their children.101 The English colonists in Jamestown employed a similar rhetorical strategy to 

justify forcefully relocating Native Americans into “praying towns” where they learned “family 
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values” and the agricultural practices of the English, in the name of Christian salvation.102 The 

importance of the “natural” family in Christian thought helped justify incredible violence in the 

Americas, as it played a central role in theories positing that natives were not only heathens but 

sub-human, fit only for enslavement and in need of “teaching” by Christians who understood the 

natural law. Europeans, Catholic and non-Catholic, believed that families under a father’s rule 

provided the “origins of civil society”; any society not set up in this way was no society at all.103 

The rhetorical and otherizing power of the “natural” family has reverberated through the 

centuries and continues to impact American policies and public discussion. Despite real gains by 

women’s and gay rights movements that have pluralized family structures under the law, the 

heterosexual, nuclear family continues to be normative and receives the lion share of recognition 

and benefits in the American legal system.104 As multiple family law experts in the United States 

have noted, the legal establishment of the nuclear family has always disadvantaged poor and 

non-white individuals and families, in their search for legal recognition, financial benefits, 

compensation for loss, visas, and even the right to keep their families together.105 Even as we 

make some laws more just—by expanding the definition of marriage, making it harder to 

separate a child from their parents, etc.—the “natural” family persists as normative in part 

because this is not just a legal problem. It’s also a theological one. We have a naturalized idea 
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about which families deserve rights, protection, and recognition. As a recent decolonial feminist 

analysis of Catholic Social Teaching argues, the “natural” family “render[s] nonheteronormative 

subjects as indocumentadxs,” and that embedded assumption naturalizes unjust and inhumane 

treatment of nonconforming subjects in our laws, even when we are striving for fairness.106 

Instead of marginalizing the family in an attempt to minimize its potential harm, I believe 

that Catholics interested in a liberationist and contextual way to understand our tradition should 

reconstruct the family such that it can sit at the center of a liberationist theology and dislodge the 

normativity of the hetero-patriarchal family. Ignoring the family will not banish its historical 

baggage from our tradition. If anything, ignoring the normativity of the “natural” family is a 

failure to take responsibility for the harm it has caused. And there are huge potential benefits to 

reconstructing the family as a theological category. As Catholic Social Teaching has proclaimed 

since its beginnings, understanding the family as the basic unit of society enshrines human 

relationality as a first principle, the flourishing of which is required for justice to unfold. A 

theological understanding of “community” is not a sufficient container for holding the depth and 

multiplicity of human experiences of relationality. When we focus only on community, we 

ignore the fact that nearly all of us live our lives in family units that we consider to be at least 

somewhat closed off from our wider communities. We miss the ways in which individuals bring 

their families, and the parts of their identities that are co-constructed with those they hold most 

dear, into communities, and the ways in which families and communities interact with each 

other. The family at the base of a liberationist theological imagination has the potential to break 

the family away from its racist and elitist past. A reimagined family could cut through the binary 
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rhetoric so embedded in our “family values” discourse that proclaims a person as either an 

atomistic individual or a biologically-determined member of a family unit. 

 If we continue to avoid engaging with the role of the family in Catholicism’s social 

traditions, I worry that we effectively cede the space to elements of the Catholic community that 

define Catholic identity via adherence to the idealization of the “natural” family. In his plea for a 

renewed Catholic public theology for the United States, DeCosse argues that an authentic 

Catholic understanding of freedom “responds both to the pervasive libertarianism of the Age of 

Fracture and to the rise of a renewed Catholic sympathy for authoritarian populism.”107 I believe 

this work has the potential to do the same—to reject the neo-liberal conception of the human and 

a Catholicism-infused reaction to liberalism that understands relationality in terms of natural 

hierarchies and biologically-defined social roles.108 Unless we articulate a better alternative, the 

family will continue to mean the hetero-patriarchal, biological-procreation-focused family that 

alienates Catholics from their communities and gives credence to reactionaries who claim 

fidelity to the “whole” of Catholic tradition. Catholic Social Teaching claims that the right to 

form and exist in a family is a necessary, fundamental part of the common good. What a radical 

claim that could be if we took it seriously. 
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CHAPTER 3 

Families Found, Born, and Made 

 

Something I have come to love about liberation theology is its extreme contextuality, its 

commitment to, as Gustavo Gutiérrez says, “drink from our own wells”109 and construct theology 

from our material situations, in community. In my fervor to identify a Catholic theology that 

supports the pursuit of justice from my American context, I failed to grasp how inseverable 

people’s intimate lives are to their social context. It is unrealistic and unfair to expect people to 

fully engage in a community where their full beings are, at best, ambiguously accepted. 

