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Lisa 
M. Hende

y

Faith, Family, and 
Finding the Time: 

How to Get Everyone 
in Your Family 

Focused on Faith

What does a Catholic
mom have to say?
I often wish I had the means to go back in time and visit with 
myself as a young mother. I would offer that young lady a bit of 
perspective on what her priorities should be. When I remember 
those days now, filled with toddlers and temper tantrums (thrown 
as often by me as by my two precious sons Eric and Adam), it’s 
tempting to wish for a “do over.” I’m equally as certain that I’ll 
wish for that same type of wisdom years from now when I’m 
an aging grandmother looking back on these days of parenting 
young adults. Although embracing my vocation as a Catholic 
mom has never been simple, it has, without a doubt, been the 
greatest joy of my life.
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I’d like to enter this conversation with you by offering a stern 
caveat that I do not consider myself by any means to be an expert 
on the topic of the domestic church. Even after almost thirty years, 
our family is still very much a work-in-progress. What I know 
of this amazing vocation has come to me by watching my own 
parents successfully raise five of us and our spouses in the faith, 
by interacting on a daily basis with parents around the world via 
my internet-based apostolate, and by studying the teachings of 
our Catholic Church on this most important of topics. 

Even after nearly a quarter-century spent parenting, I am 
still a novice who loves to linger at the feet of the paramount 
mother, the Blessed Virgin Mary. Although that may seem to 
be a lofty benchmark, I turn to Jesus’ mom for her example, as 
well as to her most chaste spouse, St. Joseph, because they also 
likely grappled with their own trials in understanding the role of 
faith in their family. In Catholic families, it’s easy to fall prey to 
the temptation to look with envy or despair at other families and 
assume they never face the challenges we do in our own homes. 
The more I mature in my understanding of our 
faith, the more I recognize that 
all families deal with their own 
trials and tribulations. For us to 
find joy and peace in our own 
vocation as Catholic parents, we 
must stop our comparisons and 
begin to embrace our own unique 
gifts and circumstances. 

“Turn to Mary and 
Joseph because they 
too grappled with 
their understanding 
of faith in their 
family.”
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What connects most Catholic parents is our deeply held faith 
in the teachings of our Church, as well as our sincere desire to pass 
along this same gift to our children. When we bring our children 
forth for baptism, we vow solemnly to commit ourselves to the 
task of raising these young souls in the faith. This includes the 
promise to make family Mass attendance a weekly priority, to see 
to the religious education of our children, and to set an example of 
Christlike love and values for them by our own endeavors to live 
the faith. We promise verbally as we stand before the baptismal 
font to teach these young souls to keep God’s commandments as 
Christ taught us, by loving God and our neighbor. 

How simple that vow feels when we hold a precious white-
garbed infant in our arms, supported by loving godparents and 
with the delicious aroma of the chrism oils still fresh in the air. 
And yet, how challenging that promise can feel when we attempt 
to quiet a petulant toddler in the midst of a consecration or coax 
a defiant teen to participate in the Mass when their peers have 
all walked away. Yet, as Catholic parents, we rest assured in the 
knowledge that we do not undergo the challenges of the domestic 
church alone. 

As the Catechism of the Catholic Church teaches us:
In our own time, in a world often alien and even hostile 
to faith, believing families are of primary importance 
as centers of living, radiant faith. For this reason the 
Second Vatican Council, using an ancient expression, 
calls the family the Ecclesia domestica. [continued on next page]
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It is in the bosom of the family that parents are “by 
word and example...the first heralds of the faith with 
regard to their children” (CCC 1656).

It is here that the father of the family, the mother, 
children, and all members of the family exercise 
the priesthood of the baptized in a privileged way 
“by the reception of the sacraments, prayer and 
thanksgiving, the witness of a holy life, and self-
denial and active charity” (CCC 1656). Thus the 
home is the first school of Christian life and “a 
school for human enrichment” (CCC 1657). Here 
one learns endurance and the joy of work, fraternal 
love, generous—even repeated—forgiveness, and 
above all divine worship in prayer and the offering 
of one’s life.

With both the Church as our guide and the examples of the 
communion of saints as our role models, prioritizing faith in our 
families can create a joy of living out the gospel in our homes that 
will enable us to weather even the greatest storms. Faith is not 
only a creed we profess from the depths of our heart but also a 
cement that bonds us to one another in 
a way that many families who lack it will 
never truly understand. Our unity of belief 
in the promises of Christ becomes our 
family’s answer to the challenge issued in 
1 Peter 3:15 to “always be ready to give an 
explanation to anyone who asks you for a 
reason” for the hope that sets us apart. 

