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ABOUT THE ART

Saints Joachim and Anne are the father and mother of the Blessed Virgin Mary. Mary is the fruit of their
marriage. By a singular grace of God in view of the merits of Jesus, she was preserved from all stain of Original
Sin from the moment of her conception. Thus it is in the context of married life and conjugal love that Mary
is prepared to receive the Divine Logos, the Word made ﬂesh, Jesus Christ our Lord. Jesus is the Logos, the
“Reason” at the heart of all reason and truth, including the truth of marriage. The marriage between Joachim
and Anne is a signiﬁcant witness to why marriage is “unique for a reason.”
The Ad Hoc Committee for the Defense of Marriage is grateful to the artist Rev. Marko Rupnik for the use of this image.
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Introduction
Fecundity is a gift, an end of marriage, for conjugal love
naturally tends to be fruitful. A child does not come from outside
as something added on to the mutual love of the spouses, but springs from
the very heart of that mutual giving, as its fruit and fulﬁllment.
– (Catechism of the Catholic Church, no. 2366)1

The vocation of marriage is a unique call to an adventure of love and life,
where love is life-giving in a matchless way. Marriage, in its inmost essence
as the union of husband and wife, is open to the child. The love between
husband and wife – what we call authentic spousal love – is never self-

Logo image of Sts. Joachim and Anne adapted from a mosaic of Joachim and Anne, copyright © Rev. Marko
Rupnik. Adapted and used with permission.

enclosed but remains open to life.2 Married love is diﬀerent than any other
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kind of love or bond between two persons. In an utterly unique way, the
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bond between a man and a woman as husband and wife is made for life,

Copyright © 2011, United States Conference of Catholic Bishops, Washington, D.C. All rights reserved.
Permission is hereby granted to duplicate this work in its entirety only without adaptation or modiﬁcation for
non-commercial, educational use. Apart from the foregoing, no part of this work may be reproduced or
transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any
information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the copyright holder.
This material is intended as a catechetical and educational aid to be used as a resource by a priest, deacon, catechist,
or teacher. The video, viewer’s guide, and resource booklet form an integrated whole, and as such, complete the
proper context of this tool.

made for fruitful love, especially for the possibility of receiving the gift of
life and becoming stewards of it.

What does this mean? In simple terms, it means that the core meaning
of marriage cannot be separated from a consideration of the child and the
roles of a mother and a father. Marriage is the fundamental and irreplace-
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able pro-child social institution. Just as sexual diﬀerence is essential to

In this guide, we proclaim the beauty of marriage as fundamentally

marriage, so too are the good of the child and the place of motherhood

pro-child, protecting the gift of the child and preserving the vital roles of

and fatherhood. To leave these out of the equation is to misunderstand

mothers and fathers. This proclamation, in turn, contributes a vital piece

the heart and adventure of what marriage is all about.

to the local and national discussions about the meaning of marriage. The
numbered headings in bold below correspond to particular statements

Openness to children, then, has a major impact on how we view pro-

from the married couples in the video. These quotes illuminate three

posals to “redeﬁne” the meaning of marriage. Let’s explain. “Redeﬁning”

important themes in the video: (1) children are a gift, (2) fathers and

marriage to include two persons of the same sex in eﬀect proposes to de-

mothers matter, and (3) sexual diﬀerence matters. The questions provided

construct and ultimately empty marriage of its most basic elements – man

can be used for personal reﬂection or for group discussion.

and woman, father and mother, and the child. All these would become simply arbitrary or extrinsic to marriage’s meaning. But the question remains:
Is marriage simply about the desire and consent of any two adults or any

For more information and further resources, including access to other
videos in the series, go to www.marriageuniqueforareason.org.

two people?

This Viewer’s Guide accompanies the video Made for Life, the second
video in the Marriage: Unique for a Reason series. The ﬁrst video, Made for
Each Other, examined the meaning of sexual diﬀerence and complementarity between men and women and explained why male-female sexual
diﬀerence is essential to marriage. The second video, Made for Life, explores
another essential aspect of marriage: openness to the gift of a child, as well
as the indispensable place of motherhood and fatherhood. Sexual
diﬀerence between husband and wife is again crucial here. Men and
women – fathers and mothers – matter not only for the beginning of a
child’s life, but also for his or her fullest development. In Made for Life,
married couples discuss the gift of children and the importance of fathers
and mothers, and thus give further witness to why marriage is unique for
a reason.
vi
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“Male and female he created them.
God blessed them, saying: ‘Be fertile and multiply.’” (Gn 1:27-28)
[00:15]