Articulating a new Catholic theology of the family is certainly about making any fight for justice 

truly intersectional by acknowledging the injustices perpetrated by the theology of the “natural” 

family. But it is also about creating the conditions for people to reclaim Catholic theology as 

their own in the first place. It is about calling out the emptiness, harmfulness, and hopelessly 

abstract nature of a theology that few humans, even white, cis-gendered, heterosexual humans, 

could embody. I come to this project aspiring to, in the words of Althaus-Reid, “disrobe[] the 

underwear of heterosexual theology” and acknowledge that Catholic teachings on sex and gender 

render all of us indecent while disproportionately harming already-marginalized communities.110 

A liberationist theology has to include the embracing of the fullness of sexual, relational, 

embodied personhood so that there can even be a real community with whom to do a public 

theology. My academic interest in Catholic theology has ceased to be primarily about putting 

forward an alternative, more progressive Catholic public theology, though I still hope for that 
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outcome. It is ultimately an attempt to offer my family, and their families, a way back to Catholic 

community. 

 

 In the following pages, I propose the essential elements of a liberationist theological 

construction of the family. I hope that, together, they combine to form a full but not static, 

aspirational but not prescriptive, understanding of the fundamental social unit of society. It is 

worth underlining here that the picture painted in this chapter is of the family as a theological 

imaginary. As such, the liberationist family incorporates both descriptive—what the family is—

and imperative—what the family should be—elements. The family: 

1. is our first and primary community; 

2. reflects a relational God who opts for the poor; 

3. is messy, diverse, and flexible; 

4. is committed to each other; 

5. is fruitful; 

6. upholds the dignity of the person; and 

7. is oriented to the common good. 

Roughly, the first three elements correspond to what the family is, and the remaining four 

to what the family should be. The liberationist family is not prescriptive because the descriptive 

elements move away from policing family structure towards a definition of family-hood that 

arises from personal experience and respect for all persons as equally reflective of the image of 

God. Any group of people can constitute a family if they mutually identify themselves as such, 

regardless of their make-up. Such a definition might seem too free-wheeling, but all families, no 

matter their form, are called to embody the aspirational imperative elements of the liberationist 
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family. When families fail to meet the ethical requirements embedded in this theological 

construction, they do not cease to be families, but the liberationist family calls all of us to 

understand membership in family in terms of our own subjectivity and our responsibilities to our 

family members and the wider world. In striving to embody the function of the Catholic family 

outlined here, we may also reflect on the forms our families take, and ways in which those forms 

may inhibit our ability to fully live up to our ethical responsibilities to ourselves and others. This 

new construction of the family, then, does speak to the forms our families take as well as to their 

function, as form and function are never fully distinct, but it resists any construction of the 

family that assumes an “ideal” family structure for which to strive. 

 I derive these seven elements from the works of Catholic theologians, many of whom I 

have already discussed, who engage with the deep wells of Catholic tradition through scripture 

and philosophy, and who ground their tradition in contemporary experience.111 While 

acknowledging that my perspective is limited, I also draw from my own experiences of family 

and community. I believe that this conception of the family is both deeply Catholic and a real 

break from the natural family that has dominated Catholic theology—not a new family, perhaps, 

as these families have long existed, but the family made new. 

 The family is our first and primary community, where individuals exercise and come 

to know their innate capacity for relationality. The point of distinguishing the family from 

community in our theological imagination is not to suggest that understanding the person as 

communal is wrong. To the contrary, recentering the family underlines the communal nature of 

embodied persons. We not only exist in a variety of communities as individuals but also find 

ourselves in those people to whom we are closest. Our subjectivities are in part co-constructed 
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with those we love and with whom we share our lives. In family, our most intimate relationships 

forge a community, one which ideally nourishes us and teaches us how to fully live into the 

relational parts of ourselves. 

 We form families as an outgrowth of our innate capacity, inclination, and need for 

embodied relationship. Shawn Copeland’s convictions of theological anthropology are incredibly 

helpful for thinking about how relationality informs the experience of being human in the world. 

She asserts “that the body is a site and mediation of divine revelation; that the body shapes 

human existence as relational and social; that the creativity of the triune God is manifested in 

differences of gender, race, and sexuality; that solidarity is a set of body practices; and that the 

Eucharist orders and transforms our bodies as the body of Christ.”112 As embodied persons, we 

know that we need other people. We cannot meet all of our bodily needs ourselves, and our 

bodies are vulnerable to hunger, pain, loneliness, and fear. Other embodied persons provide the 

help we need, and, in doing so, they awaken our capacity to reach out in mutual care and love. 

Almost all of us first become aware of our relationality in the context of some kind of familial 

relationship—as a child with a parent, caretaker, or sibling, perhaps—that meets our most basic 

bodily needs and, in doing so, helps us come to see both our own worth and our deep 

interdependence. We learn that those who help us also need help, and that, in our own 

embodiment, we have the power to reach out to them. Family is the site in which we first learn 

that love is an embodied relationship in which we participate. We learn how to exercise our 

agency to be “human together.”113 We discover that the people we love most are a part of us in 

some deep, mystical way, and that we are a part of them. 
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 Our innate capacity for relationality reaches across embodied differences to build mutual 

relationships that enrich our understanding of ourselves and of God. Families are made up of 

persons who are different, to state the obvious. In the experience of sustained, loving relationship 

with family members, we recognize this difference and in turn recognize our own individuality. 

