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Rediscovering the family
as the first school of love

b 4

hen my daughter was still an infant, long before

she could even say a word, | found myself in a

conversation with other young mothers about
our children’s future education.

Would they attend public, private, Catholic school or be
homeschooled? Which curriculum would we choose? Which
educational philosophy was best?

I listened with a posture of curiosity and said little. Though my
husband and I had discussed some of these questions, we were far
from having a definitive plan. Even now, several years later, I still
hold the path for our children’s education with open hands.

Perhaps that is because our own family has experienced nearly
every educational path. Between us are years of experience in public
schools, Catholic schools and homeschooling.

I have seen faithful, flourishing families emerge from each.

I have also seen parents become so attached to a particular
educational vision that the vision eclipsed the very good they
hoped to accomplish.

As the conversation with these young mothers continued, I was
reminded of a story my parents had told me once.

While living in New York City, they were asked when they
planned to have my IQ tested so I could gain admission to one
of the city’s most competitive preschools and be on track for an
excellent education.

I was not yet 3-years-old.

Though separated by decades and unfolding within very different
cultural contexts, both moments were a reflection of the deeply human
desire to do right by one’s child and secure an exceptional future.
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It is a good desire because it springs from love. Yet, like every
desire, it must remain rightly ordered, lest it become an idol or vice.

THE FIRST SCHOOL

Over the years, as a student, youth minister, educator and now
as a parent, I have observed the same truth emerge again and again
across remarkably different settings.

Yes, education absolutely matters. The formation of the human
person — of a child’s mind, habits and character — is a profound
responsibility that ought not be approached with indifference or
casualness.

But far more important than the question of school choice is
whether we are taking seriously the first school God has entrusted to
us: the home.

Families may devote extraordinary time, energy and financial
resources to selecting the ideal school — researching educational
philosophies, comparing class structure or arranging enriching
opportunities for their children.
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How is God inviting your family to become more fully a “school
of love” today? What small act of love or sacrifice could help
your home more perfectly reflect the love of God?

Yet no educational system, however excellent; no curriculum,
however rigorous, and no abundance of opportunities, however
carefully curated, can compensate for the absence of what ought to
be cultivated within the domestic church.

If the family is not first a school of love, then all other forms of
formation rest upon an unstable foundation.

You can possess every resource and gift imaginable, but if love is
lacking, as St. Paul reminds us, we are nothing (1 Cor 13:1-3).

The Catechism of the Catholic Church describes the home as “the
first school of Christian life and ‘a school for human enrichment™
(CCC1657).

For it is here that a child first learns what it means to live
a virtuous life. Indeed, the parents are the first and primary
educators of the good life (CCC 2223), an education that extends far
beyond the realm of academia.

God willing, a child comes to recognize that love is patient and
kind, not arrogant or rude, that love endures, is steadfast and
hopeful (1 Cor 13:4-7), not merely because they have heard these
words proclaimed, but because they have witnessed them lived out
in tangible and real ways.

Within the walls of an ordinary home, amid the holy mundane
of daily life, children receive their first lessons in the dignity of
every human person, forgiveness freely given and sought, generous
service, gratitude, joyful sacrifice, prayer and the offering of one’s
life as a gift to God and to others.

WITNESSING LOVE

In a world often marked by division, busyness, optimization,
selfishness and individualism; in a world that is longing for
tenderness, compassion, authenticity and communion, the truly
Christian home offers a profoundly countercultural witness.

The family is given the unique opportunity to model that our
deepest identity, our truest freedom and our ultimate happiness is
found not in self-preservation or achievement, but in self-sacrifice
and self-giving love.

Such a life may not receive accolades or a merit scholarship,
but it participates in the only reward that truly matters: an eternal
home with God.

Our role “is irreplaceable and inalienable, and therefore
incapable of being entirely delegated to others or usurped by
others,” according to Pope St. John Paul Il in Familiaris Consortio.

May we never resign the sacred responsibility entrusted to us.
May we never become so consumed with securing our children’s
futures that we neglect the deeper work of forming their hearts and
entrusting them to the One who first entrusted them to us.

The world does not simply need children who are
accomplished, intelligent or successful; it needs children who
know they are beloved, who have a true sense of justice which
compels them to go after the lost sheep, who recognize the dignity
of every human person, who understand that freedom is found in
self-gift, and who have encountered the love of God through the
love of their family. |
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