Faith in the Family: Closer to one another

Good Morning everyone. Welcome to the second Faith in the Family Seminar.

When I was about five years old, I thought I was particularly close to God.  I believed we shared the same name, as my middle name is Peter.  At church every Sunday, after the bible reading, the whole congregation said, “Thanks Peter God”.

Last month we considered the example we set our children as they see our faith in action. We looked at different ways we can pray and get to know the bible together, as well as sharing conversations about God in the everyday.  Today, we’re going to consider the importance of our children’s relationships – and how we can pray and be proactive in encouraging godly friendships.

One struggle of parenting young children can be that we can’t always tell whether the investments we are making in their faith lives…and the values we are sharing….are being absorbed.  This can cause us to feel discouraged. So today we’ve called in the big guns and Christine is going to share a few examples of ways they supported their children’s Christian relationships – and the impact this has had now their children are grown up. 

Shaping: a loving and accepting family

As we discovered last month, studies have found that we - our children’s family - have a greater influence on their faith development than anyone else.  We looked at the spiritual practices in our homes – praying, worshipping, talking – all of which nurture their faith.  However today we are thinking about relationships – so it’s important to consider the way we relate as a family.  Are our homes places of refuge, of fun, of security and freedom?  This is significant to faith development because home is the key place our children learn how to conduct relationships – and our relationships with God and people are at the heart of the Christian faith.

Jesus said “ ‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength’.  The second is this: ‘Love your neighbour as yourself.’  There is no greater commandment than these” Mark 12:29-30

BRAINSTORM: What quality of atmosphere would you like to develop in your home? ... How would you like the children to feel at home?
We’ve used the Family Time book as a resource for this talk and it has this to say - 

“If our children feel involved in and proud to belong to their family, they are more likely to hold to its values and principles. There is great security in belonging to a group, and where family ties are weak, young people often find that security with friends.” 

The Family Time course, starting in May, explores in more detail different ways you can encourage positive character traits and build a strong family identity. These include encouraging each other, depending on each other and learning to listen and share.  These are all skills that not only make our homes loving places but also train our children to treat others with kindness and love.  

Christine, can you tell us one way you’ve worked to develop deep relationships with your children…

Friday night dinners were kept special, where the whole family would sit down together.  During the course of the meal, we would throw out the question “ Mad, Sad, Bad or Glad?”  Children and adults would then choose to share a time from the week that had made them feel mad (angry), sad (upset), bad (guilty) or glad (happy).  This time enabled us to uncover and share feelings, rather than just relaying facts. This helped deeper relationships grow between family members.  

Building: Friends to grow in faith with

 As our children grow, so does the importance of their friends. Some of these friends will influence them positively and some negatively.  Paul wisely reminds us in 1 Corinthians 15 that “bad company corrupts good character”. 

Is your child building friendships that allow them to be themselves and grow in the godly character traits you want to see them develop?  Have you looked to encourage Christian friendships so that as they grow, they can stand together in making godly choices?  It’s good to look for opportunities to encourage friendships with those who reinforce the values we hold.  

As they grow older, our children will increasingly face situations without us – and one thing we as parents should not underestimate is the importance of prayer – Christine……
There was an occasion where God prompted me awake at 1am to pray for our then teenage daughter.  He told me to pray “put the light on”, which I did for 10 minutes or so then went back to sleep.  Only a few days later did I find out that Emily was about to get out of her depth in a darkened kitchen with a boy when someone suddenly turned the light on.

Many of our children are not yet teenagers but the importance of prayer here is obvious.  By praying, you invite God into situations that may be beyond your control… but are not beyond his.  Even if your children are still babies, do you make a habit of praying that God will bless them with godly friends and relationships? 

QUESTION. Who are your child’s friends? How can you help your children to connect deeply with other Christians?

Supporting: People to inspire our children

Are there significant adults in your children’s lives who play a part in modelling and sharing God’s love with them?  It may be grandparents, godparents, friends or children’s church leaders.  

Do you protect space for your children to reap the benefits of these relationships.  Even at the age of 4, Joshua raised a delicate question that had been worrying him on a special outing with his Godmother.  Are you being proactive in inviting these adults to stay involved with your kids?  

As they move into the teenage years its these people that they may turn to to seek advice.

Surely we want our children to be surrounded by an active body of godly people.  Proverbs 13: 20 says “he who walks with the wise grows wise but a companion of fools suffers harm”.

We have some friends who email their children’s godparents termly to keep them updated on key prayer requests.  How can you encourage others to be regularly praying for your children?

Christine what’s been the experience in your family? 

