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State of the Family

The Ideal Family

Thosewho havelong memoriesor watchretrotelevisionmayrecallthe
families depictedoy DonnaReed,OzzieandHarrietNelson,andWard andJune
Cleaver Whetherthesekinds of families everreally existedin the 19508is
debatable; but even so, they are sometimes held up asthe idea for what a family
should be: low-key, cooperative, communicative, ever-present, and loving. Some
people may long for that type of idedl in their own family or in familiesin general,
but the truth is that the Cleavers don®live here anymore. Maybe they never did!

We cancontinueto point to the seeminglyperfectTV familiesastheidedl,
but to do so isadisservice. Red families experience challenges that often create
stress; and in order to grow in love and commitment to one another, they must
investtime andenepgy to work throughthosechallenges.

What Is a Family?

Whatis this thing we call family? The Social Principlesof The United
MethodistChurchproclaims,OV¢ believethe family to be the basichuman
communitythroughwhich personsarenurturedandsustainedn mutuallove,
responsibility respectandfidelity. OHowever the denominatiorrecognizeghat
therearemoreconfigurationsof a family thanwhatwe sometimesall the
Onucleafamily@® two-generationasetof relationshipsandresponsibilities,
namelya husbandwife, andat leastonechild.

In 1965,60 percentof all childrenlived in familieswith a breadwinner
fatheranda stay-at-homeanother The 2006 US CensusBureauindicatesthat
Oonlyl5 percentof all Americanfamilies resembledhe so-calledtypical
Americanfamily, thatis, a marriedcouplewho arethe biological parentsof two
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The Sessiomat a Glance

Todayfamiliesundego
manychallengesWhatare
thosechallengesandhow
arefamilies copingwith
them?How canindividual
Christiansandchurchegro-
vide families with nurture
andsupport?

Q

Meet Our Writers

Wayne G. Reeces a
retired United Methodist
pastor who livesin Nashville,
Tennessee.

Judith F. Bennettis
executivedirectorof the
Resource Center in Richmond,
Virginia.

Q

FaTH LINK is availableby
subscriptiorvia e-mail (from

children,wherethe fatherworks outsidethe homeandthe motheris ahome subservices@abingdonpress.com)
maker.OAccording to a study done by Jan Hare and Lizbeth A. Gray, eight major or fax (call 800-672-1789pr
typesof families exist, with subgroupingsn someof them,thusmakingmore by downloading from the Web at
distinctanddifferentfamilies: cokesburncom/faithink.
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I Married nuclearfamilies

I Cohabitingfamilies

I Single-parentamilies

! Blendedfamiliesandstepfamilies

I Grandparent-ledamilies

I Familiesin which theadultor adultsarelesbianor gay
I Commuterfamilies

! Fosterandgroup-homedamilies

Censudiguresreflecting2004surveysshownearly62 percentof
the nation©73 million childrenlive with both biological parents.
However somesitill rely on extendedamily, fostercare,communal
living, and other relationshipsto Ohurture and sustain in mutuallove,
responsibility respectandfidelity. OOftenthe O2-paren®.4-children
homeQundegoesnot only pressuredut living changesausedy
death divorce,job placemenbr loss,war, or illness.

Blaine Harden,a writer for TheWashingtonPost reportsthat
Omarrieatoupleswith childrennow occupyfewerthanonein every
four household®fa sharethathasbeenslashedn half since1960and
is the lowesteverrecordedby the census.@s of 2000,the mostcom:
mon household type in the United States is persons living alone. A com-
pilation of statisticspublishedin an OAlternativeso MarriageQoroject
in 2008states O27million householdsonsistof a personliving
alone,comparedo 25 million householdsvith a husbanda wife, and
achild. . . . In 2006,new statisticsfrom a large nationalsampleshow
thatthe majority (50.3 percent)of adultsareunmarried!O

Accordingto the US CensusBureau,in 2002about20 million
childrenlived in a householdvith only their motheror their father
This is morethanone-fourthof all childrenin the United StatesThe
mostcommontype of single-parenfamily is onethatconsistf a
motherandherbiological children.In 2002,23 percentof all children
(16.5 million) were living with their single mother. Households headed
by asingle father increased after the early 1980@. In 1970, only one per-
cent of children lived with a single father. In 2002, about five percent
of children under age 18 lived with their single father.