The video begins with an image of little seedlings growing in a healthy bed of soil. These
seedlings rely not only on the rich soil and its nutrients, but also on a proper amount of
sunlight and water. The seedlings can be seen as an analogy for children. Just as plants
need the proper elements not only to begin to grow but also to ﬂourish, children need the
proper elements as well. It takes a man and a woman, with God’s help, to bring a child into
existence.3 It makes sense that if sexual diﬀerence is essential for the beginning of life, it
is also vital for the caring of that life. Moms and dads matter for the duration of a child’s
life. Marriage is the institution meant to ensure that a child is welcomed as a gift to be
nurtured and raised by the uniquely diﬀerent love that only a mother and a father can give.
Just as a seedling needs the presence of soil, sunlight, and water to grow and ﬂourish, so
too a child needs the natural foundation of life and love uniquely provided in the loving
marriage of a man and a woman open to the gift of a child.
Discussion questions:
a. In the Genesis passage cited above, God blesses man and woman at their creation and
calls them (even commands them) to fruitfulness. What is one reason from the video that
this blessing and call to fruitfulness is unique to a man and a woman?
b. Before moving on, discuss the following question: What are two or three reasons you
can think of that a child needs a mother and a father?

viii
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Children Are a Gift
1. “Being open to children is so foundational.
When you’re open to children, you’re not just
opening yourself to the possibility of the gift of life,
but you’re [also] opening yourself up to your spouse.”
[00:23]

ble.7 In embracing each other, husband and wife embrace their capacity to conceive a child
and are called to do nothing deliberate to close part of themselves to the gift of the other.
This does not mean that a child will be—or should be—conceived from every act of sexual
intimacy. Marriage is not a mechanical factory for the mass production of children. The
Church teaches couples in their openness to life to practice responsible parenthood by
discerning whether or not they have serious reasons, in keeping with God’s plan for
marriage, to postpone becoming a father and a mother here and now.8
The inseparable connection of love and life means that husband and wife are called to

Key topics: OPENNESS TO LIFE; LOVE AND LIFE ARE INSEPARABLE

give everything to each other in their acts of intimacy—including their capacity for fruitfulness. Otherwise, their gift of self would not be total. Being open to each other, open to

Marriage is made for life. It is a singular institution that brings a man and a woman

receiving the gift of the other, and therefore being open to life, is not something optional

together as husband and wife, who vow themselves into a union directed not only toward

for marriage. Instead, it is at the core of marriage, and only a man and a woman can make

themselves but simultaneously to the gift of new life. As Katie relates, this openness to life

the radical promise that marriage entails: “A man and woman united in marriage as hus-

is part and parcel of married love, and it is deeply personal, that is, it accords with the

band and wife serve as a symbol of both life and love in a way that no other relationship of

nature of the human person. Openness to life also accords with the nature of love itself.

human persons can.”9 This is why marriage can only be between a man and a woman.

As the bishops of the United States taught in their pastoral letter on marriage, “It is the

Persons of the same sex lack the sexual diﬀerence that is the necessary foundation for a

nature of love to overﬂow, to be life-giving.”4

husband and wife’s ability to live both “gifts”—the total gift of self exchanged between
them in marriage, which includes their openness to the gift of a child.10

Marriage is the natural human context wherein a child is properly conceived and welcomed into life as the “supreme gift of marriage.”5 And in this stance of openness and welcoming, meant to mark every aspect of married love, a husband and a wife grow closer to
each other. They share themselves fully with each other, inviting deeper trust and the freedom that comes from each spouse making a gift of himself or herself to the other. Being

Discussion questions:
a. What factors do you think make it diﬃcult today for people to understand that
authentic married love involves openness to life?

open to one’s spouse and being open to children is one and the same choice and act. As
Pope John Paul II taught, “Thus the couple, while giving themselves to one another, give
not just themselves but also the reality of children, who are a living reﬂection of their love,
a permanent sign of conjugal unity and a living and inseparable synthesis of their being a
father and a mother.”6

b. What does it mean to say that “being open to children” at the same time “opens yourself
up to your spouse”? How does this help shed light on the inseparability of the unitive and
procreative meanings of married love?
c. How are openness to life and sexual diﬀerence related? Why is this important for
understanding the meaning of marriage?

In other words, in marriage, love and life are inseparable. This is what the Church means
when she teaches that the unitive and procreative meanings of married love are insepara2
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2. “You give yourself, then, totally and completely . . . saying ‘I love you so much,
I’m going to give myself to you as a gift, and I am open to whatever that brings and
whatever God wants.’”

Discussion questions:
a. What makes marriage a unique kind of self-gift? How is sexual diﬀerence important
and, in fact, necessary for this kind of self-gift?

[00:36]

b. Is the idea of marriage as a total gift of self appreciated today? Why or why not?

