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			DEDICATED TO

			all the household members 
God has placed in my home—
past, present, and future.

			






			
 Foreword

			
Brooke Hempell

			Senior VP, Research, Barna Group

			The past few years my colleagues and I at Barna have been studying today’s teens and youth: “Gen Z.” I had become hyperaware that my kids were growing up in a very different world from my own childhood and that my husband and I would have to be highly intentional about shaping our kids’ faith in order for them to thrive when they set out on their own. But neither of us had experienced a model of a healthy Christian home, so we worried that our default might not produce resilient faith in our children.

			Our research team wondered about the dynamics of instilling and nurturing Christian faith in the home, so our partners at Lutheran Hour Ministries invited us to collaborate on an in-depth study of faith formation in Christian households. We wanted to understand the rhythms with which households of faith gathered: the when, how, and why. Who else was coming into the household on a regular basis, such as a grandparent or neighbor, and how they were participating in these regular rhythms? What spiritual practices were shared in the home, from praying and reading the Bible together to singing worship songs? What kinds of conversations were they having with each other, and how had these conversations shaped their faith? 

			Our hypothesis was that a vibrant faith is connected to being influenced by a variety of mentors. And, indeed, we found this to be true. Increasingly, household dynamics are not only defined by family members but also by the people we invite into our homes and routines. Throughout this study, we saw that hospitable households—those who regularly welcome nonfamily guests—fostered spiritual development through these interactions. 

			This study made it clear that Christians with the most vibrant, growing faith are emulating the New Testament church as described in Acts 2, whose deep faith valued fellowship and breaking bread, praying and reading God’s Word together, and experiencing and demonstrating countercultural Christian love. 

			Hospitality, as well as faith formation, requires intentionality. The importance of fostering intimacy, sharing rituals, and having fun with household members—as well as friends and other non-family guests who become part of one’s extended household—cannot be overstated. Yet these effects do not happen on their own; they happen through purpose and planning. 

			The Spiritually Vibrant Home unpacks the research and what it all means for our households. This book provides Christians with a roadmap to developing intentional rhythms that nurture their spirit, honor their heavenly Father, and pass on their faith to the next generation.






			 

			Introduction

			
Why Do We Get So Emotional About Home?

			It was a warm Sunday morning last fall when Lilly started to cry. Everyone else in classroom 3205 grew silent as Lilly’s voice cracked a bit, a few tears spilling down her cheeks as she shared the complex mingling of hope and disappointment she felt when reflecting honestly on the spiritual health of her family.

			Eventually, she grew quiet and thoughtful, and the eyes of everyone in the classroom shifted back to me where I stood up front. At that moment a singular question floated through my mind: Don, what have you gotten yourself into now?

			I’ve been leading classes on Sunday mornings for years. But I had never before led a class quite like this. Lilly’s tears made me wonder for a moment if I had made a mistake.

			Most classes I’ve taught start with clarity. Mark’s Gospel gives us a clear picture of being a disciple of Jesus—let’s study Mark together. There are some clear principles for how Christians can thrive in suburbia—let’s consider those principles together. Proverbs gives us clear wisdom for how to navigate life—let’s memorize some proverbs together.

			I’ve been told the classes I teach tend to be a bit heady at times. I think the observation is meant as a gentle corrective (please remember we have hearts, too, Don), but I’ve mostly taken it as a compliment and continued to offer classes in which we start with clarity and I try to impart that clarity to everyone in the class in ways that are memorable and helpful. Suffice it to say, there have not been many tears.

			Until last fall, that is.

			What Does a Spiritually Vibrant Home Look Like?

			Last fall I became involved in a research project that the Barna Group and Lutheran Hour Ministries (LHM) were embarking on together.1 The goal of the project was to pull back the curtains on Christian households to find out what faith looks like in the everyday moments of life. The full findings would eventually be published in a monograph for leaders,2 but last fall we just had the initial findings and a profound curiosity: What do spiritually vibrant households look like? And can households armed with that knowledge actually strive to become more spiritually vibrant?

			This curiosity was so strong that I decided to start a year-long class starting not with clarity but with curiosity. I gave the class a vague title, “Households of Faith,” and watched as forty people made their way into classroom 3205 on that first Sunday.

			These forty people included physically tired parents of young kids, emotionally tired parents of teenagers, battle-tested grandparents, and a few single people who were wondering if the class would be relevant to them at all.