Over the years we’ve had a number of young people come and live with us at the vicarage.  Our children had times of forming bonds with these young people and, at significant times for them, were able to support them about things they didn’t feel able to share with us. We felt so grateful these people we trusted came alongside our children at key times.
BRAINSTORM – Has anyone got any examples for how to involve significant adults in praying for and supporting your children on a regular basis?

Were there key Christian adults in your childhood?

Nurturing: Families to share deeply with 

Are there Christian families that you have a special bond with?  Close Christian friendships have played such an important part in our personal faith life that we’re keen to reap the same benefits as a whole family. 

Is there a small group of parents you could meet with for more than just fun?  You could carve out a special time to pray specifically about family life and your children’s faith development.  It needn’t be frequent but through the years you could share struggles, encourage, pray for and challenge each other towards a greater dependence on God. 

Hebrews 10:24-25 says “Let us consider how we may spur one another on towards love and good deeds.  Let us not give up meeting together, as some are in the habit of doing, but let us encourage one another.” 

QUESTION: What other families do you or could you connect deeply with for prayer and support?

Loving community: giving and receiving 

Mark Holmen who wrote Faith Begins at Home, remembers asking his Mum every Sunday morning whether he HAD to go to church.  One Sunday she surprised him by replying, “You don’t have to go to church, you get to go to church!”

Do we really treat church as if we’re blessed to be a part of God’s family? Our children will take their cues from us – if we treat church as if it’s a chore, what is that telling them? 

Christine you’re here all the time, what’s been your experience!
One of the benefits of being a clergy family is that church is an assumed part of the week, not an optional add on. Going to church is simply what we do on Sundays. Many of you have very young children but one thing that can be useful is to think how you want things to be in 10 years time – and build that habit now. 
In Ephesians 4, Paul makes it clear that the benefit of playing your part in a church family is that it draws you closer to God.  He says 

“Then we will no longer be infants, tossed back and forth by the waves, and blown here and there by every wind of teaching… Instead, speaking the truth in love, we will in all things grow up into him who is the Head, that is Christ.” 

If you imagine that our families are stalks of wheat in a field – they are easily blown about in the wind.  If the stalks are tied together into sheaves, they can resist the wind, as they are so much stronger together than standing on their own.  This is the value of us being part of a church community.

And church isn’t limited to life here on Battersea Rise… 

Christine, when you manage to escape St Mark’s how did your family experience wider church?

It’s been important for the children’s faith development that year after year, we’ve made house parties a priority – both going as a family together and for the children to go to on their own.
We’ve made a commitment to going to New Wine every year – both as a way of building the children’s relationships with Christian friends but also to expose them to the excitement of big church events.  We want them to be encouraged by seeing the church as strong, diverse and full of life.  There are other opportunities too – 

The church weekend away may not be our dream holiday destination but I know our children love it.  Do we see it as a privilege to have time away with so many amazing Christians? Last time we went, I remember Bethany Stott, aged 2, asking pleadingly if she could live at the Grand Burstin Hotel because she couldn’t imagine anything more exciting! 

We also take part in the Good Friday march along Northcote Road.  It’s a real opportunity to stand with other local Christians and to interact with your children about the cross Jesus carried for us.  How can you be proactive in making important days in the Christian calendar special as a family?

QUESTION – As a family, how can you connect to and develop in faith with other Christians?

Lots of the ideas we’ve drawn from today come from the Family Time course.  The material is very similar to this – opportunities to talk together about family life and lots of ideas to help you parent confidently and build a home that it’s fun for everyone to live in! We’re starting a new course on Thursday 13th May and we’d love you all to come.  We’d also love you to seriously consider other friends you could invite.  Feedback from non-Christians has been excellent.  Family Time is specifically about family life and although it draws from Christian principles, it’s not about the spiritual matters. Family Time provides a unique opportunity for them to see that if the church can speak wisely about family’s - perhaps God has more to offer them than they had previously thought.

There are leaflets for the course at the back – please take one for yourselves and a couple to give to friends.

All of the areas we’ve looked at today focus on the value of investing in our family’s relationship with Christians.  The need to prioritise these relationships isn’t always apparent to us.  We can find that urgent concerns – dealing with challenging behaviour or new phases in their lives – can use up our parental energy.  However, being proactive in binding yourself up with other Christians is important. 

"The author Henry Cloud says “Learning mutual love requires practice and experience” so we’ll end with this closing prayer… 

Father God, bless our families and please surround us with Christians who can build up the faiths of our children.  Help us all to practice and gain experience in loving one another.  Inspire us to be creative in seeking these opportunities to grow closer to other Christians.  Amen

Next month, we’re going to consider the influence that school and society can have on our children.  We will also look at the enormous value there is in being a family of influence right where we are. 

