
A Theology of Family Ministry

I. Guiding Verses
a. Deut 6:4-9  Hear, O Israel: The Lord is our God, the Lord alone. You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your might. Keep these words that I am commanding you today in your heart. Recite them to your children and talk about them when you are at home and when you are away, when you lie down and when you rise. Bind them as a sign on your hand, fix them as an emblem on your forehead, and write them on the doorposts of your house and on your gates.
i. This great commandment, simple but powerful, guides our priorities. We acknowledge Yahweh as our God, and seek as a community of faith to love God with all our beings, allowing this to influence all parts of our lives.
ii. We “keep these words” by equipping families to breathe them into all parts of life.
b. I Cor 3:10-11 According to the grace of God given to me, like a skilled master builder I laid a foundation, and someone else is building on it. Each builder must choose with care how to build on it. For no one can lay any foundation other than the one that has been laid; that foundation is Jesus Christ.
i. Like so many others who have gone before us, including our Anabaptist forebearers, as a community of faith we seek to build on the foundation that is Jesus Christ. 
ii. We recognize this common foundation for all the diverse people who make up this faith community, and we choose with care the way we (collectively and as families) build on it, taking seriously our responsibility as builders.
c. John 19:26-27 When Jesus saw his mother and the disciple whom he loved standing beside her, he said to his mother, “Woman, here is your son.” Then he said to the disciple, “Here is your mother.” And from that hour the disciple took her into his own home.
i. We recognize the theme of family adoption throughout the Bible, taking special note of this theme in Jesus’ life (Jesus was adopted by Joseph, and his last living act was to tell Mary and John to adopt each other).
ii. We recognize as a top priority the role of the church in recognizing and facilitating “functional families,” whether these are by birth or adoption.
d. Mark 10:13-16 People were bringing little children to him in order that he might touch them; and the disciples spoke sternly to them. But when Jesus saw this, he was indignant and said to them, “Let the little children come to me; do not stop them; for it is to such as these that the kingdom of God belongs. Truly I tell you, whoever does not receive the kingdom of God as a little child will never enter it.” And he took them up in his arms, laid his hands on them, and blessed them.
i. We believe that Jesus valued children, and saw them as an integral part of the children of God.
ii. We believe that the life cycle exists for a reason, that we are placed in community for a reason, and that people of all ages have much to learn from each other.
iii. We value children, not just as the church’s “future,” but as a vital part of our present.
II. A Brief History of Theology of Children (Bunge, The Child in Christian Thought)
a. Since Augustine’s theology of original sin, Christianity has had a tricky relationship with childhood. Theologians have struggled to sync developmental psychology with the Church’s long-held views of sinful nature. Even today in Anabaptist settings, an undercurrent of discomfort with children’s roles in the church points back to this deep-seeded theology.
b. We believe that while we all have the capacity to sin, God created us in God’s image. This good nature is to be cultivated and grown in the image of God, on the foundation of Jesus Christ.
III. A Practice of Family Ministry
a. Anabaptists have long practiced family ministry
i. Because church members were spread out and met in secret, Anabaptists have historically viewed faith formation as residing in the family, rather than being institutionalized. 
ii. The entire community was expected to function as a family of faith, giving real physical and material support.
iii. Much of this was out of necessity. If parents were jailed, the children were taken into homes of other church members. Adoption was a regular part of survival.
iv. Family ministry is in our DNA
b. Functional Family vs. Structural Family (Garland, Family Ministry)
i. The structural definition of family is the family that is acknowledged legally, the biological family. While valuable, this definition is limiting, and makes faith formation beyond once/week worship or individual study difficult for many. It also devalues the very real family ties of many people in the community of faith
ii. What we now know as the “nuclear family” has really only been in existence for a couple hundred years. Throughout most of history, family was defined much more broadly.
iii. Functional family is defined by the way people relate to one another, rather than by formal or biological status. A family:
1. Has recognized roles;
2. Endures over time and contexts;
3. Meets needs for attachment and belonging;
4. Shares life purposes; and
5. Shares help and resources
iv. As a church, we acknowledge the functional family as a vibrant and necessary part of the broader faith family. 
1. We define family functionally rather than structurally.
2. We consider helping people find functional family a top priority.
3. When practicing “family ministry,” this functional family is the family we refer to.
4. Our priority in family ministry is to equip families to practice and grow faith throughout the week, beyond the walls of the church..
v. Faith Family
1. The entire church functions as the broader family of faith for each member (member defined here as regular church participant rather than baptized member of the church).
2. We understand that faith is best grown when practiced together
3. This growth happens through worship, learning and service, and our role as a church is to faithfully provide opportunities for members of the faith family to do each of these things together.
4. Age segregated growth has a place in our congregational life. But age segregation should be secondary, not primary. When possible, growth should happen together, across the lifespan.

Vision for Family Faith Formation: A community of faith, equipped to reflect the light of God.
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