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			CHURCH IS FAMILY - AN INTRODUCTION


						

			1. CHURCH IS FAMILY – WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?


			• In the past generation in the UK there have been many people leaving their involvement in a local church because of either a lessening of commitment, changing circumstances, or the feeling that “church” is not doing or being what it is meant to do and be. There is not now the continuity of generation to generation connection with church that there has been in families in previous generations. There have also been people leaving local church, not because they are less committed as Christians, but because they are questioning the relevance of their church’s activities and relationship structures to them living for Jesus and seeking to help others to follow Him.


			• The place and involvement of children in church life has been a major part of my ministry, and Church being Family is central to that. I have had the privilege of seeing the understanding of church as family and the involvement of children expressed really well in many congregations for whom it meant a changed mindset and relationships. Others still struggle with this area, and a greater understanding of “Church is Family” would help them.


			• Organisational structures of church congregations and denominations/ groups/ streams can mask the reality of church being family, or at times stand contrary to that understanding.


			• The place and function of church “leaders”, in the many varied forms that takes in differing church styles, is how churches often define themselves. Some forms of leadership are more compatible than others to church being a family relationship.


			 • In churches where the activities are based on just a congregational service or two a week, there is a lack of the kind of shared life which is conducive to growth. As a pastor mentioned following a conversation at a newly started prayer breakfast, “I realised that I’ve been in the same church as these guys for ten years, and I don’t know their testimony.”


			• Society is becoming increasingly characterised by fatherless children, whether by the parents’ deliberate lifestyle choice, or by the unintended consequence of a casual relationship, or by the lack of commitment of the father to their child and the child’s mother, or the separation resulting from his abuse of them. The resulting prevalence of behavioural, mental health and self-worth difficulties are clear for anyone who has an eye to see. This is compounded by there now being not only fatherless children, but also a growing generation of fatherless parents, who in their own childhood were denied the experience of their father, and who missed the educational patterning of relationships that comes from growing up in a setting where not only are they loved by a parent, but they experience and learn from the loving relationship that their parents have with each another. Related to this is the ever growing confusion of personal identity, “Who am I?” and “Where do I belong?” with the ongoing invention of new categories in an ever more complicated attempt to define satisfactory answers to unsatisfied hearts.


			If “Church is Family” is being rightly lived out in the life of the church, then we have something to offer to the multitudes who are family-deprived, and who, whether they recognise it or not, are longing for that which is found in true family. We have the possibility – and responsibility - to so demonstrate family relationship in the Church Family that it will be an example to individuals and families to learn from and follow in the building or rebuilding of their own family relationships and lifestyle. Perhaps the extent to which such family-deprived people are looking to the church is a sign of our strength or weakness in this area. 


			• Adding to the difficulties of society has been one after another of the historic denominations setting aside their previously held Biblical doctrines on family life, and leaving a confusion of blurred definitions of family relationships.


			• For many years I have been looking forward to, and as far as I can, preparing for coming Revival. I have read of and been inspired by the multiple breakthroughs of heaven 1859-1923 into the area where I grew up on the north east coast of Scotland. While I am not expecting that any present or future moves of the Holy Spirit will simply repeat the previous experiences in the same way, revival history has shown me what can happen when many people give their lives to Jesus in a short space of time, and whole communities and churches are changed as a result. The question arises: How will traditional church respond to an influx of people who are unlikely to relate culturally or spiritually to the completely unfamiliar historic sub-cultures of the various denominations and non-denominations? How will they experience “family” in those contexts? And when, no doubt, new churches/fellowships will arise as fresh expressions of church, how much will they simply repeat historic patterns, or find more relevant ways to express that “Church is Family”?


			• Then in the process of writing have come the forced changes of church life brought about by the restrictions imposed to combat the Coronavirus pandemic. Suddenly, things that were never allowed to be changed or moved have for some time gone, and churches have had to reappraise what “church” means, when their previous stable expressions of church life have had to stop. While some have simply tried to replicate their church services online, there has been an outburst of multifaceted creativity which, as far as I have observed, has become, strangely in a time of forced separation, much more of an expression of church being family, and a gaining of things that there will not be the desire to lose as things move forward to a new normal. I heard a leader of one historic denomination say, “Will we want to go back to the same patterns that we have used for long enough?”


			2. DOES CHURCH LOOK LIKE FAMILY?


			CHURCHES OLD AND NEW


			There is a wide variety of churches of historic denominations and non-denominations. Some of these keep more strictly to the patterns of life from previous generations, others have adapted and changed some of their lifestyle while maintaining their historic legacy, their ways of relating, and decision-making processes.


			There have also arisen in the past generation many different “new” churches. Some of these are simply a congregation based in a community, others have grown into or joined with others to become a distinct grouping / network/ stream/ denomination, having a shared identity and organisation. There are also new congregations which have been planted out of already existing churches which then continue the “parent” church’s ways of expression.