Key topics: THE UNIQUE GIFT OF SELF IN MARRIAGE; GIFT OF SELF OPENS TO THE GIFT OF LIFE

c. What does it mean to say that there is an essential link between the gift of self in marriage and openness to life?

Katie is speaking here about the very foundation of what makes marriage “made for
life”: the total gift of self between a man and a woman as husband and wife. We have already
mentioned this gift of self in marriage, but it deserves some more attention. Indeed, every
person is called to a generous and sincere gift of self.11 But marriage is a unique instance of
self-gift. In marriage, husband and wife give not just part of themselves to each other, but
give all—their whole person, body and soul. This gift of self in marriage is not something
temporary like a loan; it is meant to last for a lifetime.12 It is a total, lifelong gift of husband
to wife and wife to husband.13
A husband and a wife’s total gift of self in marriage, with its lifelong permanence, makes
their bond absolutely unique and diﬀerent from any other relationship between two people. Although two persons of the same sex can have an authentic and holy friendship, only
a man and a woman can pledge themselves to each other in marriage. Through their sexual
diﬀerence, only a husband and a wife can speak the “language” of married love—total,
faithful, and fruitful self-gift14 —not only with their words, but also with their bodies.15
The couples in Made for Life all bear witness to the fact that the gift of self in marriage,
which begins with the spouses, does not end with them. As Pope Paul VI taught, married
love is fruitful because “it is not conﬁned wholly to the communion of husband and wife;
it also aims to go beyond this to bring new life into being.”16 Precisely because husband
and wife are “made for each other,” their bond is “made for life,” made for fruitful love
and for the adventure of fatherhood and motherhood by being open to the gift of a child.

4
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3. “Children are a gift and a blessing.”

damental pro-child institution into a self-serving relationship deﬁned in reference to the
whims and desires of adults, not the needs of a child, the most vulnerable among us.

[01:13]

Marriage protects the gift that every child is. As the union of husband and wife, marriage
Key topics: CHILDREN AS SUPREME GIFT;

is the natural and proper context wherein every child ought to be welcomed as a gift. Chil-

MARRIAGE AS RESPONSIBLE STEWARDSHIP OF THAT GIFT;

dren deserve to be conceived in love and received into an environment grounded in the

PROCREATION AS PARTICIPATION IN GOD’S CREATIVE ACTION

unity between a mother and a father. In this way, marriage is uniquely made for stewardship
over life, stewardship of the gift of children. Human experience across every human society

While marriage includes many blessings, the gift of a child is incomparable. Children
indeed are the “supreme gift” of marriage.17 This is witnessed to both by spouses who re-

attests to the singular role of marriage in keeping together a mother and a father in their
shared task of parenting, of being stewards of the gift of new life.23

joice at the birth of a son or a daughter, as Tyrone’s words above demonstrate, and by
those couples who bear the sadness and pain of infertility or miscarriage. Every child is a

The truth that every child is a gift also reminds us that husband and wife are not the ul-

gift because every child is a unique, irreplaceable human life. The human person “is the

timate source of life. Instead, every child traces his or her origin directly back to God and

only creature on earth that God has wanted for its own sake.”18 In conceiving and giving

can truly call him “my Father.” In the video, Cora and Ernie share the meaning of their

birth to a child, husband and wife have the awesome responsibility of welcoming a new

son Matthew’s name, “gift of God”; truly every child is a gift of God. “God ‘willed’ man from

human life into the world: in fact, a person for whom the world was created, a person for

the very beginning, and God ‘wills’ him in every act of conception and every human birth.”24 Every

19

whom God became man, a person called to live with God for all eternity.

human soul is “created immediately by God—it is not ‘produced’ by the parents.”25 In conceiving and giving birth to new life, a husband and a wife participate in God’s creative

Because every child is an unrepeatable gift, no one can claim a “right” to have a child.

action.26

“A child is not something owed to one, but is a gift. The ‘supreme gift of marriage’ is a human
person. A child may not be considered a piece of property, an idea to which an alleged

This capacity to participate in bringing forth new human life—the capacity to procre-

‘right to a child’ may lead.”20 The proper attitude of parents toward a child is joyful receptivity

ate—is inscribed within the personal, bodily reality of the human person, created male and

and awe that the Creator would entrust this new life to a mother and father.21

female. Only a man and a woman, as husband and wife, have the capacity to welcome the
gift of the child as a unique human life who springs “from the very heart” of their marital

Because the child is always a gift, it would make sense that any consideration of mar-

self-giving.27 As the bishops have explained, “Participating in the creative work of God

riage’s meaning would take children seriously into account. Unfortunately, this is not the

means participating in the self-emptying or self-giving love of God, the rendering of one’s

case. Children today are often seen as a “product” to be manufactured or obtained at what-

whole being into a gift.”28

ever cost, or discarded at will.22 Pop culture icons show oﬀ their children as if they were
“trophies.” In all of these instances, the child is used as an object, not respected as a gift.
The proposal to redeﬁne marriage to include two persons of the same sex is a radical instance of “forgetting” the gift of the child. This proposal in eﬀect subverts the most fun6
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Discussion questions:
a. What does it mean to say that a child is always a gift, and indeed the “supreme gift” of
marriage?