Difference—in preferences, personality, ability, interests, etc.—becomes something not to 

overcome but to celebrate for the enrichment it brings. Importantly, the value of embodied 

differences in relationship is not predicated on biological sex. People are complementary not 

because they exist in differently gendered bodies, even though those bodies may indeed inform 

how they reach out in love to others. Families enlarge the subjectivity of each person through the 

individuality of every member. In relationships of mutuality, care, and love, individuals 

complement each other by offering their differences in vulnerability and trust. 

 With this lens of embodied relationality in mind, we can return to the creation story in 

Genesis 2 with new eyes. God asserts that “it is not good that the man should be alone; I will 

make him a helper as his partner” (Genesis 2:18 NRSVUE). We can acknowledge the 

androcentric nature of this text, which, like most biblical texts, reflects extremely patriarchal 

societies in which women were considered property, and also notice the centrality of human 

relationality in the narrative. The partner created for the first person is the same and very much 

not the same as he is. He recognizes her as “flesh of my flesh” (2:23) while also encountering her 

as wholly different from himself and the rest of the world around him. In that encounter, Adam 

recognizes his own individuality just as much as Eve does. There is more to human creation than 

either of them alone. If we understand this story as a myth about the givenness and goodness of 

human relationality, the differences of gender between Adam and Eve become a stand in for a 

world of human differences, differences that become creative in relationship to one another. To 
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use JP II’s language, we are a gift to one another, in so many ways that cannot and should not be 

limited to sexuality and fertility.   

The family is an individual’s primary community in which to practice what Margaret 

Farley calls “just love.” Just love affirms the reality of the beloved, in their difference and 

individuality. Farley emphasizes that individuals are both autonomous and relational—“in some 

way we both transcend ourselves and yet belong to ourselves”—and a just love protects both 

these elements of a person.114 Just love respects autonomy by doing no harm and respecting the 

free consent of the beloved.115 It prizes relationality by requiring some form of mutuality, 

equality of power whenever possible, commitment to each other, openness to change and 

newness, and responsibility to the social location of the beloved.116 While Farley lists these 

principles in the context of sexual relationships, they easily apply to all familial relationships. 

Families (in our theological imaginations, not always, sadly, in reality) are communities of safety 

and acceptance where we can learn, through trying and sometimes failing, to love others in 

justice. Indeed, learning to fail, to ask forgiveness, and to forgive when just love is not achieved 

might be one of the most important things we learn in familial relationships. Families give us the 

opportunity to know each other’s concrete realities such that, hopefully, we can understand what 

a just love is for someone who is not ourselves. As such, families form the ethical subjectivities 

with which we move and love in our broader communities. This is, I think, the essence of the 

classic CST idea that the family is the “first cell” of society.117 The family is ideally a model of 

justice as “right relationship,” the power of which we can see in the common linguistic 
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mobilization of “family” as a metaphor to describe any ideal community, be it a workplace, a 

sports team, or the entirety of the “human family.”118  

 The family reflects a relational God who opts for the poor. We believe that God 

created humans in God’s image and likeness. When each of us forms part of a family unit, we 

reflect the image of the Triune God, the God who is relationship and community. Like the Holy 

Trinity, in a family “each member has her or his own distinct existence; each remains herself or 

himself.”119 Catholics have understood the relationship between the Three Divine Persons in 

numerous ways: Creator, Liberator, and Sustainer; Parent, Child, and Wisdom; and Parent, 

Parent, and Fruitfulness, in the case of the theology of the body.120 In this multiplicity lies 

wisdom about the fluidity and diversity of familial love, what Copeland calls the “creativity of 

the triune God.”121 We are vehicles of divine love for one another; by loving one another, we 

enact the image of God in us. In families, we embody the mutuality and generative nature of 

divine love in the world.  

 We also understand our God as one who “opts” for the poor and oppressed, which 

informs how we understand the family as the image of God. As Ada Maria Isasi-Díaz explains, 

the option for the poor asserts “God’s grace—God’s free and efficacious self-disclosure and self-

giving—to be present mainly among the oppressed and through the oppressed.”122 The option for 

the poor and oppressed expresses itself on two axes. The first proclaims that God can be found in 

a particular way in the most marginalized spaces, among those who are particularly vulnerable to 
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worldly power structures, evidenced by the coming of God in the person of Jesus among the 

oppressed of Judea. The second commits God’s church to particular care and attention to the 

poor and oppressed. Isasi-Díaz emphasizes that the option for the poor should draw our attention 

to lo cotidiano: the everyday, mundane realities of life, of which “family life” forms an 

important part.123 Lo cotidiano is the site of suffering and of liberation for the poor and 

oppressed, especially for women and those who have shouldered a disproportionate burden for 

caring for the family, and those who are most vulnerable in families, like those who are disabled, 

very old, and very young. As such, lo cotidiano is where we should look for the workings of the 

divine. Families “with their backs against the wall” reflect the triune God in a particularly 

important way for a liberationist theology of the family.124 The lived experience of “making a 

way out of no way” should be the starting point for understanding relational divine love.125 

Families reflect the relational God in the most acute way when they offer wholeness and 

acceptance in the midst of disinterest and neglect, shelter and safety from raging storms, and 

mutual love in the face of existential threats. The family reflects the image of God’s love in a 

world that distorts that image. 