			My observation has been that some new churches, which started a generation ago with a distinctiveness and effectiveness which was very different from the “old” style of church, have continued to keep to their same pattern of service which was then new but is now old. Others have even gone back from having services based on congregational involvement to become more liturgical and “led from the front”, much more like the church style that they were once distinct from.


			In old and new churches, there are experiments with different expressions of church life – some replacing traditional services with something completely different, some seeking to blend a mixture of old and new, traditional and contemporary, some dividing off age groups to have youth church, or children’s church, some thereby making room for “adult church” to be undisturbed by the needs/ aspirations/ expressions of youth and children!, some moving from a traditional base to “emerging church”, some providing café church, some the family-friendly “Messy Church”.


			THE MEETING PLACE


			I am particularly interested in the way that a meeting place is set up for the intended purpose, and whether the place, the positioning of furniture, people and decoration helps or hinders or restricts the fulfilment of the gathering’s purpose.


			The effect of these things is obvious when we think of how we decorate and position things in the various rooms of our own home, and especially how we tidy up, adjust, remove or add things when we are welcoming visitors; how we make the space fit the purpose of our being together.


			I perhaps began to have sensitivity to this in a church setting many years ago when I was helping a Bible teacher set up the building for his talk which he did standing at a table with a reading desk. He asked me to set out a front row of chairs closer than normal to the place where he would be standing. This is because he knew that no one would want to sit on the front row, but when they sat on the second row, they would be where he would want the first row of his hearers to be!


			I think that we can be so familiar with the places we meet and how they are configured, and what we do there by habit, that we can be unaware of what they suggest about the nature of church.


			FIRST IMPRESSIONS


			If our understanding of what church is was informed only by a attending a church service, what conclusions might we reach by how things are set up and what is done?


			Entering a traditional Anglican or Roman Catholic church, we may have the perception that church means coming into a religious ritual, consisting of a number of actions performed according to a prescribed order, with a set way of approaching and responding to God.


			Entering a traditional Presbyterian or free church might give the impression that church means coming to hear God’s Word being preached for us to go and obey.


			Entering a “traditional” new church setting might suggest that church is a cross between a music concert and a teaching conference.


			Enter churches of any of the above and you may find that church looks like an educational institution, where ages are divided in parallel to schooling.


			The altar, and the pulpit, the worship band, the separate age groups and all that goes with them are all in their different settings saying something of the intended purpose of the meeting.


			Another aspect of what churches look like is the way in which many are described by how they are “governed”: – Episcopal - by bishops, Congregational – by the congregation, Presbyterian - by elders, and worth mentioning that being led by elders in a local church whose decision-making “leaders” are solely from within that congregation, looks very different to the Church of Scotland with its national legal system of extensive and detailed rules covering every aspect of process and decision making affecting every congregation.


			There can be relevance and appropriateness for many of the activities that all sorts of our different churches participate in. However, do people when they step in feel that they are coming into a meeting of brothers and sisters with their Father – into, as it were, the family’s “living room”?


			3. CHURCH IS FAMILY – ADJUSTING OUR THINKING


			There are descriptive pictures in the New testament of the church being a body (1Corinthians 12v27), a building (Ephesians 2v21,22), and the branches of a vine (John 15v5) but to say that “Church is Family” is not to give a picture of what church is like or how it functions. It is not enough to say “church is like a family” or “church should be like a family” or “church should be a family”. As will be seen from the New Testament studies that follow, to say “Church is Family” is to state a fundamental reality. This carries with it the uncomfortable challenge that any relationship, structure or function in a church which is not compatible with church being family must be in some way faulty. 


			PAST EXPERIENCES


			There are understandable difficulties that we can have with the concept of “church is family” which arise from our background experience of both church and family.


			Anyone who has had a negative, hurtful or damaging experience of church life, whether of impurity, legalism, control, or abuse may not be attracted to the idea that church is family – they might feel, “My family does not behave in the way that the church has. Church is not at all like family.”


			Some may interpret the statement in relation to a particular family type which they have experienced, whether insular, dysfunctional, broken, violent, temporary, complicated by children having different fathers, or domineered by a parent. They might properly feel, “I wouldn’t want church to behave in the way my family has.”


			I remember being puzzled and surprised by the negative reaction I received from a very experienced and spiritual friend when I made the statement “Church is Family.” From what I knew of her, I was sure that the concept would be attractive and meaningful to her – but it transpired that some aspects of her past experience of “family” was such that she did not want church to be like that.


			CHURCH - ASSUMED NORMALITY


			While we may not be affected by such negative associations with “church” and “family”, we are likely to have a pre-set definition in our thought processes of what these words mean, arising from the particular and personal experience we have had of both.