Family Pressues

Families of dl types are pummeled from various directions with all
sorts of pressures. Even S0, according to a Barna sudy done in 2006, more
than half of those polled listed family as their most important priority.

Today economic woes cause stress for many families. Therising
cost of basics such as gasoline and food strain family budgets. People

Core Bible Passages

L uke 2:41-52 depicts JesusO
home life andhis parentalcareasa
youngboy. Theseversesicturethe
family travelingon a religiouspil -
grimagefor PassoverOn thatocca
sion, Jesus@arentsunintentionally
left him behindin the synagogue.
Whenthey eventuallyfound him,
they chidedhim for upsettingthem,
althoughhefelt thathe shouldbe
talking to andquestioninghereli-
giousleadersJesuss presenteds
beingobedientto his family andto
God.

Deuteronomy 6:4-9 contains
classic instructions for Hebrew
parents.Verse4 is calledOthe
Shema,@nd it expresses belief in
the supremacyf God. Theseand
otherpartsof God®commands
wereto belearnedby heart,recited
to the children, and discussed. The
assumptiorwasandstill is thatpar
entsareclosesto their children
andtheir needs.

Amongseveralof the Proverbs
thatdealwith family responsibih
ties, Proverbs4:1-9 emphasizes
the importance of the father@
instructinghis childrenaboutwis-
dom. Thewriter tells his children
how his fatherinstructednhim.

In 2 Timothy 1.5, Paul indicated
how significantthe teachingsof
Timothy®motherandgrandmother
were to hisfaith and life. Encourage-
ment by adult family members can
havea lastingeffect on the lives of
children throughout their adult
years.

FaTHLINK: Connecting Faith and Life as United Methodists is a weekly, topical study and an official resource for The United
Methodist Church approved by the General Board of Discipleship and published weekly by Cokesbury, The United Methodist Publishing House;
201 Eighth Avenue, South; P.O. Box 801; Nashville, Tennessee 37202-0801. Scripture quotations in this publication, unless otherwise indicated,
are from the New Revised Standard Version of the Bible, copyrighted © 1989 by the Division of Christian Education of the National Council of
the Churches of Christ in the United States of America, and are used by permission. All rights reserved. Permission is granted to photocopy
pages 1-4 of this resource for use in FAITHLINK study groups. All web addresses were correct and operational at the time of publication.

Fax comments to FAITHLINK, 615-749-6512, or send e-mail to Pamela Dilmore, Lead Editor, pdilmore@umpublishing.org or
Mickey Frith, Associate Editor, mfrith@umpublishing.org. For fax problems, fax FREE to 800-445-8189. For e-mail problems, send e-malil
to Cokes_Serv@umpublishing.org. To order, call 800-672-1789, or visit our Web site at www.cokesbury.com/faithlink.
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who havebeenlaid off wonderif or whentheir savingswill run outbff
they are fortunate enough even to have savings. The cost of health care
increases everyyear

Deathanddivorcedamagdamilies,andsuchlosscanleadto severe
depressioror destructivebehavior Havingto adjustto new environments
andnewrelationshipsantakeits toll. Many who experience divorceor
thelossof a spouseby deathremarryandcreateOblendeamilies.Orhe
adjustmentassociatedvith blendingtwo familieswith differenthistories
andtraditionscancreategreatstressFor years we haveheardaboutthe
staggeringlivorcerate; but 2005statisticsshowthe divorcerateat 3.60D
thelowestsince1970anddownfrom 4.2in 2000.However thesesame
statistics tell us that the number of marriages has also dropped, even
though the population continues to increase.

