

Many of us hear the word "family" and think of the stereotypical family with Dad, Mum, two children, a dog, a cat and a house in the suburbs.  This is a family, but it represents only a small minority of the families in our society today.  Both the Bible and contemporary behavioural sciences offer a much larger perspective on the nature of a family.  A single parent with children, a retired couple, a "blended family", single adults sharing an apartment, a childless couple – all these and more represent families in our world today – families who can benefit from the ministry of the church.

A Biblical-Theological View of the Family
The foundations for a Biblical view of the family are found in the creation account itself.  When God created Adam, his creation was not complete as Adam was alone.  God created for him someone different but equal, a woman.  God apparently planned for a relationship of mutuality, interdependence and equality.  The phrase "the image of God" always appears in conjunction with the creation of humanity as males and females.  Many theologians see this as an indication that the capacity for relatedness is one of the key ingredients of the image of God.

God did not simply create Adam and Eve to enjoy each other and Himself.  He gave them the injunction to be "fruitful and multiply" (Genesis 1:28).  Throughout the Bible, we find a strong emphasis on the parent-child relationship as well as on that of husband and wife.  The family is a setting in which faith and values can be transmitted from generation to generation.

The Family from a Behavioural Science Perspective
For many years, behavioural scientists, as well as church leaders, have focused their study of human behaviour on the individual.  In recent years, however, a major new perspective has emerged that sheds new light on human behaviour.  Mental health practitioners began to observe the strong influence family members had on one another.  They observed that a child's misbehaviour was sometimes a way of externalising conflict that was actually centred in the husband-wife relationship.  When the marriage problem was solved, the child's behaviour changed.

This led to a whole new way of understanding human behaviour.  We now know that it is impossible to understand individual behaviour without looking at the family context.  This new model of behaviour is known as "family system theory".

Implications for Family Ministry
This has profound implications for family ministry within the church.  Churches must address the larger family context when dealing with individual problems.  It must be a ministry that looks at people in systems of relational contexts, it embraces singles and couples, children and senior citizens, divorced people and nuclear families, blended families and newlyweds.

Effective family ministry also recognises the family life cycle.  Many of the significant stages and transitions in the family life cycle are defined by the ages and stages of the children.  Other transitions include ageing, divorce and remarriage.  Each stage carries with it particular development needs and offers unique possibilities of family ministry.

Vital Characteristics of Family Ministry
Here are some characteristics of effective family ministry in the church:

· Family ministry sees people in the context of relationships.

· Family ministry looks at the needs of the family at different stages of development.  It takes into account transitions and recognises the changing needs that different stages will create.

· Family ministry strengthens existing relationships and helps people build new ones.

· Family ministry promotes understanding.  It helps church members learn acceptance and love for people in a variety of different life stages and family configurations.

· Family ministry recognises that strong families build strong members for the Kingdom of God.

· Family ministry promotes reconciliation and healing as promised in the Elijah message – the message of God for his people in the last days.  It offers healing to those who have been abused and scarred in dysfunctional families and hurt by lost relationships.  It offers restoration and wholeness to those whose identities have been shattered and distorted by abuse.

· Family ministry teaches competence in a variety of interpersonal skills and areas of decision-making.  This can include a wide range of topics, from dealing with sexuality to managing money.

· Family ministry includes three phases: education, enrichment, and counselling.  It teaches people new interpersonal skills.  It offers opportunities for the enrichment of existing relationships.  In addition, it offers opportunity for personal and relational growth under the guidance of a skilled counsellor.  The South and North England Conferences offer a phone counselling service.

· Family ministry is a ministry of grace.  It draws people into the circle of fellowship in God's church.  People who are alone and estranged are invited to experience love and belonging.

· Family ministry is a story of what Jesus can do among human beings when we are incorporated into the body of Christ.  This is the ultimate family, the place where we find wholeness and belonging.
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