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WHEN CONGREGATIONAL LEADERS DISCUSS THE DIVERSE FAMILY STRUCTURES IN

contemporary American society, two vastly different assessments can often

be heard. The one decries the demise, the disintegration, of family life as we

know it. The other simply acknowledges that family life has changed throughout

the ages, adapting to social, political, and economic factors. Both perspectives de-

serve serious attention within and beyond the life of the church.

Within the day-to-day operations of local congregational life, the prevailing

sentiment is that family life is at least undergoing significant transition and mak-

ing congregational ministry difficult to design or schedule. Children, youth, and

adults are not present at Sunday worship, Sunday school, youth league, adult Bi-

ble studies, and other congregational gatherings the way they once were. House-

holds seem increasingly unavailable or simply disinterested, and congregational

leaders often feel frustrated and at times defeated.
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Changing family structures suggest changing congregational ministries. It is time

to give particular attention to the vital role families of all kinds play in the faith for-

mation of their members.
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I. SEEING BEYOND THE 1950S

For many denominations, the apex of their success in the twentieth century

was the post-World War II period. Seminaries were filled with students returning

from service overseas or from employment in a wartime industrial economy. The

1944 G.I. Bill provided home loans with a maximum of 4% interest rates, allowing

many young couples to become homeowners for the first time. It has been said

that this government policy had “more impact on the American way of life than

any law since the passage of the Homestead Act of 1862.”1 The housing market

and economy made it feasible for large numbers of women to leave wartime em-

ployment, stay at home, and raise children. The baby boom began and congrega-

tions found themselves with filled sanctuaries and Sunday school classrooms.

In the 1950s there was a sense of calm, clarity, and confidence in the life and

ministry of the congregation that paralleled the sense of calm, clarity, and confi-

dence exuded by the American family and society at large. That period of strength

for congregational life has produced a nagging weakness for congregations and

their leadership today. The unique economic, political, social, and familial portrait

that surfaced in the 1950s has become the norm for subsequent decades of congre-

gational life. For too long, congregational leadership and supportive members

alike have held on to a pattern of congregational life that no longer serves the sur-

rounding missionary field.

The result has been a growing disparity between the demographics of the

general population and that of local congregations. Many congregations have a

disproportionately high number of households that include parents and children

as compared to the larger society. These same congregations have a disproportion-

ately low number of households composed of singles. Although family ministry is

currently gaining in attention, the very term “family” alienates many and simply

makes others uncomfortable. The “Ozzie and Harriet” image of family is hard to

surrender and has become either the subconscious standard or the source of a

pained opposition. Single adults without children, single parents, older couples

without children in the home, and even stepfamilies often feel excluded from con-

gregational life geared to “families.” One woman who was fifty-nine and never

married expressed her frustration with her congregation’s attention to family life

at the exclusion of her needs by stating, “After all, I’m a ‘family unit’ also!”2

The health of congregational life and ministry is dependent upon the ability

to move beyond the historic anomaly of the family life of the 1950s and address the

needs, possibilities, and vitality of the people of God who are nurtured in a variety

of family types and lifestyles. It is not only individual households that will benefit

from such a sensitive attention to diverse family life, but the church as a whole will
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gain from the witness, strengths, and gifts of people variously called into the body

of Christ.

II. FAMILY MINISTRY AS INCLUSIVE MINISTRY

Ministry with families means more than offering help to parents and married

couples. It is a way of conceiving ministry as a whole. All people have been pro-

foundly influenced by family experience. To speak of ministry with families is to

speak of people developing and maturing through personal, primary relation-

ships. It is to be in touch with our families of origin as well as our “family” life of

today. It is to understand life, growth, and faith as multigenerational in scope. No

one is excluded. Family ministry is not a piece of the congregational pie, it is a per-

spective from which congregational ministry can be conducted as a whole.

Congregational ministry geared to life in the ‘90s and beyond must take into

consideration people’s lives as they are affected by changing family experiences

and the larger cultural milieu that influences those experiences. This is certainly

no easy task. A plethora of family types has made it difficult even to define or track

family life in America. For example, the U.S. Bureau of the Census is not able to

give reliable statistics that distinguish first-marriage families from stepfamilies or

cohabiting couples from roommates.3

III. FAMILY LIFE IN HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE

Simply defining family has become a sensitive issue. The U.S. Census Bureau

distinguishes families from households, reserving the former for those relation-

ships bound by birth, marriage, or adoption. Others want a more inclusive under-

standing of family that is not limited to the traditional kinship definition. Legal

and religious definitions of marriage and family are increasingly challenged by

homosexual couples who are seeking such things as public acceptance, political

protection, health insurance coverage, and/or a religious home.