Work cancreatepressuregor families. Jugglingschedules$n orderto
carefor childrenandspendquality time with themcanbe a hugechal
lenge.Yet, researcherbavefoundthat marriedandsingleparentsspend
moretime teachingplayingwith, andcaringfor their childrenthanpar
entsdid 40 yearsago.For marriedmothersthe time spenton childcare
activitiesincreasedo anaverageof 12.9hoursa weekin 2000,up from
10.6hoursin 1965.For marriedfathersthe time spenton childcaremore
thandoubled,to 6.5 hoursaweek,up from 2.6 hours.Singlemothers
reported spending 11.8 hours aweek on childcare, up from 7.5 hoursin 1965.

Thehigherstandardf living we relishalmostalwaysdemandsnore
income,andoftenthatmeansa secondor third job. Thus,childcareis nec
essaryandcancostfrom $4,000to $10,000peryear dependingon where
onelives andhow manychildrenonehas.Thesefiguresalsoapplyto par
ents who are single due to divorce or death of a partner or to single parents
who haveadoptedchildren.

Michigan StateUniversity haspublisheda studyentitied OFurthering
Families.Grindingsfrom the studyidentified five rolesthatarenecessary
for a healthyfamily: Oprovidingesourcesnurturingandsupport life skill
developmentmaintenancandmanagemensf the family systemand
gratificationof marital partners.@nyonein the family canassumeneor
moreof theseroles.

Scripturesand Family Life

Jesugepeatsn Matthew 19:5 partof the Creationstoryfoundin
Genesis 2:24, which describes how a man and his wife leave home and
becomeasoneflesh.We oftenreferto 1 Corinthians 13 asthe epitome
of love. The Bible, however, also shows us many examples of flawed
families thatwerefar from the Ozzie-and-Harrieideal.

Biblical storiesaboundaboutfamily membersnvolvedin rape,incest,
lying, stealingmurder betrayal,andprostitution.Yetin the midstof all
their mistakes God repeatedlyofferedunaccountablgrace receivingand
usingtheseflawed membersf God®householdIn addition,the Bible
uses family imagery to describe relationship with God. In M atthew 12:50,
Jesussaid,OWhoevedoesthewill of my Fatherin heaveris my brother
andsisterandmotheyOoffering us a broaderinterpretatiorof OfamilyO
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Families Throughout
Histor vy

Writing in The Living Pulpit,
JustoL. Gonztledooksatthe
impactof thefamily throughout
history He beginsby acknowt
edgingthatearly Christianfami-
lies hadwhatwe now call
Ofamilyvalues,®ut thoseval-
ueswentagainsthoseof reign
ing Rome.

The church helped elevate
the statusandinvolvementof
childrenandwomenin church
society Until then,babieswere
oftenleft to die for variousrea
sons.Romansocietyof the early
churchalloweda maleof the
family to determinewvhethera
child lived. Also, within both
HebrewandRomansociety
womenhadlittle or norights
andcould not haveany property
of theirown.

Gonztleawritesthat OChris-
tianity changedll of thatby
proclaimingthe valueof all per
sons,by insistingon marital
fidelity, andby supportingand
encouragingvomenconverts.O
Studies bear out that the birth rate
was higher among Chrigtians than
amongsocietyasawhole.

Yet from Rome&point of
view, Christiansundermined
Ofamilyvalues.(0Che govern
mentlamentedhefact that
womenwerefollowing areli-
gion differentfrom their hus
bandsO Christians thus challenged
the status quo of society® stan-
dards. The author points out that
the church Qprovided an aterna-
tive family, the family of GodEb
or in moretraditionaltransla
tions, the ousehold of God.GD

GonztlezsuggestsVestern
Christiansshouldquestionsome
of the presuppositionsf what
we todaycall OfamilyO
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throughhis eyes.Perhapave arenotto imitate biblical family life as Parents and
muchaswe areto follow God®commandsor our livesbindividually Their Childr en@

andcollectively. Spirituality

The Famlly of God Geoge Barna,researcheof

A churchin Nashvillehasa signthatreadsOThe~amily of God.Qs Christianbeliefsandactivities,
this presumptuousyr aretheyreally ableto be a family for thosewho found.that.parentﬁ)ell'e vethey
especiallyneedone?Ephesians2:19 refersto the Ohouseholdf God,O are'prlm_anly r~espphSIb|€for
andGalatians 6:10 talks aboutOtheamily of faith.O their children®spiritual deve

