Faith in the Family: Further into society

Welcome to the last in the Faith in the Family series.  Today we’re focusing on how we can engage as families with the ‘further’ part of the St Mark’s deeper, closer, further vision.  We’ll be considering the influences our whole families can have in living as God’s light – within the home, on our doorsteps, in our local area and out into the world.

There are so many influences on our children and they are such sponges.  So much of their play is really practice for life as a grown up.  At times you’ll hear them repeat phrases you use, at other times they’ll refer to things they’ve heard or seen elsewhere.  All this can get jumbled into a strange collection of ideas – as we’ll witness in this clip from Outnumbered… 

Karen’s Spiritual Journey clip http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=45ZdXr--4QA&feature=related
Yes it’s very funny but also insightful.  God, Star Wars and L’Oreal all included in one piece of liturgy! Children are learning all the time – looking through the windows onto the world we 

open for them.  I know in our family, we’re constantly having to  juggle different aspects of our lives. 

QUESTION What competes to have the greatest influence on your children? 

Deuteronomy 6 reminds us of the responsibility we have to share how important God is with our children.  It says 

“These commandments that I give you today are to be upon your hearts.  Impress them on your children” 

To impress means to imprint or to influence deeply…to make your mark upon. Are you making an impression upon your children – in your teaching and witness about God? 

As parents, beyond our care for their physical being, we are charged with teaching our children how to live independent, and we hope God-centred, lives in the world. 

So today we’re going to consider 2 different ways we can impress a Godly heart for people upon our children – one is arranging special events you hope will have an impact on their life choices.  The other is building habits of other-centred behaviour in family life.

So firstly – significant events.  James Lawrence, who came to teach us on the St Marks Leaders Weekend, talked a little about his family and about one way they look to open their children’s eyes to the needs in the world around them.

When each child is 10, they get to go on a 2 week holiday with their Dad – they get to choose the destination and help plan the trip.  The only requirement is that the location needs to be a developing country.  

There are significant events you can arrange to impact your children right on your doorstep.  A few families in our Connect group are involved in regular community projects – whole families serving their neighbours through gardening in schools, clearing work, painting rooms. 

We know of one family who spend Boxing Day helping in a soup kitchen rather than spending it at home. Others with teenagers attend New Wine on teams, each family member taking part in serving others.  

These special events may be memorable for our children but if we want them to experience a living faith in the everyday, we need to make sure our families are regularly engaged in acts of service and love. Firstly, be hospitable… 

In the letter to the Romans, Paul tells us to - “Share with God’s people who are in need.  Practise hospitality.” 

It is important to practice hospitality – but by this we mean to give it a go and to keep on doing it – to practice and learn it - so that hospitality is a natural pattern of our everyday lives.

Inviting others into our homes is not always easy – we may feel we’re not tidy enough, or we’re not good enough cooks, or perhaps we don’t want our stuff to get damaged!  To practise hospitality doesn’t mean to host fabulous dinner parties – but to focus on the needs of your guest and welcome them where others may not have the time.  

We may think that we cannot offer hospitality as life with young children is too relentless.  However, perhaps its also the best season to serve – children can break the ice and help host, and are possibly will be more amenable to welcoming guests than when they’re teenagers!  If we form habits of welcoming others when our children are small, we also get ourselves in practice for welcoming their friends as they grow up!

One important caviat is that your home is a place of safety for you and your children. We’re not suggesting you take lightly your responsibility to keep them safe.  It’s wise to have boundaries in place.

Sarah’s example – her parents consciously made their home a welcoming place for Sarah’s friends.  Not only did it mean they got to keep an eye on Sarah – their openness with their home and consistent kindness to Sarah’s friends had a lasting impact on them.  Many of Sarah’s friends became Christians and credit Sarah’s parents as vital to their journey to faith. 

This is such a wonderful testimony to the power of hospitality – our homes can be such powerful places to share love, laughter, respite and acceptance.