Because of the diversity of contemporary family arrangements, some

authorities in the field of family life oppose the term family in the singular and

prefer to speak of “families.” Proponents of this position fear that references to

“the family” conveys one form of family structure as normative over against oth-

ers. However congregations approach and define family today, there are clearly

manifold family compositions that need a caring and informed response from the

Christian community.

Due to these changing times in family life, there is a growing awareness

within the church that family ties have historically been defined and experienced

in a much more diverse way than recently imagined. It is virtually impossible to

argue for a “traditional” biblical understanding of family as though there were

one pristine form to replicate throughout history. It is evident that the biblical por-
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trayal of family relations is as least as diverse as what is experienced in today’s

world. For example, our modern sensibilities might wince at the thought of a

first-cousin marriage as a legitimate family type. We are aware that it creates a

kind of Russian roulette with the gene pool that society does not want to risk.

However, such seemingly incestuous relationships were quite acceptable in Old

Testament history, as exemplified by the marriage of the half-brother and half-

sister, Abram and Sarai. Then, economic, political, ethnic, and religious concerns

promoted such a conjugal relationship as a way to preserve family life in clans and

tribes. Cultural factors of that day clearly affected the structure and definition of

family life.

The biblical witness gives testimony to the presence of family life that would

be described as matriarchal, patriarchal, monogamous, polygamous, single-parent

home, cohabitation, dual-career, blended, single adults (related or unrelated by

marriage, birth, or adoption), clan, tribal, and more.4 While a wide variety of fam-

ily types are identified in the Bible, some of them—both then and now—are shown

to be more constructive than others. Jesus described family life defined not by kin-

ship relationships but by credal commitment (Mark 3:31-35). That understanding

of family is evident throughout the New Testament as men and women of faith are

referred to in sibling terminology or in terms of parent and child relationships.

The biblical as well as historical precedence for numerous family arrangements

makes it imperative that the church be sensitive and responsive to people whose

lives are shaped in the context of a plethora of family life experiences.

IV. CONGREGATIONAL RESPONSIVENESS

No congregation is able to address programmatically every identifiable hu-

man need emerging from divergent family compositions. However, each congre-

gation, with its own unique set of gifts and history, can be sensitive and

responsive to specific needs while raising people’s consciousness to the larger

arena of concerns experienced by today’s families.

With the dramatic changes in the family landscape of recent decades, congre-

gations have an opportunity for meaningful contact with people in new ways. Sin-

gle adults comprise approximately half of America’s population and yet have

been addressed only marginally by the church. The growth in unmarried and di-

vorced parents presents obvious and cogent needs for community support. Add to

that the large number of dual-income parents who are in the work force, and an

even larger group is identified, parents struggling to find the kind of safe and af-

fordable child care that congregations are increasingly providing. The needs of

families reconstituting themselves as blended homes—especially those with teen-

agers—create pressing issues for joining the family while maintaining healthy in-

dividuation for each family member. In a culture more sensitive to the need of

promoting a healthy system of character, values, and beliefs for young and old
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alike, congregations are in a unique position to provide this critical dimension for

children, youth, and adults.

With the historically high levels of divorce in our country comes a host of

ministerial services that congregations can and need to provide. Marriage and

family enrichment opportunities through worship, study, community fellowship,

and retreats strengthen families and help prevent marital tensions from erupting

into family dissolution. Congregational events geared to men’s issues and

women’s issues are also important contributions to life in the home.

But even the best of efforts do not guarantee family solidarity. Once separa-

tion and divorce is experienced in a home, numerous needs emerge for children,

parents, and even grandparents and other close family members and friends. Con-

gregations can take an active role during this time of family life transition to offer

divorce mediation (a humane, open, reconciling, and cost-effective approach that

can be used as an alternative or addition to divorce lawyers), divorce recovery

programs, worship services and blessings for divorced couples and other family

members, and other innovations that seek to serve multiple generations experi-

encing this intense loss and grief.