			The first week of class I stood up front and confessed that I wasn’t starting with much clarity but with strong curiosity. I told them not to think of it as a class but rather as a learning lab, and I invited everyone there to join me in holding the Bible in one hand and the Barna research in the other and exploring together what exactly a spiritually vibrant home looks like and how we could put that knowledge to use in our own homes.

			That’s exactly what we did. We met on twenty-one different Sundays over the next nine months. We studied eighty-three passages from the Bible and dozens of graphs and infographics from Barna. We asked lots of questions. Not just questions about the Bible and Barna but honest questions about our own households—those we grew up in and those we were now a part of shaping.

			That’s when the tears started to come. And it wasn’t just Lilly. Lilly felt a mixture of hope and disappointment as she honestly assessed the spiritual health of her own young household: “I just don’t feel like we’re spiritually vibrant at all . . . more like spiritually dormant.” But she wasn’t alone. Martha, a mother of two and grandmother of three, felt a mixture of regret and empowerment as she honestly assessed her own parenting back in the day and the opportunities she has now as a grandparent. Mark felt a mixture of sadness and hope as he considered how dads in general are doing in Christian homes across the country (not that great) and how he could do more as a spiritual coach in his own home.

			We all found there’s something inherently emotional about considering the home. While the research findings were seemingly benign and the Scripture passages were somewhat familiar to us, there’s something unavoidably nontheoretical about considering the home.

			Here, I’ll show you what I mean. Spend a few moments looking at some of the at-a-glance findings from the research that we looked at during our first month together (see fig. 0.1).

			Perhaps, like some of the men in our learning lab, you are a father, and reading about the “small role” fathers tend to play in the home makes you angry. Or sad. Or disappointed. Whether or not you are a father, perhaps reading about fathers’ small role stirs up regrets (or latent gratitude) about your own father’s role in your household growing up. We felt those emotions too.

			Or perhaps reading about “faith heritage” stirs up emotions about how the Christian faith was (or wasn’t) handed on to you when you were growing up. We had lots of thoughts and feelings and reflections about our families of origin.

			If you are a parent, reading about faith heritage might make you wonder how good a job you are doing at handing on the Christian faith to your own children. All of us parents in the room wondered those same things.

			If you are single, reading a few findings about spouses and households may make you feel left out of the conversation once again, wondering why every Christian book or sermon or devotion seems to be centered on couples or families. The single folks in our learning lab wondered the same.

			Or perhaps you are an empty nester and, like our faithful table of grandparents, you want to leave more of an imprint on your grandchildren but aren’t sure if that is possible or how you would even begin to do that. Maybe reading about how isolated empty nesters can be makes you wonder if your chance at influence is over.

			Perhaps these initial emotions make you wonder whether you should keep reading. That’s basically what I was feeling after Lilly shared her heart with all of us and everyone turned back to look at me. Is the home just too personal to assess? Is it too convicting to study the shape of spiritually vibrant homes? Is there any hope we can actually help our own imperfect households become more spiritually vibrant over time?

			Rather than shuttering the class that warm Sunday morning last fall and resigning ourselves to the status quo in our homes, we pressed on. We looked carefully at what the research reveals about the shape and habits of spiritually vibrant homes. We studied what the Bible reveals about God’s design for our households and how helpful Jesus is in growing the spiritual vibrancy of households. And we held the Bible and Barna up like a mirror, getting honest about our own households.
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			Figure 0.1

		





			Our consensus after nine months? Keep reading! There is real hope and healing power for all of us. We learned more about ourselves and our homelife than we thought we would. We were surprised and humbled and convicted and encouraged by what we saw in our homes and in God’s Word. We created homework and tried new things in our homes. We shared the results with each other and laughed and cried. In the end, we saw God change our homes in ways small and big.

			I’m glad we pressed on. And I encourage you to do the same. No matter what kind of home you grew up in, no matter what your home looks like right now, the truth is God made you to be a part of a spiritually vibrant household that grows more spiritually vibrant all the time.

			Are Messy Prayers, Loud Tables, and Open Doors Really That Powerful?

			One of the fruits of our messy learning lab is The Spiritually Vibrant Home. What you hold in your hands is not a memoir, a theological treatise, a recipe book, or a blog about life hacks. But it is reminiscent of each because the reality is our hearts and our faith and our houses are all thoroughly interconnected.