| oncehearda story abouta youthwho told his pastorthathe hadjust opment.But ever_lthoughpar-
turned15 yearsold thatparticularday The pastorsaid,O10betyouOll entsstateth_at behgf, f‘?W talk
havea greatbirthdayparty whenyou gethome.Crhe boy replied, ONo regularlyv_wth their children
onein my family hasevercelebratedhat! wasborn.Orhatevening the aboutspiritualmatters Barna
youthgroupwentto the boy@houseandgavehim a giftbBhe gift of stres_sedhatparentsneedmore_
themselves. In that moment, an arm of Christ® church was that boy@ family. thanjust platitudesandadmont

Thefamily is the showcasédor parentalove. Churchmemberscan tions aboutthelrtagk. Insteaq,
alsoshowthatlove. Ideally, the family providesanatmospherén which churchesmustprovu;leexermses
childrencangrow andmature.Churchministriescanassistparentsand andhelpful suggestionsn how
childrenalike in their spiritual maturation. they cancarry out this duty.

Many person®Bingle,married,with or without childrerbflesirea Partof the surveyshowed
sanctuaryanda havenof peaceandsilence.Theyalsoneedto bereceived th"’_‘t% percentof all parentsof
andlistenedto. The churchat its bestcanbe God®householdor God® childrenunderthe ageof 13 say

- - : they havetheresponsibilityto
peopleby listeningto their humanhurtsandhopes. teachtheir childrenin spiritual

. . mattersyet researctshowsthat
United Methodist Stances amajority of parentsdo not
GeneralConferenceaskschurchego strengthertheir ministriesand spendanytime duringthe week
advocacy efforts to support children and their families. Churches need to discussingeligiousmatters
work with service agencies that are serving children and families, and they with their children.
mustcooperatevith otherchurchego addresgpublic policy concerns. Contraryto whatmanysay
Churchesnustalsorecognizea variety of family configurations. parentsely almosttotally on
Grandparentsftenfunction asparents Familiesareheadedy single churchedo providethis reli-
parents. Families are blended through divorce and remarriage. G\doption, giousandspiritual dimensionin
fostering,andextendedamily structuresareamongthosethatneedthe their children®lives andfaith.
church®ministryQ(OPuttingChildrenand Their FamiliesFirst,OThe Theyarenot unwilling; they
Bookof Resolution®f TheUnited MethodistChurch, 2004 pagel34). simply feelill-equipped.Even
Churcheseedto considersupportgroups,hotlines,sheltersparent thoughchurcheoffer classes
ing classes, treatment programs, home-care services, nutrition and feeding andactivitiesfor childrenand
programs, and other similar programs for persons both inside and outside youth, they offer little helpto
the church. Too often churches easily offer services to personsin the com- equipparentdor therole they
munity without realizing persons within the church sometimes have those sayis a priority for them.
same needs. No one is exempt from crises (Book of Resolutions, page 134). Barnahasalsofoundthat
Churches must realize that more parents of both genders and all classes anothemreasorparentscannot
of societyareenteringthe work force or retoolingthemselvedbecausef guidetheir childrenin this
job interruptions. The number of children who live in households with only arenais becausgheythem
asingleparentcontinuego increaseChurcheseedto intervenewhen selvesarestrugglingwith their
there s evidence of neglect or abuse. Churches need to be aware of special- own faith developmentThis
needs children who require closer atention and provide respite care for par areais arich missionfield for
ents(OChildcarandthe Church,Bookof Resolutionspagesl 9304). caringchurches.
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State of the Family

How can

individual
help nurtur e families?

Christians

and chur ches

CREATE Your

Teaching Plan
Keepingin mind your group
membersandyour grouptime,
choosgrom amongthe OPEN,
CONTINUE, andCLOSEactiv-
ities or from OBachingAlterna-
tivesGio planthis session.

OPEN With Worship

A. Havea Call to Worship

LeADER: Come,worship!
Godcallsusto facethe world
with hope.