At the same time, by the fact that we assert that God is found in the most marginalized 

places, our understanding of the family as a reflection of the divine cannot be one that idealizes 

the existence of family units, or which romanticizes poverty, over substantive love and justice. 

The family is a reflection of the Triune God as a matter of God’s grace, not because one’s 

existence in a family ensures protection from an unjust and sinful world. Familial love is a basic 

right and responsibility. The Church’s attention should thus be focused on creating a world in 

                                                        
123 Isasi-Diaz, La Lucha Continues, 116. 
124 Howard Thurman, Jesus and the Disinherited, Reprint edition (Boston, MA: Beacon Press, 1996), 1. 
125 Monica A. Coleman, ed., Making a Way Out of No Way: A Womanist Theology, 0 edition (Minneapolis, Minn: 
Fortress Press, 2008), 11. 



 45 

which people have the capacity to be kind, to heal from trauma and suffering, to rest, and, most 

fundamentally, to be human together. We should focus on reducing the overwhelming barriers to 

family life placed on the poor and oppressed, from lack of health care to low wages to the reality 

of family separation due to incarceration, immigration status, homelessness, work schedules, etc. 

When we understand the family as the poor family struggling to exist on the margins, it becomes 

abundantly clear that society is just as responsible, if not more responsible, as individual family 

members for cultivating the capacity for just love. Turning our attention towards families in dire 

circumstances should define communities’ responsibilities towards families and exhort us to 

create social worlds in which familial love need not overcome what seem to be insurmountable 

barriers. It is all of our responsibility to make the way easier for familial love. 

Marcella Althaus-Reid uses the term rejunte, “a new gathering,” to discuss the creation of 

family among those experiencing homelessness in Buenos Aires, on the very margins of 

Argentinian society. She describes small groups of people coming together for mutual protection 

and support as families, ones that are always reconstituting themselves as individuals come and 

go.126 The option for the poor directs us to find God amidst these rejunte families, to see in them 

the image of God just as we would in the families of those in more stable economic 

circumstances. Such recognition prompts us to treat these relationships with respect, even as we 

acknowledge the socio-economic factors that imbue them with dangerous power dynamics, 

especially for women and children. It should encourage us to act in material solidarity and to 

imagine ethical behavior in the context of such dire circumstances, which, I submit, would have 

much less to do with the morality of gender roles and much more with the protection of bodily 

autonomy and cultivation of mutuality. Finding God in the families of the marginalized also 
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requires us to reject some of the ways in which we have understood the trinity community—as 

primarily male and as a hierarchical unit, in particular—in pursuit of language that encompasses 

the lived experiences of women and all those long oppressed by hierarchies that obscure the 

image of God in every person.127 

Families are messy, diverse, and flexible, and their relationships with the individuals 

that constitute them change over time. The relationship between an individual and their family is 

not pre-determined by one’s biology or by the family one is born into. Even in the very rigid 

construction of the “natural” family, there is change assumed when a child grows up and starts a 

family of their own through marriage. A liberationist understanding of the family, which takes as 

its started point lived experience, goes far further and proclaims the messiness and fluidity of 

families as an essential characteristic. At their best, families are porous and open to change as the 

individuals within them grow and change and build new relationships. There is no particular 

family structure that perfectly enables human flourishing; rather, it is in flexibility and 

adaptability that the family promotes such flourishing.  

One of the distinctions between family and community is the mutual recognition of 

familial relationship among family members. In other words, family units are comprised of 

individuals who see each other as family with a level of mutuality that is not required for one to 

participate in a community. However, membership in a family unit does not preclude other 

familial relationships, nor does it assume that familial relationships are static. To take a very 

common example, many people distinguish on some level between their immediate and extended 

families. Even though a person who has grown up and moved away from their parents, for 

example, may consider their current household their immediate family, it is likely that they 

                                                        
127 Althaus-Reid, 91. 



 47 

haven’t stopped considering their parents as family members. This person’s parents need not be 

considered family by everyone in their current household family, either. This example may seem 

too unremarkable to be important, but theological imaginations of the family as a self-contained 

unit fail to encompass even this situation. A more fluid understanding of the family accounts for 

the ways in which we as individuals move among our different families and build connections 

between them within ourselves and in the world. The family is the unit of society not because it 

is a building block with graspable contours, but because families create webs of deep 

relationships upon which we build social worlds. 

The family built on lived experience starts with a recognition that there has always been 

wide diversity in family structures. Lifting up a multiplicity of family forms is a theological 

imperative that flows from a theological anthropology that celebrates the divinity of embodied 

difference. Mayra Rivera describes the project of rejecting colonial heteronormative embodiment 

as “seeking visions of redemption in which bodies become capable of embracing their 

multiplicity without having to become one.”128 This is the vision of the liberationist family. 