			We’ll begin our journey by exploring the spiritual significance of the mundane (chap. one, “Homelife”) and reckoning with the somewhat surprising way the Bible talks about our homes (chap. two, “Households”). At that point (chap. three, “Vibrancy”), we’ll pull back the curtains on spiritually vibrant homes and learn about the three everyday habits they have in common: messy prayers, loud tables, and open doors. In the last three chapters we will explore each of these household habits in greater detail, learning how we can nurture those habits in our very own homes.

			Along the way we’ll encounter a miraculously preserved ancient village, surprisingly large Israelite households, lots of insightful numbers from the research, and plenty of unremarkable but honest moments from my own journey. Some of these moments are a little embarrassing, but in the end this only increases my hope: it really is possible to have a spiritually vibrant home. Even for someone like me!

			This whole process has given me hope for my own household and steps to take toward spiritual vibrancy. And that gives me the courage to invite you along for this journey to see what God’s Word proclaims and the latest research confirms about we humans and our homes.

			If you are still reeling from the less-than-perfect home you grew up in, keep reading. You may find that God has compassion and hope and healing for you.

			If you are a frenzied parent who feels ill-equipped to pass on the faith, keep reading. You may find that God’s recipe for spiritual vibrancy is much more attainable than you’ve guessed.

			If you are single, keep reading. You may be surprised by how God defines a household, and you may feel empowered to take your important place in helping shape your own household and the households of others.

			If you are an empty nester or grandparent wondering if your home is now resigned to quietness and boredom, keep reading. You may be thrilled by how hungry people are for your influence and discover practical ways to invest in your lasting legacy.

			At the end of the day it doesn’t matter what your age or stage of life is; there is great hope that comes from exploring how your heart, your faith, and your home are meant to work together. And that’s exactly what The Spiritually Vibrant Home invites you to do.

			In the end, I pray that just like me and Lilly and all of the imperfect learning-lab folks in room 3205, we will all know ourselves, our God, and our homes on a deeper level. May our own prayers become a little messier, our own tables a little louder, and our own doors a little more open. May we all experience the spiritual vibrancy God has for us and our homes.
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Homelife

			
Recognizing the Spiritual Significance of the Mundane

			But as for me and my house, we will serve the LORD.

			Joshua 24:15

			I was standing in my small, white kitchen staring down at a full trash can when I became a man. Often, it’s only in retrospect that we recognize these significant threshold moments in life. That was definitely the case here. I’m sure I assumed, before walking into the narrow kitchen that morning, that I was already a man.

			I was twenty-five, after all. And I had only two weeks before gotten married. My new wife, Wendy, and I had moved into this small mother-in-law house in Parkland, Washington, and we were both a few years into our professional lives working in campus ministry. But looking back, I don’t think I really crossed that threshold into adulthood until I went to empty the trash one Saturday morning and saw something that stopped me in my tracks.

			Unsuspecting, I had simply pulled out the trash to empty it. But looking down into the trash, I saw the unbelievable: yesterday’s newspaper (this was back when we still had newspapers) and a few empty cans. My pulse increased. My brow furrowed. I called out, instinctually, “Wendy!” Wendy came around the corner to see what the cause of such urgency in my voice was. “What is it?” she asked.

			“What is this?” I asked, with all the conviction and disappointment, I assume, of a strict school teacher. I was pointing down at the trash can.

			Wendy looked confused. “What’s what?” she asked, shrugging and trying to appear, I surmised at the time, as innocent as she could. I pulled out the newspaper and proclaimed (declared, might be a better term) the following:

			“In. This. House. We. Recycle.”

			I know. Compassion for Wendy is very much in order here. You’ll begin to notice this is a bit of a theme in our married life.

			In my defense I was pretty passionate about doing what I could to tread lightly on the earth, and recycling (newspapers at the very least) was one way I had decided to do that. I really was shocked to see the newspaper and cans in the trash. And I really messed up in how I communicated that to Wendy. And she really was gracious to me. Today we laugh every time we retell this story from the early days of our married life.

			My poor handling of the moment aside, this was a real moment. What kind of household were we going to be? Were we going to be a recycling household? It turns out this was the first of many questions we were going to ask about our common life together. A few months later we moved from Washington to Colorado, and this move brought with it a veritable storm of new domestic questions. Practical questions that got at real issues: Where will we live? How big of a table will we have? Will we have many guests? How do we arrange the living room? What will we do during the holidays? For entertainment? With our money? Will we have a television? What size screen? Where will our computer be? Pets? Roommates? Kids?