V. SINGLE ADULTS IN FAMILY MINISTRY

The relevance of the church in today’s society perhaps has no greater chal-

lenge than in its relationship to adult singles. More adults are remaining single,

and those who do marry often do so later in life. Combined with the re-singled

population of those divorced and widowed, single adults represent a valued and

gifted population replete with wisdom, sensitivities, motivation, and need for

community that must be recognized and addressed on a congregational level.

Not only do singles identify for themselves a number of family and house-

hold arrangements, their ongoing relationship to kin is an important part of their

adult life that is often overlooked in the church. One youth worker poignantly

made this point. She was distressed that members of her congregation thought

she should be able to put in more hours as youth worker because she “didn’t

have a family.” Her pained response was simply, “Where do they think I came

from, anyway?” Family relationships beyond one’s own dwelling are in need of

attention and are formative for a lifetime. Whether as a single adult without chil-

dren or a parent of four, our family of origin is a part of our current self-

understanding and life experience. Ministry with and for single adults presents

many occasions for evangelism and discipleship, including a whole array of

faith-shaping relationships that range from the care for family of origin and

other personal relationships to the need to serve and be a part of a multigenera-

tional faith community.

VI. A BURGEONING OLDER POPULATION

Another growing segment within the family life cycle is the elderly popula-

tion. It is creating new territory for family relations and, therefore, congregational

ministry. A new “young old” population of people 65 and older who are healthy,
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active, and productive members of society has emerged. There is also a growing

“oldest old” population consisting of those 85 and older. These changed demo-

graphics have led to new family dynamics and concerns that can involve three,

four, or even five living generations. The sandwich generation that cares for chil-

dren and older parents is expanding to the care of grandchildren and grandpar-

ents. Attending to the needs of all these generations of family at one time is

challenging, demanding, and often filled with tense family emotions. Sandwich

generation adults simultaneously anguish over concerns regarding parenting,

spouse or intimate friend relationship, adult sibling relationships, and the care of

the older generation(s).

A proliferation of family agendas surfaces around the simultaneous care of

the young and old that include scheduling family time and visits, increased health

care issues (both emotional and physical), legal advice, economic stability, and

spiritual interests and concerns as all the generations at one level or another face

the reality of mortality. Congregations that address the needs of sandwich genera-

tions and older adults serve a need that is profoundly personal, complex, social,

and, at its depth, spiritual.

VII. THE ROLE OF FAMILY IN THE LIFE OF THE CHURCH

As we explore changing family structures and congregational ministry, the

focus question needs to be much more than: “What can congregations do to help

diverse families?” Life in the home has more to offer than simply serving as the ob-

ject of congregational care. Families are also a major source of faith, values, and

character formation in people’s lives. Families have much to offer the life and min-

istry of congregations, and yet too often this essential ingredient to ministry with

families is overlooked.

Modern families have experienced a devalued social function throughout

much of the twentieth century, and the church has generally—even if somewhat

unwittingly—accepted this social critique. When the agrarian family was the

norm, it functioned as a locus for education (largely vocational), family income,

health care, elderly and hospice care, community discipline, social life, and relig-

ious training. As families moved to urban centers in the industrialized era, that all

changed. Educational, health care, welfare, and judicial systems, as well as congre-

gational programs like Sunday school and youth league, took over more and more

of the functions once carried out by families. In the expert-indebted world of

American society, parents and other primary caregivers of children had less to

contribute to the development of the lives of children. What remained for family

life in modernity was the role of producing psychologically healthy children who

could be the successful recipients of the expertise of larger social institutions.

The family lost a significant level of social value since it was assumed that ag-

gregate social institutions—including the church—could do a better job of raising

well-adjusted citizens than the family. That twentieth-century trend has dimin-

ished in recent decades. At least since the 1980s, a social consciousness has

emerged that not only wants to speak of “family values,” but more importantly,
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recognizes the veracity of “valuing families.”5 The church and other social institu-

tions are currently reevaluating family life and discerning how families offer a

positive and important contribution to the development of children, youth, adults,

and community life.