Families are constituted by individuals with different sexualities, genders, ethnicities, and 

histories. In order to reflect the concrete realities of their embodied members, families must take 

on different forms. To limit the structure of the family would be to deny the goodness of ways in 

which real embodied persons enact their relationality, which, in a tradition that prizes 

embodiment as an expression of our deepest being, is equivalent to denying their full 

humanity.129 The wide variety of family structures that we see across time and cultures, then, are 

to be reified so long as they create space for the expression of embodied love. As many of our 
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interlocutors emphasize, family forms outside the West have often prioritized extended kinship 

structures over the nuclear family.130 Dominant family forms have always reacted to socio-

economic realities, which helps us contextualize the dominance of the nuclear family as in part a 

reaction to the needs of industrialized economies.131 Certain family forms have also been 

repressed by social realities, including those made up of same-sex couples and members of 

different racial and ethnic communities. All of these families and more should be understood as 

sacred. 

Additionally, the liberationist family is not built solely on relationships created by 

marriage or biological procreation but encompasses families we create by other means. In many 

queer communities, for example, the concept of “found family” holds considerable weight. As a 

blog post on the GLAAD website relates:  

Also referred to as chosen families, found or chosen families play an important role in the 

lives of queer people, as 39% of queer adults have faced rejection from their birth 

families. Found families can fulfill survival functions as well as emotional ones; 40% of 

homeless youth are LGBTQ, and found families can sometimes help find someone a 

place to stay. For these people, family becomes not a biological happenstance, but a 

group of supportive people providing unconditional support.132 

Found families often provide love that accepts the concrete reality of queer people in a way that 

their biological families failed to do, and as such they meet the parameters of family that we have 

been discussing in a fuller way than many families do. Found families need not be based on 
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romantic and sexual relationships. Found families provide the fundamental right of familial love 

for many people who have been denied that love for any number of reasons. As such they form a 

crucial part of our understanding of the family. 

In their book Reconceiving Infertility, Candida Moss and Joel Baden demonstrate that 

understanding the family as fluid and diverse, encompassing much more than marriage and 

biological kinship, is a distinctly biblical way of understanding the family. The primacy of 

procreative families is relativized in relation to adoptive families and the familial relationships 

developed among the followers of Christ. Adoption plays an enormous role in the Bible, from 

the dedication of Samuel to the temple by Hannah, to Joseph’s adoption of the child Jesus, to 

Jesus’ prescribed adoption of Mary and James to each other while he died on the cross.133 The 

prevalence of adoption in the New Testament may reflect the importance of adoptive parentage 

in Roman society, emphasizing again the importance of social context in determining normative 

family structures.134 “Found families” also play a large role in biblical narratives. One of the 

most moving speeches about unconditional love in the Hebrew Bible is given to Naomi by her 

widowed daughter-in-law Ruth, who promises to be her family for the rest of her life (Ruth 1:16-

17 NRSVUE). In the epistles, Paul often evinces a “ambivalent attitude to marriage” while 

reifying the unity of the early Christians as the Body of Christ, many of whom left their 

biological families to join the Christ movement.135 Jesus himself demonstrates an ambivalence 

towards marriage and biological kinship, urging his followers to “abandon their own families in 

anticipation of a divine family (Mark 10:29–30).”136 In the meantime, it is easy to see how the 
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followers of Christ come to resemble their own family, forging mutual support in the midst of 

social and spiritual upheaval. 

 Families are committed to loving one another. As much as it is important to validate the 

ever-shifting nature of lived experiences of family, centering family in our understanding of 

relationality entails an emphasis on commitment to our relationships “in good times and in bad.” 

Farley helpfully suggests that the ultimate commitment to which we are beholden in an intimate 

relationship is to love the other person; it is not the commitment itself that demands our 

loyalty.137 This understanding of commitment is particularly suited to the experience of family 

love. Commitment in itself is not an ontological requirement of family-hood; love is. The nature 

of our relationships to our family members changes over time, and, as our relationships change, 

the contours of our commitments to each other may shift as well. Love may even require the 

commitment to change, in response to changes in the beloved’s concrete reality. Even when we 

cease to think of each other as family members, as in the case of some divorces, for instance, 

Farley argues that we still carry an obligation to love the other. That love may take many forms, 

and it should never result in the sacrifice of the responsibility to love ourselves.  

Though true unconditional love is a province of God and not humans, we strive to 

embody it with our families and receive glimpses of unconditional love in return. Farley looks to 

the Covenant relationship between God and humanity as one way to understand what we promise 

when we offer our family members unconditional love. God promises faithfulness to us even 

though God knows we are incapable of full faithfulness in return, and God remains faithful even 

though the covenant is reinterpreted multiple times across the Biblical narrative.138 We emulate 
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God’s love for us when we make commitments to love each other “come what may,” even as we 

know that neither we nor the world are capable of fulfilling that commitment perfectly. Our 

commitments can only ever approximate the transcendence of the love they serve. The sacrament 

of marriage demonstrates this dynamic of approximation. Though by no means the only form of 

commitment through which individuals may create a family, Catholic tradition has long 

understood marriage as an imperfect sign of God’s love for us, and a promise between two 

individuals to strive to show the other the love God has for them.139  

 Families are fruitful. “Fruitfulness” has arguably been the central characteristic of the 

family in the history of Catholic thought, and it remains important for a liberationist 

reconstruction of the family. Traditionally, the fruitfulness of the family has been defined by the 

openness of a couple to biological children, or, perhaps, adoptive children. In modern times, 

fruitfulness has often been defined against a hyper-liberal “culture of well-being” in which adults 

choose to structure their lives according to only what will please them in the moment instead of 

taking on the sacrifice of raising a family in pursuit of long-term fulfillment and happiness.140 