			We were starting the adult work of creating and shaping our new household. Even though most of these questions had to do with our house (or apartment, to be more accurate during those early years), they were questions about much more than housing. These seemingly innocent domestic questions were ultimately connected to something much deeper: our values, our priorities, our hopes, our emotions, our relationships, our healing, and, in the end, our Christian faith.

			People always make domestic decisions based on deeper values. It turns out this has always been the case. How we humans craft our domestic life is intricately connected to how we approach life itself.

			
Do We Put Locks on Our Doors?

			The word house may conjure obvious and familiar images in our minds (couches and tables, doors and windows, beds and chairs), but that doesn’t mean there is something inevitable about the shape of our domestic life. Writer and historian Bill Bryson researched the entire human history of houses and homes and apartments and concluded that “nothing about this house, or any house, is inevitable. Everything had to be thought of—doors, windows, chimneys, stairs.”1

			Bryson spends 581 pages recounting the fascinating relationship between humans’ values and priorities and how they shaped (and shape) their housing. Domesticity has always been an important part of our humanity. As Bryson reflects on millennia of humans and their households: 

			Houses are really quite odd things. They have almost no universally defining qualities: they can be of practically any shape, incorporate virtually any material, be of almost any size. Yet wherever we go in the world we recognize domesticity the moment we see it. This aura of homeliness is, it turns out, extremely ancient.2

			As Bryson recounts, a storm off the coast of Scotland in 1850 led to a striking reminder of exactly how ancient the questions of household really are. The storm raged for two days over the Orkney Islands. When it finally subsided, the locals realized that a large, grass-covered knoll they had always used as a landmark had been stripped of its grass coverings. Revealed underneath were “the remains of a compact, ancient stone village, roofless but otherwise marvelously intact.”3

			This ancient village, which came to be called Skara Brae, consisted of nine houses still holding many of their last occupants’ household items. These contents, and the structure of the houses and village itself, tell us lots about the people who lived there. This is remarkable given the fact that the village was last lived in thousands of years ago. The shape of their houses (and their mundane contents) tell us much about these people.

			In Skara Brae, for example, they found a drainage system in each home—with slots in the walls to wash away wastes. This small, mundane detail tells us something about what they valued—cleanliness perhaps? Every little domestic detail at Skara Brae was purposefully crafted by the original inhabitants and is worth noting:

			
					The walls were up to ten feet high—leaving plenty of headroom.

					Their floors were paved.

					Their doors had locks.

					They had built-in stone dressers and shelves and water tanks.

					They had covered passageways between the houses that led to a paved, open area where tasks could be done in a social setting.

			

			Here’s the thing: none of these details were inevitable. They were all purposeful and tell us something about the values and priorities and habits of the people who lived there. Consider, for example, the fact that all of the houses were the same size and built to the exact same plan. This mundane domestic detail tells us something about their values, perhaps “suggesting a kind of genial commune rather than a conventional tribal hierarchy.”4

			This remarkable find tells us that folks living thousands of years ago did the same thing I did while standing in my kitchen looking into my trash can: they made decisions about their homelife that were intricately connected to their values and hopes and fears and priorities. Even seemingly small housing decisions are important. Consider the fact that archaeologists found at Skara Brae one dwelling separated from the others. This dwelling was much like the others except for one tiny detail: the lock on the front door was on the outside of the door. Think about everything that implies. A small, domestic detail that tells us a lot. (I assume this was where they locked up people who refused to recycle their newspapers and cans.)

			These days a trip to Home Depot may seem as far from your values and priorities and spirituality as possible, but the reality is how we set up and live in our housing matters desperately. It is central to the shape of our life. And for those of us who are Christians, seemingly mundane domestic matters turn out to be central to our discipleship as well.

			
Do Households Matter to Jesus?

			As a disciple of Jesus, I take an interest in what interests Jesus. What matters to Jesus matters to me—or at least it should. And so it is noteworthy to me as a Christian that households seemed to matter to Jesus.

			Consider the fact that Jesus used the household to describe his kingdom. Many of his teachings and parables about his kingdom drew strongly from domestic language and imagery, causing some scholars to conclude that the household is “the central image that informs Jesus’s explication of the kingdom.”5 Jesus didn’t talk about his kingdom with imperial or military pictures but with images from everyday households (fig. 1.1), with God as a father.6 This has led some to conclude that Jesus’ whole life and ministry “demonstrated a household concern.”7
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				Figure 1.1

			


			Jesus did not try to supplant the traditional household as we see in some other world religions and spiritual movements. Rather, Jesus embraced and valued the household, choosing individual homes as a central tool of his new kingdom. Much of the time Jesus spent in ministry was spent in the context of houses and families.8 This domestic preference was purposeful and explicit.