“Faith is not only 
a creed we profess, 
but a cement that 
bonds us to one 

another.”
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EUCHARIST AT THE CORE OF OUR FAMILIES

In today’s world, it seems countercultural to live a family life 
centered on the Catholic faith and the Eucharist. While recent 
studies show one quarter of the adults in the United States 
identify themselves as Catholic, we also know that fewer than 25 
percent of Catholics say they attend Mass weekly. Perhaps you’ve 
experienced the unusual situation of a parish nearly empty on 
a typical Sunday, but filled to the brim for back-to-back Ash 
Wednesday services. Even some parents who pay for a Catholic 
school education prioritize travel with sports teams over Mass 
attendance as a family. Without the Eucharist as the source and 
summit of our faith, families begin to lose the very core of what 
makes them truly Catholic.

When families come to me to discuss the challenges they are 
facing in their Catholic homes, one of the most frequent questions 
I ask is, “Do you make attendance at Mass as a family a priority 
in your life?” All too often, my question is met with a variety of 
excuses about busyness, children who refuse to attend, or work 
priorities that make Mass attendance “impossible.” Believe me 
when I tell you that I can definitely relate to being the mother 
who finds herself alone in the pew with two rowdy toddlers on 
the receiving end of glares from elderly parishioners. (Perhaps 
that’s why these days I go out of my way to try to offer a word of 
encouragement to any young family I meet at Mass.)

Without the centrality of the Eucharist as the core foundational 
value of our families, we are lost. Until we commit ourselves to 
not only attending Mass together as a family but also to finding a 
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role of true service for ourselves and our children in our parishes, 
church will never feel like the second “home” it is intended to be.

MAKING THE CHANGE

When I was a young adult and new mother, I struggled with the 
sensation that I was not getting anything out of Sunday Mass. I 
came and went feeling unfulfilled and alone. In those days, before 
my husband, Greg, entered the Catholic Church through RCIA, 
I knew that Sunday Mass was the most critical component of 
helping our little domestic church to grow. But I hadn’t yet learned 
that Mass was not a “consumer” experience. I complained far too 
often that the parishes we chose were “unwelcoming.” It wasn’t 
until I learned that I had a responsibility to my parish to be more 
than just someone who showed up on Sunday expecting to be 
served that things changed.

If family Mass attendance is to be the glue that truly binds our 
families together, then an unwavering belief in the Real Presence 
of Jesus Christ in the Eucharist absolutely must be what sets our 
homes apart. We Catholic families simply must believe that when 
we receive holy Communion together on Sundays (and hopefully 
on other days of the week as well) we are united even more 
perfectly not only with one another but also with our Creator.

Gifted homilists may come and go in our parishes. Liturgical 
music may be beautiful, or not. What will never waver in our 
parish homes is the Real Presence of Jesus Christ in the Eucharist. 
For this reason, we must consistently lead our children into an 
ever-deepening encounter with the Church by participating in 
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Mass. We must also model for our children our deep desire to 
encounter Jesus in the gift of holy Communion. 

From an early age, our babies watch and learn from us. 
When we prepare our hearts for Mass by reading and pondering 
the Liturgy of the Word in advance, when we dress for Mass as 
the highlight of our week, when we arrive early and sit in the 
front of church to more fully encounter the liturgy, and when 
we reverently go forward to receive Christ in the Eucharist, our 
actions underscore the words we profess in the Creed.

Being a family of faith does not end when we leave the church 
parking lot. Our Catholic faith calls us to not only listen to the 
Gospel but also to live it. We must, at every 
juncture, be willing to see the face of Jesus 
Christ in those around us, within our own 
homes, in the needy of our community, 
and in a world where so many live 
without the most basic necessities. 

EVERY FAMILY MEMBER MATTERS

Families come in all shapes and sizes. In today’s world, we can 
no longer assume that a Catholic family fits the traditional mold 
of two parents and multiple children. Now more than ever, our 
churches contain families with single parents, families with many 
or no children, families where parents have divorced or separated, 
families with foster or adoptive children, and families of multiple 
generations living within the same home.

Regardless of how many members a family has, one thing 

“Being a familyof faith does not end when weleave the churchparking lot.”
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holds true: every family member matters. Especially within 
families of faith, it is clear that each person in a family unit plays a 
unique role in drawing his or her relatives into closer relationship 
with God.

A rambunctious toddlerteaches his siblings and
parents about patience andperseverance.

A young adult child leads her
parents to develop trust in God’s 
divine will for each of us.

A newborn infant opens

the hearts of her joy-filled 

parents to the blessing and

miracle of new life.

A petulant teenager
can lead his parents
to an ever-deepening
understanding of the nature
of unconditional love.