But our responsibility to seek more than a narrow sense of personal fulfillment can and should be 

defined more broadly than as willingness to have children. Isasi-Díaz points towards such a 

broad understanding of fruitfulness: “Personal self-fulfillment has to do with embracing the love 

God has for each of us. This is what makes us of infinite value. The love of God makes it 

possible for each of us to live fruitful lives, lives in which we can become fully ourselves by 

contributing to the happiness of others and to justice and peace in our world at large.”141 Families 

are creative, in that they are a space in which God’s creative love is shared through each of its 
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embodied members. This understanding of fruitfulness encompasses families that raise children, 

biological and non-biological, families that commit to growing together and supporting each 

other as they pursue passions, families that create safe spaces for each other to rest and flourish, 

and families to proactively reach out to others outside of their own circles in love and concern. 

 Unearthing language that redefines fruitfulness has been of particular concern for 

theologians seeking to make space for queer couples and couples who either cannot or choose 

not to have biological children. Adam Beyt, for example, connects the ideal of fruitfulness to 

James Baldwin’s ideal of God. Fruitfulness is an expression of God’s love. If it is to be of any 

use, “it can only be to make us larger, freer, and more loving.”142 Fruitfulness is an embodied 

characteristic; families are fruitful when they embody God’s love in relation. This love enables 

us to encompass more than ourselves, to love each other and our bodies just as we are while 

making us greater than we would be alone. Fruitful love creates the conditions for positive 

growth and change, which spills out of the family unit to be shared with others in need of such 

love. Fruitful love, simply, is transformational. 

 Families uphold the dignity of the human person. In reality, the family is often a site 

of violence and domination. An abstract, patriarchal understanding of the family has led the 

church to turn a blind eye to the domestic violence, sexual abuse, neglect, and rejection that an 

untold number of people, especially women, children, and disabled individuals, have 

experienced at the hands of family members.143 Even modern Catholic understandings of the 

family, which uphold the equality of men and women, pose danger for women in the context of 

deeply embedded patriarchal norms. As Farley points out, the language of “total self-gift” in JP 
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II’s Theology of the Body resonates differently for women who have historically been 

understood as the property of their spouses.144 A liberationist construction of the family cannot 

lose sight of Catholic theology’s complicity with intra-family violence. Julie Hanlon Rubio has 

charted ways in which Francis’ papacy has moved the Church towards a theology of the family 

concerned more with moral responsibilities of family members towards each other than with sex 

and marital commitment.145 She calls for a “family ethics” that, at its core, rejects all forms of 

domination within families in the mundanity of everyday life.146 Focusing on family ethics is a 

good start towards upholding the dignity of every family member. Such an ethic should center 

mutuality and anti-domination as the hallmark of just relationships among family members. 

Some familial relationships may entail power differentials, as in the relationship between a 

parent and minor child, but even – perhaps especially – in such relationships, mutuality in the 

form of recognition of reciprocal commitment to the well-being of the other is essential.147 

 The liberationist family is sensitive to long histories of unequal familial responsibilities 

and to the social location of each of its members. It recognizes that unjust social structures, 

including racism, sexism, ableism, and homophobia, do not fully disappear in the more private 

sphere of family life, and it actively seeks to dismantle resonances of those structures in familial 

relationships. For example, women—particularly women of color—have historically been 

responsible for significantly more “care work” that hasn’t been economically recognized by 

society.148 This dynamic continues today, even in relatively equalitarian societies. The 

                                                        
144 Farley, Just Love, 266–67. 
145 Rubio, “Theology of Family Today.” 
146 Rubio, “Family Ethics.” 
147 Isasi-Diaz, La Lucha Continues, 104. 
148 Christine Firer Hinze, “Catholic Social Thought and Work Justice,” Theological Studies 77, no. 1 (March 2016): 
213, https://doi.org/10.1177/0040563915620785. 



 54 

liberationist family actively works to subvert this dynamic for the well-being of family members 

most impacted by it. 

 Upholding the dignity of the human person requires that families protect and support the 

autonomy of each of its members. Just as humans are innately relational, we also have autonomy, 

in that every person is “uniquely responsible for his or her own life.”149 Families should not 

subsume the autonomy of individuals. Rather, in our families we should experience the potential 

for individual flourishing—the ability to pursue passions, to receive an education, to challenge 

ourselves, to find happiness—bolstered by the mutual support family provides. Respecting the 

autonomy of individuals includes respect for individual decisions about family. Every member of 

the family deserves to be agent in the co-construction of family life, including children, the 

elderly, and those with cognitive disabilities, who are all too often understood as wholly passive 

receptors of support. Every individual should be understood as a co-creator of their families, no 

matter what form their family takes. Additionally, families must respect the reproductive and 

bodily autonomy of individuals, without assuming that it is a particular person’s duty to bear 

children. Decisions regarding procreation should be made with reference towards the partner 

whose bodily autonomy is most impacted by the decision. 