4. “Since having children, it’s been the best reflection
of God’s love that I could ever define or try to describe. /
The idea that we were adding on to our family brought great joy.”
[01:44]

b. What are ways in which our society treats children as “products” rather than gifts?
What can we do to help recover public awareness that every child deserves to be treated
as a gift?
Key topics: THE CALL TO WELCOME A CHILD; THE CALL TO BE A CHILD;

c. How does the proposal to redeﬁne marriage to include two persons of the same sex neglect both a proper recognition of the gift of a child and the stewardship entailed by that
gift?

HOPE AND JOY FOR THE WORLD

To welcome a child is to welcome hope. Lashawntra and Kevin both attest to the love,
joy, and hope experienced when a husband and wife welcome a child. The child stands as
a sign at odds with the doomsdayers, those who turn life into constant worry and fretfulness, and counter to the overly self-assured, those who presume upon their own capacities
without trusting and hoping in God. The child points to the higher way of hope, beyond
despair and presumption, because the child reminds us, by his or her very existence, that
life and love are stronger than death,29 and that life is worth living.
How does this relate to marriage? Recall the scene in the video where the wife joyfully
announces to her husband that a new little baby is on the way. Marriage, as the union of
husband and wife, is the only relationship that, by its very nature, is made to welcome the
hope that comes with each new human life, and to connect a child with his or her biological
father and mother. The call—the vocation—to welcome a child is uniquely built within
the essence of marriage. Husbands and wives who stand ready to welcome children are a
decisive witness to joyful hope, despite whatever hardships and suﬀerings come in this
life.
Jesus regularly pointed to the child.30 He knew that the child reveals to us our deepest
identity and calling. This may seem ironic, since a little child is helpless, defenseless, and
“non-productive” by worldly standards. Even the disciples had a diﬃcult time understanding this at ﬁrst. The great temptation over the centuries has been to overlook and dismiss
the child. And yet remember Jesus’ words: “Amen, I say to you, unless you turn and become
like children, you will not enter the kingdom of heaven. Whoever humbles himself like

8
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of the world don’t add up to the gift of being a child of God, the fundamental calling that

5. “We were open to life, whether through . . .
giving birth or through the adoption process.”

unlocks the meaning of life. We are all called to become children of God (see 1 Jn 3:1), sons

[02:00]

this child is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven” (Mt 18:3-4). All the successes and riches

and daughters in Jesus, the Son of God (see Gal 4:4-7).
In the presence of an infant, we are reminded that we do not create ourselves, but are

Key topics: INFERTILE COUPLES; COURAGEOUS WITNESS OF ADOPTION;
OPENNESS TO LIFE ESSENTIAL FOR ALL MARRIAGES

given by God, through the help of both our mother and father. The child unlocks for us
the beauty of life as a sheer, undeserved, abundant gift from our heavenly Father. Life is
meant to be lived in hope and in joy. Marriage, as the total, faithful, and life-giving union

As Kevin and Brenda witness in the video, openness to life has a meaning more profound

of a man and a woman, has the distinctive mission to share this hope and joy with the

than popularly recognized today. In the midst of recent attempts to “redeﬁne” marriage,

world.

the objection is sometimes raised that there are many husbands and wives who are unable
to have children. What makes them diﬀerent from a relationship between two persons of
Discussion questions:
a. Why do you think Jesus places so much importance on becoming like children?

the same sex, who also can’t have children of their own?
The truth is, there is an unbridgeable diﬀerence between a spousal union (a male-female

b. Why is the birth of a new child a sign of hope?
c. How is marriage, through the generous welcoming of a child, meant to show that love,
and not fear, is at the basis of our existence?

couple united as husband and wife) and a relationship between two men or two women.
This diﬀerence is sexual diﬀerence. First, conceiving a child requires the joint action of
both a man and a woman. This intimate participation in conceiving a child is simply impossible for two persons of the same sex. Two men or two women cannot—ever—have a
child together.31
Second, sexual union between a husband and wife is the kind of union apt for generation.
That is, male-female intimacy is the natural route through which a child comes into the
world. There are times when a husband and wife may be unable to conceive a child due to
infertility or sterility (for reasons beyond their control) or advanced age. Still, their sexual
union remains the kind of union that expresses total self-gift and openness to the gift of
the child.32 The situation is very diﬀerent for two persons of the same sex. Even if both are
young and perfectly healthy, any sexual behavior between them can never form a true
union and will never be able to welcome a new child into the world.
The painful cross of infertility does not mean that a couple’s marriage is not fruitful. As
Pope John Paul II taught, “Physical sterility . . . can be for spouses the occasion for other