			If we have been part of a number of different styles of church, we may have a broader view of what “church” includes. If our experience has been limited to one church or churches in the same denomination/grouping, then we are likely to have a narrower concept of what “church” means which we will tend to apply to the statement “church is family”.


			From the time when I was sixteen years old, I knew that the focus of my life’s work was to be in Christian ministry. Because at that time I was a member of a Baptist church, I assumed that such a call meant that I would be a Baptist minister, serving a local congregation which would probably be similar to Buckie Baptist Church where I was a member, so I would have expected to take two services on a Sunday and have an active young people’s fellowship and for the church to be in Scotland. I have no recollection about whether at that time I expected to wear a minister’s “dog collar” as part of my calling as my minister then did!


			That was my pre-set concept of “church” which gave the boundaries to my thinking, so if at that time I had been presented with the statement, “Church is Family”, I would have tried to fit “family” within these boundaries rather than thinking about how to perhaps radically change my thinking of “church” to make it fit with “Church is Family”.


			My subsequent years of ministry meant that the assumed normality of sixteen year old Graeme had to undergo drastic change, in my understanding of church and my place in it. 


			FAMILY - ASSUMED NORMALITY


			Every family is different and each person in a family has their own distinct experience of what “family” means to them. If we each form our view of what “church is family” means based on our individual background, we may well come to very diverse conclusions about how it should (or should not) be expressed. It will help us if we can recognise how our pre-set thinking concerning “family” might affect us in relating to church as “family”.


			“Church is family” does not mean that church has to be like my family or your family.


			I have talked and prayed with many people over the years concerning how our experience in our own family, particularly our relationship with our father can affect how we view and relate to our heavenly Father and our place in church family. When doing this, I have always felt blessed that all my memories of my dad and our relationship were positive ones (except for the first time he took me for a haircut at a barber’s!), and there was nothing that might hinder my relationship with my heavenly Father. Then one day, when I was thinking about him, a slightly different picture emerged. My dad was away in the Royal Navy for the first three years of my life, then we enjoyed some years of happy family life together, but he died as the result of an accident at work shortly before my seventh birthday. I asked myself the question, “How might I have been affected by that?” and it came to me that my resultant view of “father” might be of someone I looked up to and was loved by, but who was for most of the time “absent”, and I can remember having to adjust my thinking to make sure that I did not believe or feel that about my heavenly Father.


			So, before considering “Church is Family” in the Bible, what does the word “church” mean? and how might we describe the ingredients of perfect family? 


			4. THE WORD “CHURCH” IN THE BIBLE


			The word church is used to translate the New Testament Greek word, ekklesia. Ekklesia comes from the word ek meaning “out” and klesis meaning “calling” .


			It is used in the Bible to describe different types of assembly or gatherings of people.


			In Acts 19v32, v41 it is used of a crowd (assembly) of people led by Demetrius a silversmith and other workmen with the same occupation who were stirred up about Paul’s preaching.


			In Acts 19v39 the town clerk instructed that any accusations should be taken to a lawful assembly – that is an authorised gathering of citizens to decide on issues.


			In Acts 7v38 the word is used of the people of Israel in the desert.


			So, in its simple meaning, it is a meeting or assembly of people – but rather than a random collection of people in the same place, it refers to a togetherness of purpose or identity which distinguishes them from others who are not in that grouping.


			So in Acts 19v32 the people had been “called out” to demonstrate against Paul.


			In Acts 19v39 the people would be “called out” to discuss and decide on issues.


			In Acts 7v38 the people of Israel were “called out” from Egypt.


			In the group of Christians I was with in Portessie in my childhood, and where I gave my life to Jesus, I didn’t realise at that time the significance in the chosen description of “Assembly hall” for the building and “The Meeting” as the whole group identity – not just one particular service or get-together.


			How the word church is used in the particular way that we think of it referring to Christians will be explored when we examine the Bible verses later.


			5. FAMILY CHARACTERISTICS


			Here are some characteristics of an ideal human family, so that we can have in our minds that if this is what “family” is meant to look like, then similar characteristics should be present in church life, and we can expect that this is expressed in what we find in the Bible.


			PROVISION


			When a baby is born into the family he/she is born into a place of loving security, provided with warmth (clothing), food, cleansing, comfort, and the nearness of others in being held/hugged/cuddled, and also the presence of others to interact with and be stimulated by sight, sound, touch, smell and taste. Their cries of distress are answered, their discomfort is soothed. They are given a place of rest.


			At the beginning, nothing is required of them – everything is provided for them until as they develop they are gradually able to do things for themselves.


			PROGRESSION


			There is the expectation of development and help given to make progress without it being forced. Rather, delight is taken in each new step. 


			There is freedom for growth and self-expression and the encouragement to be who the child is, with distinct personality, gifts, talents, interests, skills.


			PROTECTION


			Family is a relationship which gives protection:
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