 Along with supporting autonomy, families should strive to be a vehicle of freedom for its 

members. Copeland reminds us that freedom is “enfleshed.” For freedom to be real, individuals 

must be free to love in and through bodily expression, a freedom that has been denied African 

Americans and so many other communities over the course of human history.150 Enfleshed 

freedom is the direct denial of oppressive and violent systems, like enslavement and racism, that 
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strip people of their full humanity. It is the freedom for “loving without restraint, for marriage 

and motherhood, for community and solidarity, for being human together.”151 In his public 

theology, David DeCosse incorporates Copeland’s emphasis on enfleshment into Karl Rahner’s 

Catholic understanding of freedom as “created.”152 Created freedom acknowledges our 

situadedness in social worlds that are marked by just and unjust constraints, and within that 

context created freedom orients itself to the good and to God.153 The liberationist family is a site 

in which individuals can exercise freedom to be their authentic, embodied selves in safety and to 

love “without restraint.” The family rejects unjust constraints to the sacred good of interpersonal 

love, and it treasures and protects the freedom to love in resistance to powers that would prevent 

individuals from exercising their fundamental right to build a family. 

For all of its responsibility to the individual, the family cannot ensure human dignity. The 

Church and societies must endeavor to create the conditions in which families can thrive and 

encourage individual flourishing. For the Church, this starts by positioning itself in opposition to 

every social structure that deprives individuals of familial love and care. Church communities 

must strive to cultivate a welcoming attitude towards all families, so that members of the 

community feel comfortable sharing their familial struggles, especially about issues like abuse 

that require community intervention.154 On a policy level, our understanding of “family values” 

needs to be reoriented towards ensuring that families have the material means to stay together 

and to meet their basic needs and responsibilities to one another. If we want parents to be active 

and intentional in raising their children, then we should be taking a hard look at mass 
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incarceration and holes in the social safety net in the United States.155 If we believe that every 

person has a right to family life and support, we need to reassess an immigration system that 

privileges certain families over others and perpetuates the separation of economically distressed 

families.156  

 Families are oriented towards the common good. While broader society is responsible 

for creating the conditions in which families can thrive, the liberationist family turns outward in 

openness and love towards the broader community. A liberationist construction of the family 

situates itself firmly in the Catholic social tradition, in which the family is the “first cell of 

society” with a social mission to contribute to the common good.157 In practice, we can think of 

the social mission of the family as including at least four characteristics. First, drawing upon Lisa 

Sowle Cahill’s functional understanding of the family as domestic church, the family does not 

close in upon itself but is open to the various communities in which its members exist. In this 

model of the family, kin loyalty is somewhat relativized in solidarity with and compassion for 

all.158 Families are active in their communities, practice hospitality to those who are lonely and 

in need, and maintain porous boundaries in order to be ready to welcome new members of the 

family and the community. Second, families should understand themselves as politically active, 

in pursuit of a more just society. Cathleen Kaveny’s “culture of engagement” is helpful here. 

Families should seek to marry the insights of their personal experiences, their faith traditions, 
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and secular culture when they engage in politics. And we should be open to ways in which our 

own family’s perspective may be limited.159 Third, and following from the second, families 

should strive to make an option for the poor in all their engagements with their communities. We 

should strive to be self-aware of the ways in which our own families benefit from social 

privileges from which other families do not, and we should actively seek to distribute those 

benefits in our communities. Fourth and finally, as the image of God, families should share the 

ways in which they model and practice justice among themselves in their broader communities. 

 As should be clear by now, a liberationist construction of the family relativizes the 

importance of certain types of relationships that have traditionally been considered essential to 

the formation of a family. First, a family need not be founded on nor include marriage in order to 

constitute a loving and just family. Marriage is a sacrament, and it is a social institution that is at 

once deeply compromised by patriarchal norms and aspirational about the potential and meaning 

of embodied love. The liberationist family should be wary about the ways in which marriage 

continues to perpetuate heteronormativity while seeking to embody marriages of mutuality. 

Second, sexual relationships need neither be confined to or exist at all in a relationship for that 

relationship to constitute a family. But sex is an important embodied experience of love and 

unity that should both inform and be informed by our understanding of just familial love. Ethical 

sexual relationships exist inside and outside of families, just as friendship exists inside and 

outside of families. Our norms for just love, sexual and non-sexual, within families may be 

different than the norms to which we should strive in non-familial relationships. Disentangling 

sex from family-hood, then, is also a call for Catholic communities and ethicists to delve more 

deeply into what “just sex” looks like outside of a marital context. Third, the existence of 
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children to care for is not necessary for the constitution of a family. As family is a fundamental 

right, however, we should assert that all children deserve to have the love and support of 

families. As such, conversations about parenthood and reproduction are at home in discussions 

of family, even though not all families will experience child rearing.  