10
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Fathers and Mothers Matter

important services to the life of the human person, for example, adoption, various forms
of educational work, and assistance to other families and to poor or handicapped children.”33 In particular, the Church praises adoption as an expression of “true parental love,”

6. “I believe a mother and father are the building blocks of the family.”

which “is ready to go beyond the bonds of ﬂesh and blood in order to accept children from

[02:33]

other families.”34
Adoption, as a response to a tragedy or loss, is never meant to be held up as an “alter-

Key topics: MOMS AND DADS MATTER; NATURAL FAMILY BASED ON MARRIAGE;

native” to the natural family of father, mother, and their children. Instead, adoption “takes

SOCIETY JUSTLY PROMOTES THE NATURAL FAMILY

its form” from the natural family. There is a diﬀerence between generously responding to
an abandoned child’s need for a mother and a father, on the one hand, and deliberately

Steve aﬃrms a basic fact of human existence. Moms and dads are crucially important.

depriving a child of a mother and a father by placing him or her in the care of two men or

They matter. Common sense gets this, and the social sciences demonstrate it as well. But

two women.

there are some today who claim that moms and dads really don’t matter. The proposal to
“redeﬁne” marriage to include persons of the same sex essentially “redeﬁnes out” of mar-

In sum, openness to life is essential to every marriage. Husbands and wives who are not

riage the mother-father unit, making it irrelevant. This should raise more than an eyebrow.

blessed with children of their own still exemplify the fruitful communion of persons in a
way two persons of the same sex never can. This communion, built on the sexual diﬀerence

As the union of husband and wife, a union open from its “very heart” to children,35 mar-

between husband and wife, opens the door to adoption and to other generous forms of

riage has long been recognized as the “foundation of the family.”36 The family, in turn, is

service while still respecting the beauty of sexual diﬀerence, the needs of children, and the

the “primary cell of human society.”37 In saying “yes” to a child, spouses say “yes” to the

indispensable place of mothers and fathers.

great ongoing adventure of human civilization. As Pope John Paul II has expressed, with
the birth of children, “the ‘communion’ of the spouses gives rise to the ‘community’ of the

Discussion questions:
a. How would you explain to someone the diﬀerence between a husband and a wife who
can’t have children, and two men or two women?

family.”38

b. What does it mean that sexual union between a man and a woman is the kind of union
“apt for generation”?

satisfaction of adult desires. Marriage is not something private—it’s a public institution

Marriage is therefore a pro-child institution, as mentioned above. It is not just about the
just as much as it is a personal relationship between husband and wife. The love between
husband and wife naturally opens to the child, the family, and the greater society. This

c. Can you think of any married couples who have witnessed to life, without having any
children of their own? How so?

openness to life, to the family, and to society is simply not possible for persons of the same
sex, who cannot form a spousal union open to the gift of life.39 For this reason, society has,
and has always had, a legitimate interest and just obligation toward protecting and promoting the natural family, based on marriage between a man and a woman. The family is
the place where the youngest and most vulnerable members of our society are born and

12
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raised. As the “sanctuary of life,” the family deserves to be valued and aided by society.40
In fact, a grave injustice is committed when society ignores the meaning and essential
place of marriage and the family. Society’s well-being and very existence are bound up with
marriage and the family.

Made For Life

7. “I want [my daughter] to feel secure in her home life, with me as a mom.
But I also want her to know that it is so important for her to marry
a wonderful Christian man who can guide her family, her future family,
and be a wonderful father.”
[03:14]

Discussion questions:
a. Does our society treat the family founded on marriage as its “primary cell”? Why or
why not?

Key topics: HEROIC WITNESS OF SINGLE PARENTS; CHURCH’S PASTORAL CONCERN;
DIFFERENT FROM DELIBERATELY DEPRIVING A CHILD OF A MOM AND A DAD

b. What are the rational reasons that a society can give for privileging the natural family
based on marriage between a man and a woman?

