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The Right and Duty of Parents Regarding Education  

36. The task of giving education is rooted in the primary vocation of married couples to 

participate in God's creative activity: by begetting in love and for love a new person who has 

within himself or herself the vocation to growth and development, parents by that very fact take 

on the task of helping that person effectively to live a fully human life. As the Second Vatican 

Council recalled, "since parents have conferred life on their children, they have a most solemn 

obligation to educate their offspring. Hence, parents must be acknowledged as the first and 

foremost educators of their children. Their role as educators is so decisive that scarcely anything 

can compensate for their failure in it. For it devolves on parents to create a family atmosphere so 

animated with love and reverence for God and others that a well-rounded personal and social 

development will be fostered among the children. Hence, the family is the first school of those 

social virtues which every society needs."(99)  

The right and duty of parents to give education is essential, since it is connected with the 

transmission of human life; it is original and primary with regard to the educational role of 

others, on account of the uniqueness of the loving relationship between parents and children; and 

it is irreplaceable and inalienable, and therefore incapable of being entirely delegated to others or 

usurped by others. 

In addition to these characteristics, it cannot be forgotten that the most basic element, so basic 

that it qualifies the educational role of parents, is parental love, which finds fulfillment in the 

task of education as it completes and perfects its service of life: as well as being a source, the 

parents' love is also the animating principle and therefore the norm inspiring and guiding all 

concrete educational activity, enriching it with the values of kindness, constancy, goodness, 

service, disinterestedness and self-sacrifice that are the most precious fruit of love.  

Educating in the Essential Values of Human Life  

37. Even amid the difficulties of the work of education, difficulties which are often greater today, 

parents must trustingly and courageously train their children in the essential values of human 

life. Children must grow up with a correct attitude of freedom with regard to material goods, by 

adopting a simple and austere life style and being fully convinced that "man is more precious for 

what he is than for what he has."(100) 

In a society shaken and split by tensions and conflicts caused by the violent clash of various 

kinds of individualism and selfishness, children must be enriched not only with a sense of true 

justice, which alone leads to respect for the personal dignity of each individual, but also and 

more powerfully by a sense of true love, understood as sincere solicitude and disinterested 

service with regard to others, especially the poorest and those in most need. The family is the 

first and fundamental school of social living: as a community of love, it finds in self-giving the 

law that guides it and makes it grow. The self- giving that inspires the love of husband and wife 



for each other is the model and norm for the self-giving that must be practiced in the 

relationships between brothers and sisters and the different generations living together in the 

family. And the communion and sharing that are part of everyday life in the home at times of joy 

and at times of difficulty are the most concrete and effective pedagogy for the active, responsible 

and fruitful inclusion of the children in the wider horizon of society. 

The Mission To Educate and the Sacrament of Marriage  

38. For Christian parents the mission to educate, a mission rooted, as we have said, in their 

participation in God's creating activity, has a new specific source in the sacrament of marriage, 

which consecrates them for the strictly Christian education of their children: that is to say, it calls 

upon them to share in the very authority and love of God the Father and Christ the Shepherd, and 

in the motherly love of the Church, and it enriches them with wisdom, counsel, fortitude and all 

the other gifts of the Holy Spirit in order to help the children in their growth as human beings 

and as Christians. 

The sacrament of marriage gives to the educational role the dignity and vocation of being really 

and truly a "ministry" of the Church at the service of the building up of her members. So great 

and splendid is the educational ministry of Christian parents that Saint Thomas has no hesitation 

in comparing it with the ministry of priests: "Some only propagate and guard spiritual life by a 

spiritual ministry: this is the role of the sacrament of Orders; others do this for both corporal and 

spiritual life, and this is brought about by the sacrament of marriage, by which a man and a 

woman join in order to beget offspring and bring them up to worship God."(101)  

A vivid and attentive awareness of the mission that they have received with the sacrament of 

marriage will help Christian parents to place themselves at the service of their children's 

education with great serenity and trustfulness, and also with a sense of responsibility before God, 

who calls them and gives them the mission of building up the Church in their children. Thus in 

the case of baptized people, the family, called together by word and sacrament as the Church of 

the home, is both teacher and mother, the same as the worldwide Church.  