QUESTION How are you using your home to serve the needs of others? Turn to each other.

There are other God-centred activities we can practice too.

Such as giving – 

What would your children think was your attitude to money?  One thing we can bank on is that they are observing our spending habits!  

“Dear children, let us not love with words or tongue but with actions and in truth"”1 John 3 v18

So how can we encourage our children to have a naturally generous attitude to sharing money and things?  Here are some ideas…

Does the whole family interact with the charities or missionaries you support – through prayer, financial support or gift packages? One way we’ve tried is encouraging our children give from their pocket money towards school charity events. 

The point is not how much they give, but the habit of generosity you are helping them to build.

Our sister in law was given three different piggy banks as a child – one for savings, one for spending and one for giving away. We think this is a really great idea.

Could you help your children understand more about the process of giving?  We give our children an allowance at Christmas to decide who to buy presents for…to encourage their connection to the pleasure of giving as well as receiving.

And its not just money you can give away. Do you have regular times of sorting through old things and taking toys, clothes and books to the charity shop.  Doing this as a family provides you with the opportunity to explain more about the needs in the world around us.

QUESTION What practices can you encourage to build a healthy attitude to giving? 

Another healthy habit for our families is to think more carefully before we commit to buying things.  If we don’t want our children to be dependent on having stuff, are we showing them the value in waiting, or borrowing, or going without? Here are some ideas – 

Do you use the library rather than buying lots of books?  Could you swap DVD’s with friends rather than add to your collection?  Could you swap toys when yours have been discarded as boring? 

What are your practices with regard to use of resources?  Children engage well with environmental concerns – but is your family persevering?  One idea is to take up the challenge of Tearfunds Carbon fast.  Its written for lent but you can download it at any time of the year.  We’ll include a link on the Faith in the Family page on the St Marks website.

Micah tells us “And what does the Lord require of you?  To act justly and to love mercy and to walk humbly with your God” 

Do you make regular ethical buying choices?  Do you seek to engage the children in discussing issues that matter to you?  With the election looming, have you taken the time to talk with your children about how our country is governed?  Could you take them to the polling station with you?  We’re focusing on all these points about your everyday practices because your children will mimic what they see.  You need to be the people you want your children to become.

Lastly, we’re going to look at ways we can show God’s love with our time.

Are there habits you can get into of marking Christian festivals with special ways to give or serve.  Perhaps a Christmas hamper for a CAP client.  I met a new CAP client who only called CAP because his sister received a hamper some years earlier.  

In Colin’s family, they join carol singers at the local hospital on Christmas Eve.  Little traditions of giving our time to others will help our children see festivals as a time for giving, rather than centering on receiving.   

Could your family join in with one of the community service projects Dan Burrows has been organising.  There have been a range of activities including gardening, painting, joining others for lunch, helping out single parents – and even the very young can play their part.

These acts of kindness – sharing a family event with a single friend, or getting milk for an elderly neighbour – are never glamorous, but they are relatively easy to come by if we pray to see the needs around us. As parents, we’ve already had lots of practice at serving our children!  Are you practising these serving skills outside of your family too?

QUESTION – List three ways your family can help others with an act of service.

You and your families are the light of the world – the Message version of this very well known verse goes like this…

“You’re here to be light, bringing out the God-colours in the world.  God is not a secret to be kept.  We’re going public with this, as public as a city on a hill.  If I make you light bearers – you don’t think I’m going to hide you under a bucket do you?  I’m putting you on a light stand.  Now that I’ve put you there on a hilltop, on a light stand – shine!  Keep open house; be generous with your lives.  By opening up to others, you’ll prompt people to open up with God”  

If someone was asked to describe what your family was like, what would you like them to say? 

We can choose to build Godly habits -of serving others…of giving sacrificially…of sharing our homes generously.  We can consciously choose to persist in serving, giving and sharing – praying that these become the natural character of our families.  