Biblical scholar Walter Brueggemann gives eloquent testimony to the impor-

tance of family in faith formation when he writes, “It is clear that in the world of

biblical faith, the family is the primary unit of meaning which shapes and defines

reality.”6 He understands that a major function of the intergenerational life of

families is “to transmit the stories and the promises which identify the family, so

that each new generation has an inheritance that gives both identity and roots, and

purpose and vocation.”7 Numerous Old and New Testament texts refer to or as-

sume the role of family in the faith nurture of children (see Exod 10:1-2; Deut 6:4-9,

20-25; 11:1-5, 18-21; Josh 4:1-7, 19-24; Prov 1:7-9; 24:3-4; Acts 2:46-47; 10:24-48;

16:29-34; Eph 6:1-4). Not only does the biblical witness assume the role of family in

the faith development of children, but recent historical and sociological research

has offered convincing testimony to the significant role of family and personal

friends in the growth and development of the early church.

VIII. HOME AND CONGREGATION: PARTNERS IN MINISTRY

Within today’s diverse family structures remains a social unit that has much

to offer the life of our congregations. The heart of congregational ministry is to

communicate the gospel through word and sacrament. In addition to weekly

worship, Sunday school, confirmation classes, youth league, and other programs

have been the bedrock of congregational ministry to promote and nurture the

Christian faith in recent history. What has been at times overlooked is the vital

role the home plays in shaping faith and values of people, both young and old.

The family is not simply the recipient of congregational ministries, but the source

of Christian evangelism and discipleship as well. To strengthen the homes of our

congregations is to strengthen a basic building block of our congregational min-

istry.

A partnership of home and congregation in ministry brings to the church a

vital witness and nurturing community for a daily “walk in newness of life” (Rom

6:4). As the people of God, the church balances the public expression of the faith

with the care and nurture of personal relationships (see Acts 2:42-47). The home,

no matter what family or household arrangement is present, is a primary life sys-

tem that shapes faith and values on a daily basis. A fundamental goal of our
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congregations is not only to present a public witness but to support and edify per-

sonal lives as they are lived out in various relationships and settings. Effective con-

gregational ministry seeks not only vital public worship and successful programs,

it also seeks to nurture the faith of individuals and households through the en-

couragement of the gospel message, through edification and training, and through

an accountability that cares how the daily life of Christians is lived. Individual

Christians and the Christian home without the congregation are in danger of be-

coming a parochial, isolated sect. The congregation without the sustenance of the

home is in danger of losing the vitality of faith in daily life.

Centuries ago Martin Luther stated that parents are “apostles, bishops, and

priests to their children, for it is they who acquaint them with the gospel.”8 The

church of today must once again honor and support parents (and all adult caregiv-

ers of children) in this vocation of nurturing faith in Christ. Luther was a strong

advocate for the role of the home in shaping the lives of Christians. For Luther the

home was a primary place for people to live out the Christian faith through such

intergenerational activities as caring conversation, prayer, study, corporate wor-

ship, serving one’s neighbor, and rituals and traditions that convey the faith that

sustains family life.

As congregations search for ways to minister to homes with changing family

structures, it is essential that congregational leadership, both lay and clergy, ap-

preciate the role of the home in faith formation and provide ministry with families

and not simply to families. For example, no longer can congregations offer parent-

ing classes without including the spiritual role of their calling. To neglect this inti-

mate connection between parenting and discipling would be to undermine the

God-given role of parents and other primary caregivers of our children. Parenting

is a spiritual calling that involves all adults in a supportive community of faith

dedicated to intergenerational care, evangelism, and discipleship.

IX. FOUR KEYS TO NURTURING THE FAITH LIFE OF THE HOME

Congregational leadership needs to provide occasions that strengthen rela-

tionships within and beyond the congregational setting. More intergenerational

moments to celebrate, enrich, and motivate our life together as singles, couples,

and multigenerational households are essential to this vision. Opportunities to

equip homes as centers of faith formation need to be standard goals for congrega-

tional ministry. Helping households to promote caring conversations, a devo-

tional life, intergenerational service to the larger community, and rituals and

traditions that convey the faith and values of families are four essential keys to nur-

turing the faith life of the home. They are four keys that any congregation can incor-

porate into its ministry, from worship and Christian education to stewardship,

evangelism, and church properties. No matter the number of family types present in

any particular congregation, these four keys can address the lives of people shaped by
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personal relationships. The issue, finally, is not the challenge of diverse family ex-

periences, but the recognition of the importance of nurturing faith through per-

sonal relationships, whether in the congregation, at home, or some other setting

that brings people together. Such a concern embodies a holistic child, youth, and

family ministry focus for congregations with diverse and changing family struc-

tures.
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