 What can we do with this construction of the family? First and foremost, this far more 

capacious family unit may hopefully allow all Catholics to see their own families reflected in 

their tradition. Following from that recognition, it is my hope that this construction of the family 

engenders ethics that turn inward towards building families grounded in love, mutuality, and 

justice, and outward in a posture of openness, solidarity, and desire for justice, reflecting the love 

cultivated within the family. This theological construction of the family intersects with many 

ethical issues that have long been of interest to theologians and ethicists. I have barely brushed 

the surface of many difficult questions that remain to be fully examined and debated, about the 

roles of marriage, parenting, monogamy, among other issues, in this family paradigm. I am 

excited by the avenues for theological debate that might be made possible by a theology of the 

family that draws first from lived realities and social location. 

 The two horizons of the liberationist family—inward to relationships among family 

members, and outward to the family’s responsibilities to work towards a just world—illustrate 

the potential of a liberationist public theology that places the family at the base of society. It 

brings the family into the public sphere while allowing it to remain somewhat set apart and 

private. It validates our responsibilities to our most important relationships without releasing us 

from our duty to love all the world. In Amoris Laetitia, Pope Francis beautifully emphasizes the 

abundance that redounds upon the family when it fulfills the social role that the Catholic 

tradition imagines for it, quoting a poem by Mario Benedetti: 
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Your hands are my caress,  

The harmony that fills my days.  

I love you because your hands  

Work for justice.  

If I love you, it is because you are  

My love, my companion and my all,  

And on the street, side by side,  

We are much more than just two.160 

Reimagining the family makes a way for more Catholics to really absorb the message of 

interconnectedness and responsibility that Francis consistently highlights in the Catholic 

tradition. Centering that reimagined family in our public theologies lays claim to that tradition. 

Placing the family at the base and center of a liberationist public theology replaces the 

Kingdom of God with the kin-dom of God. As Isasi-Díaz says when she introduces the term, the 

kin-dom “mov[es] from a political metaphor to which we have hardly any way of relating to a 

more personal metaphor that lies at the core of our daily lives.”161 If the goal of reconstructing 

the family in our theological imagination is to create a path for all people to feel seen and 

beloved in Catholic community, it follows that the kin-dom of God is a vision in which all 

people can move through the world as they are able when they feel most safe, accepted, whole, 

and home. That is a vision that feels real and tangible, one that is worth striving for together. 
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CONCLUSION 

 

 Recently I attended a Mass presided over by a Roman Catholic Womanpriest (RCWP) 

for the first time. RCWP Masses proceed in the same way as the traditional vernacular Mass, 

though the liturgy is modified to incorporate more inclusive language and interactive elements 

during the sermon and prayers of petition.162 All through the service, I found myself caught 

between a feeling of elation stemming from being seen in my concrete reality, and a racing 

curiosity over how my family might receive such a Mass. As a child, I remember feeling fully 

seen and loved by my church community at Mass. Sitting in a small circle of chairs in the back 

of an Episcopal church called to mind all the times I would sit in the pew of our home parish, 

listening to my father’s measured voice at the lectern, watching my mother scurry around 

preparing liturgical items, experiencing the joy of my youngest brother as he carried up the cross 

as an altar server. I knew that my family was beloved by my church, and, by extension, I knew 

that I was beloved. My parents, in return, taught us to see the well-being of our community as 

our responsibility. Being volun-told by my parents to sit with new or solitary families at church 

events provided my first understanding of solidarity. I have since come to understand that my 

childhood family’s status in our community was not extended to everyone, a revelation that led, 

in some winding way, to my presence at the small RCWP mass, wishing I could share this step 

towards more just Catholic community with my family. More than anything, I wanted the words 

with which I could explain to my family that better models of Catholic community can and do 

exist, and that they are built on a theological foundation that they would recognize as 

authentically Catholic. 
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This thesis has been an exercise in trying to find those words. Re-envisioning the family 

in the Catholic theological imagination is about more than simply slotting additional family 

structures that we now find acceptable into our vision of a just society. Redefining the family to 

encompass the wide breadth of actual lived experiences of family is a major part but not the 

whole of this project. What I am reaching for is a theology of the family in which persons of all 

backgrounds, sexualities, and experiences can see something of their embodied realities, while 

remaining aspirational in its exhortations to families and the individuals that are born into, create, 

and find them. Starting with the family as the fundamental unit of society both protects our 

primary community and, to be clear, asks quite a lot of us. Families are called to love each other 

so well that they become reflections in miniature of what a kinder, more solidaristic, more just 

world could be, and they are then called to turn outwards towards a broken world, in 

communities, to try and build it. 

 In order for an aspirational theology of the family to lay claim on us, though, we need 

and deserve to know that it is us to whom the theology is directed, that we are that family 

beloved of and important to our communities. After far too long of leaving so many people out 

of our discourse on the family, Catholic communities need to be explicit that all families, in their 

diversity and beauty and problems and complexities, are welcome here, and that they are 

inheritors of this vast Catholic tradition, if they want it. Recognition has to come first. Those of 

us who wish so fervently that the Catholic tradition’s engagement with the wider world was 

more about social justice and less about social hierarchies should start with the family, because 

everyone should be able to be their full selves in community. As relational creatures, our full 

selves include our families. Ultimately, and a bit ironically, this is about as traditionalist of a 

Catholic claim as one could make. 
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