Emphasizing the deep need every child has to be raised by a father and a mother does
not mean that the Church looks down on single parents. Many, many people in our society
have experienced the absence of a father or a mother, or the loss of a spouse due to abandonment, separation, or death. The Church reaches out to single parents and their families
with pastoral care and acknowledges the heroic eﬀorts they make in providing a stable,
loving home for their children.
But it is important to remember that the situation of children being raised by a single
parent (due to circumstances as mentioned above) is very diﬀerent from deliberately depriving a child of a mom and a dad, which unfortunately occurs when children are raised
by two men or two women. As touchingly expressed by Elizabeth, single parents recognize
the absence of a father—or a mother—in the lives of their children. Like Elizabeth, many
single parents sincerely hope that their children’s future families will have the stable foundation of a husband and wife, a father and a mother. In other words, single parents can
honor the importance of sexual diﬀerence by acknowledging the unique diﬃculties their
families face without a father or mother. When the needs of children are considered, single
parenthood is never held up as an ideal.
On the other hand, persons of the same sex who raise a child are unable to witness to
the importance and beauty of sexual diﬀerence. Two men or two women who claim to replace a mother and a father sadly neglect and reject the vital role that gender plays in the
full development of a child, especially the child’s sexual identity as a boy or a girl, and later

14

15

MARRIAGE: UNIQUE FOR A REASON

as a man or a woman. Homes headed by two men or two women are not a valid “alternative” to families headed by a father and a mother. Two men and two women do not substitute for a mother and a father.

Made For Life

8. “Children need a mother and a father for the balance in their lives . . . and the
mirror-image. / All the development that needs to happen from an emotional,
mental, physical component . . . only a mother and father can give.”
[04:55]

Discussion questions:
a. How would you explain to someone the diﬀerence between a single parent and two
men or two women who are raising a child?

Key topics: NEED FOR A FATHER AND MOTHER; RIGHT TO A MOTHER AND A FATHER;
UNFAIR TO DELIBERATELY DEPRIVE

b. What does it mean that single parents can still “honor” the importance of sexual diﬀerence in the lives of their children?
c. How can the Church and society best support single parents, while holding up the natural family as the ideal?

The most curious fact about fathers and mothers is that every child has them. In other
words, it takes a man and a woman—a father and a mother—to bring a new human being
into the world. Two men or two women simply cannot do this. So if sexual diﬀerence is
important—necessary, in fact—for conceiving a child, then it makes sense that sexual difference would also be important for raising a child. In other words, the importance of sexual diﬀerence does not end with the conception or birth of a child. Instead, fathers and
mothers matter for the full development and ﬂourishing of their children, as Lashawntra
observes. Kevin and Brenda also make a signiﬁcant point. A mother and a father bring balance and ensure that children always have before them someone similar to and diﬀerent
from themselves. The mother-father unit is the vital context for personal formation. Children need and deserve a mother and a father.
The fact that every child has and needs a father and a mother is what justiﬁes the assertion that every child has a right to be raised by his or her father and mother. In fact, the
Church’s social teaching emphasizes that a child’s “ﬁrst right” is to “be born in a real family,” that is, a family consisting of his or her own father and mother, bonded in marriage.41
Protecting this right is a basic matter of social justice. As Pope Benedict XVI has taught,
“Children from their conception have the right to be able to count on their father and
mother to take care of them and to accompany their growth.”42
Fairness, justice, and equality are principles greatly touted but much misused in the
marriage debate today.43 One striking example is the “dismissal” of the child. What’s fair to
the child? This is a question largely missing from the picture, but it should be its centerpiece,
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along with what’s fair and just to husbands and wives and fathers and mothers. As the
bishops have taught, “To promote and protect marriage as the union of one man and one
woman is itself a matter of justice. In fact, it would be a grave injustice if the state ignored
the unique and proper place of husbands and wives, the place of mothers and fathers, and
especially the rights of children, who deserve from society clear guidance as they grow to

Made For Life

Discussion questions:
a. Why does every child have a right to a father and a mother?
b. Why are attempts to redeﬁne marriage to include two persons of the same sex unjust
to children?

sexual maturity.”44 It is a severe injustice to deliberately deprive a child of his or her mother
and/or father. Of course, there are sad instances when children are separated from their
biological parents: instances of abuse, neglect, or a parent’s incapacity to properly care for
his or her child. But these examples are exceptions that should make us wince rather than
cause us to abandon the norm and ideal: children being nurtured and cared for by the same
man and woman who brought them into the world.
It is sometimes claimed that what really matters for a child is the presence of any two
loving, committed adults, regardless of their gender. But there are major problems with
this assertion. First, two men or two women are physically incapable of having a child together, that is, of becoming father and mother through each other. Instead, two people of
the same sex must either attempt to adopt a child or contract with a “third party” egg or
sperm donor who contributes one-half of the child’s genetic material.45 This means that
placing a child in the care of two men or two women deliberately separates that child from
his or her father or mother in every single case. Second, such children are denied the beneﬁt
of witnessing the relationship between a father and mother. Although the tragedy of the
death of a father or mother painfully cuts short the child’s experience of the relationship
between mother and father, this is completely diﬀerent from deliberately closing the child
oﬀ from a mother-father relationship.
The push to legally “redeﬁne” marriage inevitably results in redeﬁning the concept of
“parent” from “father and mother” to “any two—or more—adults that care for this child.”
Children, the youngest and most vulnerable members of our society, are the ones who will
suﬀer most from this disregard for the true meaning of marriage. Children deserve better.
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9. “We each have our individual roles. . . . / It’s not that I don’t play with them, but
[my husband] plays in a way that I don’t. He’ll play football with them and tackle
them hard, and I’ll play football with them and tickle them.”