			It is significant that Jesus pursued his redemptive ministry in a household context. Mark’s Gospel seems to emphasize this, showing us how Jesus was willing to speak to whole crowds but that his endgame was always to have people come closer to him, to sit down with him in homey proximity. This shows how reliable and effective the household context is as a sort of redemptive laboratory—a place where we can really be known and know others, a place of unhurried conversation.

			This connection between discipleship and the household remained strong in the early church. As Michael F. Trainor points out in The Quest for Home, “The earliest Christians were members of households and gathered in houses to ponder the story of Jesus and its implications for their lives in the Greco-Roman culture in the late first century C.E.”9 The household became the “basic social unit of the church.”10

			So intertwined were the Christian life and the household that the earliest requirements for church leaders had to do with their domestic life. Do you want to know how to choose a good leader for your local church? The pastoral epistles are clear: look inside their home (see, for example, 1 Timothy 3:1-13). The mundane, domestic details of life (how someone handles finances, how they parent, how their household is doing) are signals to whether someone would make an apt spiritual leader of a church. They understood the everyday home is one of God’s chosen contexts for working in his people’s lives.

			While God can (and does) interact with individuals in a vacuum, he often uses the household as a reliable laboratory for discipleship. Consider Paul’s conversion. We tend to focus on the interaction Paul had with God on the road to Damascus—a bright light and a voice from heaven are pretty memorable. But remember it was actually in Judas’s house on Straight Street that Paul’s conversion really took seed. As Luke records the events, “Saul rose from the ground, and although his eyes were opened, he saw nothing. So they led him by the hand and brought him into Damascus. And for three days he was without sight, and neither ate nor drank” (Acts 9:8-9). God got his attention on the road, but it was three days in Judas’s house on Straight Street where God’s words began to work on Paul, where he clearly heard what he was supposed to do.
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			Figure 1.2

		






			As I reflect back in life I can see that God has certainly worked in my own life outside of my home (through special times of prayer, lonely walks, retreats of silence, corporate worship services—plenty of Damascus Road moments), but it seems the most consistent place of life change in my past has been in that messy, humbling, in-your-face laboratory of the household—like when I was taking out the trash as a newlywed—more of a Straight Street moment.

			This highlights the importance of the home and the overall atmosphere of the home. Do our homes have an overall atmos­phere that is conducive to the discipleship work God wants to do inside us? The latest research underscores just how important the overall atmosphere of a home is. We’ll get into the research in more detail in chapter three, but for now notice in figure 1.2 the words that are the most common descriptors of the atmospheres of Christian homes (with more common answers indicated with a larger font).

			1. Which words would you use to describe the atmosphere of your own household? Which two or three words would be the biggest?

			2. Which two or three words do you wish described the atmosphere of your home?

			3. In your experience, what changes the atmosphere in a home over time?

			The atmosphere of our homes matters because this is where much of our discipleship growth occurs. Where has God most consistently formed my character, healed my heart, and taught me the values of his kingdom? In my home, through marriage, parenting, hospitality, close friendships, chores and routines and tragedies and parties and unhurried conversations and inviting people over for a meal.

			It turns out the household is not only connected to our deeper values and priorities (as we see in Skara Brae), but it is also connected to God’s real discipleship work inside of his followers (as we see in Jesus and the early church). As Tish Harrison Warren put it so memorably, “The crucible of our formation is in the anonymous monotony of our daily routines.”11 The household is the ideal place for us to work out our Christian discipleship.

			What About Me and My Household?

			This all means that we may need to reexamine the spiritual significance of our own mundane household moments. As Warren put it, “If I am to spend my whole life being transformed by the good news of Jesus, I must learn how grand, sweeping truths—doctrine, theology, ecclesiology, Christology—rub up against the texture of an average day. How I spend this ordinary day in Christ is how I will spend my Christian life.”12

			Just as in Skara Brae, our values and priorities will get worked out in these mundane domestic decisions and habits. With those we live everyday life with. Like Wendy and me working on our recycling (and communicating) habits on a slow Saturday morning. The latest research on spiritually vibrant homes shows this clearly. Notice in figure 1.3 the twenty-three separate activities that correspond with more spiritual vibrancy in a home.
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