First Experience of the Church  

39. The mission to educate demands that Christian parents should present to their children all the 

topics that are necessary for the gradual maturing of their personality from a Christian and 

ecclesial point of view. They will therefore follow the educational lines mentioned above, taking 

care to show their children the depths of significance to which the faith and love of Jesus Christ 

can lead. Furthermore, their awareness that the Lord is entrusting to them the growth of a child 

of God, a brother or sister of Christ, a temple of the Holy Spirit, a member of the Church, will 

support Christian parents in their task of strengthening the gift of divine grace in their children's 

souls. 

The Second Vatican Council describes the content of Christian education as follows: "Such an 

education does not merely strive to foster maturity...in the human person. Rather, its principal 

aims are these: that as baptized persons are gradually introduced into a knowledge of the mystery 

of salvation, they may daily grow more conscious of the gift of faith which they have received; 



that they may learn to adore God the Father in spirit and in truth (cf. Jn. 4:23), especially through 

liturgical worship; that they may be trained to conduct their personal life in true righteousness 

and holiness, according to their new nature (Eph. 4:22-24), and thus grow to maturity, to the 

stature of the fullness of Christ (cf. Eph. 4:13), and devote themselves to the upbuilding of the 

Mystical Body. Moreover, aware of their calling, they should grow accustomed to giving witness 

to the hope that is in them (cf. 1 Pt. 3:15), and to promoting the Christian transformation of the 

world."(102)  

The Synod too, taking up and developing the indications of the Council, presented the 

educational mission of the Christian family as a true ministry through which the Gospel is 

transmitted and radiated, so that family life itself becomes an itinerary of faith and in some way a 

Christian initiation and a school of following Christ. Within a family that is aware of this gift, as 

Paul VI wrote, "all the members evangelize and are evangelized."(103) 

By virtue of their ministry of educating, parents are, through the witness of their lives, the first 

heralds of the Gospel for their children. Furthermore, by praying with their children, by reading 

the word of God with them and by introducing them deeply through Christian initiation into the 

Body of Christ-both the Eucharistic and the ecclesial Body-they become fully parents, in that 

they are begetters not only of bodily life but also of the life that through the Spirit's renewal 

flows from the Cross and Resurrection of Christ. 

In order that Christian parents may worthily carry out their ministry of educating, the Synod 

Fathers expressed the hope that a suitable catechism for families would be prepared, one that 

would be clear, brief and easily assimilated by all. The Episcopal Conferences were warmly 

invited to contribute to producing this catechism.  

Relations with Other Educating Agents  

40. The family is the primary but not the only and exclusive educating community. Man's 

community aspect itself-both civil and ecclesial-demands and leads to a broader and more 

articulated activity resulting from well-ordered collaboration between the various agents of 

education. All these agents are necessary, even though each can and should play its part in 

accordance with the special competence and contribution proper to itself.(104)  

The educational role of the Christian family therefore has a very important place in organic 

pastoral work. This involves a new form of cooperation between parents and Christian 

communities, and between the various educational groups and pastors. In this sense, the renewal 

of the Catholic school must give special attention both to the parents of the pupils and to the 

formation of a perfect educating community. 

__________________ 

Educators in Prayer  

60. By reason of their dignity and mission, Christian parents have the specific responsibility of 

educating their children in prayer, introducing them to gradual discovery of the mystery of God 



and to personal dialogue with Him: "It is particularly in the Christian family, enriched by the 

grace and the office of the sacrament of Matrimony, that from the earliest years children should 

be taught, according to the faith received in Baptism, to have a knowledge of God, to worship 

Him and to love their neighbor."(151) 