A devout elementary

school child hungering

for her sacraments offers 

a beautiful lesson for

her parents about never

taking for granted the gift

of reconciliation or holy 

Communion.
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In our homes, every family member takes a turn loving and 
being loved, forgiving, accepting forgiveness, serving and being 
served. Parents learn to rely not only upon one another for support 
and strength but also upon the often unwavering faith of their 
children to see the omnipresence of God with simple eyes and 
hearts unscarred by disappointment and loss. Just as we marvel at 
the fact that a young Christ Child could teach his parents about 
his heavenly Father, we must concede that our own children have 
the capacity to lead us into an ever deepening love for the one 
who fashioned us into being.

Parents strive to become the most real

example their children will know of God’s love,

compassion, care, and forgiveness.

Even the experience of caring for and interacting
with children with special needs, for an
infirm relative, or a beloved grandparent
in the final stages of life can cultivate within us the
ability to see the face of Jesus Christ in those most
fragile of our loved ones.
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CULTIVATING FAITH IN YOUR DOMESTIC CHURCH

For some families, living out the faith at home comes easily. They 
may come from a long line of relatives whose faith has remained 
unwavering through the tests of time. But other families, for many 
different reasons, may find themselves struggling to cultivate a 
culture of faith or to build their own unique domestic church.

Such was certainly the case in our home. Although I was raised 
in an active Catholic family, my husband, Greg, was not brought 
up attending church on a regular basis. When we married, I vowed 
to raise our children in the Catholic Church. Greg consented to 
this agreement, but it was clear to me early on that if our sons 
were to know and love the Church, the responsibility would be 
mine. With Greg’s full support, I began to commit myself fully 
to bringing my faith into our home. But those early years proved 
to be a struggle. I felt lonely, overwhelmed, and never “holy 
enough” for the task of being the primary faith formator of my 
children. These concerns led to an online search for resources 
that ultimately motivated me to begin my website, CatholicMom.
com. I did not launch the site thinking I had all the answers. In 
fact, what I hoped to build—and 
am still working toward fifteen 
years later—is a community of 
mothers like myself who could 
focus together on how to cultivate, 
cherish, and treasure our Catholic 
faith in our homes. Even now, 
with my husband having come 

 “I felt lonely, 
overwhelmed, and 
never ‘holy enough’
for the task of 
being the primary 
faith formator of
my children.”
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into the Church seventeen years into our marriage, I continue to 
learn something new every day about what it means to live out 
the faith in our family.

LIVE BY EXAMPLE

In order to cultivate faith in our homes, we parents must first and 
foremost come to know and love God and the Church ourselves. 
This means prioritizing prayer on a daily basis, being immersed 
in the sacred words of Scripture, receiving the Eucharist as 
frequently as possible, and seeing the face of Jesus Christ in those 
we serve both in our homes and in the world around us. Only 
when we are fully attuned to God will we be able to pass along our 
faith to our children. For busy parents, this often means letting 
our children “catch us” in the act of being people of faith. 

Do your children witness you praying or reading 

the Bible on a daily basis? 

Do they encounter

the Mass through the

prism of your love for it?

Are they raised 

by parents who see 

charitable giving and

service as a hallmark of 

being a person of faith?
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Many say that faith is “caught and not taught.” In truth, a strong 
faith life probably stems equally from a vibrant education in the 
teachings of the Church and from learned behaviors modeled 
both formally and informally for our children. For families 
without a long track record of religious involvement, there can be 
great joy in taking baby steps together to grow in knowledge and 
commitment. 

PRAY TOGETHER

If prayer has not been a large part of your life, join your children 
in adding regular prayer moments to your family’s days together. 
Gather over breakfast or on the way to school for a brief morning 
offering. Bless your meals and the hands that have grown, 
prepared, and served it to you each time you dine. End your 
busy days with quiet bedtime prayers that recall the day and seek 
God’s protection through the night. Learn the formal prayers of 
the Church with your children, but also quiet your heart to hear 
and emulate the simple, childlike ways in which your little ones 
express their love for God.

For young couples just beginning their family life together, this 
time in your life can be the precious beginning of your beautiful 
domestic church. From the moment you approach the altar in 
the sacrament of matrimony, consecrate your marriage to God 
through the intercession of the Blessed Mother and St. Joseph. Let 
the early moments of marriage, even the stressful ones, create in 
you a reflex to pray with and for one another. Open your hearts 
and home fully to the gift of life. Begin your own unique family 
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traditions, not turning your backs 
on your families of origin but always 
remembering that your marriage 
and the new family you are creating 
come first.