diﬀerence between them. Only a woman can mother; only a man can father. Mothers teach

[05:49]

way. This is not stereotyping. It is acknowledging and celebrating the unique gifts of women

Beyond the distinctive talents and gifts of fathers and mothers, there remains a core
femininity in a distinctive and vital way; fathers teach masculinity in a distinctive and vital
and men.

Key topics: MOTHERS AND FATHERS BRING UNIQUE GIFTS; THE DIFFERENCE CONSISTS NOT OF
STATIC “ROLES” BUT IN THE WAY A FUNCTION OR ROLE IS CARRIED OUT

It is crucial to emphasize here that the diﬀerences between fathers and mothers are not
mere rigid “functions” that each perform, as if “only the father disciplines” and “only the
mother nurtures.” Instead, both father and mother participate in all the tasks of raising

Both Jeﬀ and Katie are referring to a simple fact: mothers and fathers are not inter-

children: disciplining, nurturing, teaching, playing, and so on. But they do so as a man and

changeable. They each bring distinct and unique gifts to the common task of parenting,

as a woman, that is, in irreducibly diﬀerent ways. The way a mother nurtures her children

gifts that help their son or daughter develop into a mature man or woman.

is diﬀerent from the way a father nurtures them, and so on. This can be as obvious as the
mother’s capacity to breast-feed her children, or it can be more subtle, as expressed by

For example, mothers share a unique relationship with their children because only a
mother carries the child within her womb. As Pope John Paul II taught, “Motherhood in-

Katie’s quote: both she and her husband play with their sons, but while he tackles, she tickles. Mothers and fathers are not interchangeable.

volves a special communion with the mystery of life, as it develops in the woman’s
womb.”46 The mother’s task of carrying a child in her womb is a privileged expression of
her gift of self and shapes her personality to be uniquely attentive to all human life.47 In
general, mothers have special gifts of communicating with their children and responding
to their needs, even those expressed nonverbally. A mother models to her daughter how
to carry herself as a woman and shows her son how to treat a woman with respect and
dignity.
Every child needs and deserves a father. As the Second Vatican Council taught, “The

Discussion questions:
a. What are some ways that your father or your mother contributed in a unique way to
your upbringing? If you experienced a broken family environment, how did that aﬀect
you?
b. What are particular gifts that fathers and mothers bring to their children? Recall the
scene in the video that portrays the unique way the father and mother work together to
address the behavior of their son, frustrated after losing a soccer game. What gifts are
conveyed here?

active presence of the father is very important for [the] training [of the children].”48 In
general, fathers provide a ﬁrm, stabilizing presence that inﬂuences their children’s choices.
For example, boys raised by their own fathers are much less likely to act out on sexual and
aggressive drives, while girls raised by their fathers are able to have their femininity af-

c. Why is the diﬀerence between mothers and fathers more than a matter of “rigid functions” that each of them has in the family? How is this important in relation to the promotion and protection of the unique meaning of marriage?

ﬁrmed in a nonsexualized way. Studies have shown that boys in fatherless families are
more likely to be imprisoned, and girls raised apart from their fathers are more likely to
become unwed mothers.49
20
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10. “Studies show so clearly that children raised by a mother and a father do better
in school, they’re less likely to get involved in drugs or gangs, they thrive in many
other areas of life. The state is in the business of supporting that which makes society stronger . . . the family unit.”
[06:13]

women, instead of by their own or an adoptive mother and father. The diﬃculty with such
studies might be manifest in various ways, whether from statistical, sociological, philosophical, and/or theological reasons. It is important to be aware that, at times, some studies
may only focus on material and functional values without considering human and spiritual
values.
Perhaps an analogy might help here. It is telling that, in the 1970s, experts claimed that