The concrete example and living witness of parents is fundamental and irreplaceable in 

educating their children to pray. Only by praying together with their children can a father and 

mother-exercising their royal priesthood-penetrate the innermost depths of their children's hearts 

and leave an impression that the future events in their lives will not be able to efface. Let us 

again listen to the appeal made by Paul VI to parents: "Mothers, do you teach your children the 

Christian prayers? Do you prepare them, in conjunction with the priests, for the sacraments that 

they receive when they are young: Confession, Communion and Confirmation? Do you 

encourage them when they are sick to think of Christ suffering to invoke the aid of the Blessed 

Virgin and the saints Do you say the family rosary together? And you, fathers, do you pray with 

your children, with the whole domestic community, at least sometimes? Your example of 

honesty in thought and action, joined to some common prayer, is a lesson for life, an act of 

worship of singular value. In this way you bring peace to your homes: Pax huic domui. 

Remember, it is thus that you build up the Church."(152)  

__________________ 

 

The Church Accompanies the Christian Family on Its Journey Through Life  

65. Like every other living reality, the family too is called upon to develop and grow. After the 

preparation of engagement and the sacramental celebration of marriage, the couple begin their 

daily journey towards the progressive actuation of the values and duties of marriage itself. 

In the light of faith and by virtue of hope, the Christian family too shares, in communion with the 

Church, in the experience of the earthly pilgrimage towards the full revelation and manifestation 

of the Kingdom of God. 

Therefore, it must be emphasized once more that the pastoral intervention of the Church in 

support of the family is a matter of urgency. Every effort should be made to strengthen and 

develop pastoral care for the family, which should be treated as a real matter of priority, in the 

certainty that future evangelization depends largely on the domestic Church."(165) 

The Church's pastoral concern will not be limited only to the Christian families closest at hand; it 

will extend its horizons in harmony with the Heart of Christ, and will show itself to be even more 

lively for families in general and for those families in particular which are in difficult or irregular 

situations. For all of them the Church will have a word of truth, goodness, understanding, hope 

and deep sympathy with their sometimes tragic difficulties. To all of them she will offer her 

disinterested help so that they can come closer to that model of a family which the Creator 

intended from "the beginning" and which Christ has renewed with His redeeming grace. 



The Church's pastoral action must be progressive, also in the sense that it must follow the family, 

accompanying it step by step in the different stages of its formation and development.  

__________________ 

 

69. The pastoral care of the regularly established family signifies, in practice, the commitment of 

all the members of the local ecclesial community to helping the couple to discover and live their 

new vocation and mission. In order that the family may be ever more a true community of love, 

it is necessary that all its members should be helped and trained in their responsibilities as they 

face the new problems that arise, in mutual service, and in active sharing in family life. 

This holds true especially for young families, which, finding themselves in a context of new 

values and responsibilities, are more vulnerable, especially in the first years of marriage, to 

possible difficulties, such as those created by adaptation to life together or by the birth of 

children. Young married couples should learn to accept willingly, and make good use of, the 

discreet, tactful and generous help offered by other couples that already have more experience of 

married and family life. Thus, within the ecclesial community-the great family made up of 

Christian families-there will take place a mutual exchange of presence and help among all the 

families, each one putting at the service of others its own experience of life, as well as the gifts 

of faith and grace. Animated by a true apostolic spirit, this assistance from family to family will 

constitute one of the simplest, most effective and most accessible means for transmitting from 

one to another those Christian values which are both the starting point and goal of all pastoral 

care. Thus young families will not limit themselves merely to receiving, but in their turn, having 

been helped in this way, will become a source of enrichment for other longer established 

families, through their witness of life and practical contribution. 

In her pastoral care of young families, the Church must also pay special attention to helping them 

to live married love responsibly in relationship with its demands of communion and service to 

life. She must likewise help them to harmonize the intimacy of home life with the generous 

shared work of building up the Church and society. When children are born and the married 

couple becomes a family in the full and specific sense, the Church will still remain close to the 

parents in order that they may accept their children and love them as a gift received from the 

Lord of life, and joyfully accept the task of serving them in their human and Christian growth.  

 

The future of humanity passes by way of the family. 
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