BE ACTIVE

In order for faith to be cultivated in the home, it’s also critical that 
our families have a second “home” in our parishes. Once you find 
a church home to worship in, make a firm commitment. Register 
as a member of the parish, but don’t stop at just attending Mass on 
Sunday and dropping an envelope in the weekly collection. Just in 
the same way that you are a contributing member of your family, 
look for ways to more fully give of yourself and your gifts to your 
church home. Volunteer for a ministry. If you see something 
lacking at the parish, find a way to be a part of the solution. Meet 
and develop a relationship with the pastor at your church and any 
religious or clergy in the parish. Now, more than ever, our priests 
need our prayerful support for the challenging service they so 

lovingly render. Begin to see your 
parish as a second home by always 
looking for ways to give, to love, and 
to serve. In doing so, you lend to the 
creation of the environment we all 
want in our parish communities.

“Open your hearts
and home fully to
the gift of life.
Begin your own
unique family 
traditions.”

“Always be 

looking for

ways to give,

to love, and to

serve.”
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BRINGING THE LITURGICAL CALENDAR TO LIFE

One of the most beautiful ways to live out the faith in our homes 
is to embrace the beauty of the Church’s liturgical calendar. In the 
same way that many family traditions are built around holidays 
such as Christmas and Thanksgiving, Catholic celebrations 
can become the hallmark of our domestic churches. I’m not 
recommending expensive gifts, complicated crafts, or elaborate 
feasts for these commemorations. 
In fact, sometimes we can get so 
lost in the details of planning for a 
celebration that we lose sight of the 
cause for our joy. 

All year long, our Catholic Church 
invites us into a deep relationship with 
one another. We recognize and live 
out together the liturgical seasons of Advent and Lent, with their 
complementary feasting seasons of Christmas and Easter. But we 
are also called to count together the days and weeks of Ordinary 
Time with their memorials, feast days, and solemnities. Indeed, 
in our Church every Sunday is a cause for celebration. In fact, 
almost every week marks the celebration of the life of a canonized 
saint or two. These feast days invite us into a deeper consideration 
of the lives of the holy men and women who have gone before us. 
They offer us very real role models of courage and sanctity for 
the challenges we face in our own lives. The saints become our 
friends and intercessors, carrying our heartfelt prayers to a God 
who loves us greatly. Teach your children to know and love the 

“embrace the 
beauty of 

the Church’s 
liturgical 
calendar.”
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saints who are significant to your family. Choose a few that will 
be special to you in your own walk. Learn the details of their lives. 
Pray regularly through their intercession. Invoke their protection 
for your loved ones.

There are many beautiful and simple ways to live out the 
liturgical calendar in your home. 

Begin the new liturgical year intentionally by placing an Advent 
wreath at the center of your family dinner table. As a part of your 
family’s dinner hour, spend a few moments in quiet prayer around the 
wreath each day. 

In anticipation of the season of Christmas, connect your family’s 
giving to the true cause for the season. Consider simple gifts with 
religious significance or a gift to a charitable organization to avoid 
falling into the popular consumerism that has become so prevalent 
at Christmas. When our children were young, each boy received three 
gifts as we taught them to unite the cause for our celebration with 
the gifts of the wise men to the Christ Child in celebration of his birth.

Even young children can understand marking the season of Lent 
with the three devotions of prayer, fasting, and almsgiving. Although 
young ones are not called to the rules of fasting and abstinence, 
helping a young child to discern a “fast” from something simple like 
a new toy or a treat in order to prayerfully give a gift to someone in 
need can help them understand this time of prayerful penitence in 
anticipation of Easter. 

Discuss with your children your own Lenten practices to help 
them see how your own season is helping you to draw into closer 
communion with Jesus Christ.
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WITNESS AS A FAMILY

As you begin to more fully live out the liturgical calendar 
by celebrating family members’ feast days or observing holy 
days throughout the year, you will find your domestic church 
beginning to thrive. Don’t be afraid to try new traditions or 
to do things a little bit differently than what everyone else is 
doing in their homes. Being a family of faith sometimes means 
swimming against the tide of popular culture. When our friends 
and extended families begin to 
question why we celebrate things 
a bit differently in our homes, it 
offers us a beautiful opportunity to 
witness to the impact that living a 
life of faith can truly offer. 

LISA M. HENDEY is the founder of CatholicMom.com and 
author of The Grace of Yes and the Chime Travelers series of books 
for children. She employs television, radio, social media, and her 
writing to share her passion for the New Evangelization and in 
support of the domestic church around the world. Lisa speaks 
internationally on faith, family, and technology and resides in the 
Diocese of Fresno with her husband, Greg.

“Don’t be afraid to try 
new traditions or to 
do things a little bit 
differently than what 
everyone else is doing 

in their homes.”
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