Key topics: THE ROLE OF SOCIAL SCIENCES; THE ROLE OF THE STATE;
THE IMMEASURABLE IMPACT OF A FATHER AND A MOTHER

The social sciences have done much good in aﬃrming the radical importance of mothers, fathers, and healthy marriages. Multiple studies aﬃrm the beneﬁts for children of
being raised by their own father and mother, and they come to the same commonsense
conclusion that has been shared by humanity for ages. Family structure greatly aﬀects children’s formation and well-being. Children are consistently found to grow up happier and
healthier in a loving family with their own mother and father.50 For example, children raised
by their own married mother and father are less likely to experience child abuse, poverty,
lack of education, depression, unwed childbearing, and so on.51 As Pete said so clearly, the
state should support families founded on marriage, because the state “is in the business
of supporting that which makes society stronger.” The evidence of various studies aﬃrms
and shows the rational basis of the state’s duty to protect the true meaning of marriage.
Still, in an era when the words “studies show” carry often unquestioned authority, we

“no-fault” divorce would not adversely aﬀect children, a claim both lacking evidence and
going against common sense and the nature of the human person. However, social science
has since demonstrated the drastic eﬀect that broken and fatherless households have had
on children since the time “no-fault” divorce was introduced.52 Now again, we hear claims
that children will be ﬁne or even better if marriage itself is “redeﬁned.” Since the wellbeing of children is at stake, it is hoped that scientiﬁc studies will not jump to premature
or unfounded conclusions, as seems to be the case with some recent studies.53
In the end, the impact of a father and a mother is immeasurable. A father and a mother
provide more than just material needs, care, and aﬀection. Not even the best of the social
sciences can capture the full breadth of what a man and a woman bring to their children
as a father and a mother united in marriage.
Discussion questions:
a. What does the analogy of “no-fault” divorce and its eﬀects on children teach us about
claims that children are merely “adaptable” and ﬂourish in any environment?

must be careful in our use of the social sciences. Although a well-designed study can shed
light on an aspect of human nature and civilization, no study can grasp the whole of reality.
Furthermore, some studies can be driven by agendas that greatly inﬂuence the data col-

b. What do you think it means to say that the impact of a father and a mother is “immeasurable”?

lection, interpretation, and conclusions.
For example, we have already discussed the ﬂaws in the claim that what really matters
for a child is the presence of any two loving, committed adults, regardless of their gender
(see number 8, above). Still, this is a popular argument today. As if on cue, some recent
studies have claimed that children do ﬁne in households headed by two men or two
22
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Sexual Diﬀerence Matters

The diﬀerence is the diﬀerence. Only a man and a woman can embrace the incredible adventure of marriage, the call to give themselves completely to each other, in a way that is

11. “The necessity of the difference doesn’t end at conception;
it carries on through the whole life of the child.”

open to the gift of a child. As Pope John Paul II taught, “The logic of the total gift of self to

[08:32]

even greater fulﬁllment as a family. . . . The intimate truth of this gift must always be safe-

the other involves a potential openness to procreation: in this way the marriage is called to
guarded.”55 Jesus came “so that they might have life and have it more abundantly” (Jn 10:10).
The Church, following the way of Jesus, invites all people to rediscover and protect the

Key topics: SEXUAL DIFFERENCE IS ESSENTIAL TO MARRIAGE;

unique mission and witness of marriage in service of life.

THE DIFFERENCE IS THE DIFFERENCE

At the end of Made for Life, we come back to the very beginning, back to the foundation
of it all. Sexual diﬀerence matters. And because of this, men and women matter for marriage.
Fathers and mothers matter for their children. Families founded on marriage matter for
the world.54 The contemporary proposal of “redeﬁning” marriage to include two persons
of the same sex threatens all of this, and strikes at the heart of what it means to be a human

Discussion questions:
a. How would you put in your own words the main point(s) of Made for Life?
b. What does sexual diﬀerence have to do with marriage and parenting?
c. How would “redeﬁning” marriage to include two persons of the same sex radically
alter a proper understanding of marriage, children, and the human person?

person, a man or a woman.
Let’s reﬂect on Pete’s profound words: “It’s kind of a beautiful miracle, that from our
diﬀerence comes a brand-new life.” Indeed, childbearing, a deeply personal act meant for
marriage, requires sexual diﬀerence—that male come together with female to bring about
a “brand-new life.” Men and women matter—they are essential—to the great adventure
of having children.
Only by artiﬁcially splitting the human experience of conception, birth, and parenting
into separate pieces can we make the claim that mothers and fathers matter only to the
conception of a child and not to his or her continuing development. Of course, there are
instances when a child is raised apart from his or her biological parents. But this never
comes without a cost. Even in the best of adoptive situations, children will still tend to
wonder, “What is/was my mom or dad like?” Childbearing and child rearing ﬁnd their vital
coordinates in the sexual diﬀerence between husband and wife who open themselves to
fathering and mothering.
24
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