Grour. We wantto facethe
world with hope;but sometimes
we aretoo wearyor too fearful or
too sadto feel hope.

LEADER: Come,worship!
God offerscompassiorandcom
fort andrest.

GRrour. We seethosegifts
from God. Help us find them today.

LeaDER: Come, worship! God
calsusasapeopleto livein hope.

GRoup: We claim God( prom-
isesandembracéiopefor usand
our families. Praisebeto God!

B. SingaHymn

Sing or readOHelpUs Accept
Each OtherO(The United Metho-
dist Hymnal 560).

FAITH LINK April 13,2008

Ask: Whatdoesit mean,OV¢
struggleto be human/ andsearch
for hopeandfaithOqstanzad). In

whatwayscanGod&0Oacceptance

changeusO7stanza3). Why do
we needOneveyesfor seeing/
new handsfor holdingonO?
(stanzad).

CONTINUE
by Exploring

C. Work anAcrostic
Downtheleft sideof alarge
sheetof paper vertically write the
|etters G--A-M-1-L-Y.Olnvite the
groupto brainstormadijectives
describingthe family, beginning
with eachof the letters.For
instance OF@ould be Ofun®@r
Ofrustrating.@fter spendingsev
eralmomentsworking the acros
tic, use the same letters to
describevariouspressureshat
are placed on families. For exam-
ple, AOmight be Oadversit)

D. Define Family

Read aloud QVhat Is a
Family?O(pageslER). Reread
the definition of family from The
SocialPrinciplesof The United
MethodistChurch.Ask: What
partsof this definition do you
agreewith? disagreewith?

Formseveralsmallgroups
andinvite eachto developa one-
sentencealefinition of family. Ask
themto write their definition and
tapeit to thewall. Whatcommon
elementsvereamongthe defini-
tions? What unique thoughts came
from the groupsQiiefinitions?

E. Compare Your Family
With TV Families
Thefirst paragraptof OThe

Ideal FamilyQ(pagel) names

severalffamiliesthatexistedon

televisionin the 19508) Write on
aboard the names (BtoneO(Donna

Reed),ONelson@Dzzieand

Harriet), and GCleaverO(Ward and

June) Add namedrom later

yearsOPetrie(Roband Laura),

GCamdenO(from 7th Heaven),

(HuxtableO(Bill Cosby and

Phylicia Rashad), GConnerO(Rose-

anne Barr and John Goodman),

OLopez@Geoge Lopezfamily),

andthe OSimpsons A3k the

groupto nameotherfamilies
depictedon television.

In smallgroups,invite partic
ipantsto discusssomeof the
characteristicef eachof thefam-
ily units.Ask: How arethey dif-
ferent? alike? Ask members to
determine which TV family is
mostlike their own family. Why?
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F. Talk About Types

of Families

Review QVhat Is a Family?0
(pages 1ER), giving special atten-
tion to the list of eight magjor types
of families at the top of page 2.

Ask: Whatstatisticsin this
sectionsurprisedyou?Which
onesdid not?Look againatthe
eightcategorief familiesand
ask:Are thereanylisted hereyou
hadnot thoughtof beforeWould
you add any more to this list? How
doesthis list affect your under
sandinganddefinition of whata
OtraditionafamilyOmight be?

G. Consder Family Pressures

Read GFamily PressuresO
(pages 2EB). On alarge shest of
paperlist the pressuresr stresses
on manyfamiliestoday Ask the
group to add others they think of.
Poll participants to determine the
top three family pressures.

Next, form three small groups;
assigneachgrouponeof thetop
threefamily pressuresletermined
by the poll. Invite eachgroupto
discusghefollowing questions:
Why doesthis factor affect fami-
lies?How doesit affect children
and youth? What can family
membergo to dealeffectively
with this pressureMow canthe
local church congregation help
familiesdealwith this pressure?
Reporton the discussionsn the
large group.

H. Study the Family

in Scripture

Ask avolunteerto readaloud
OScriptureandFamily LifeO
(pages3t4). Encouragehe group
to talk aboutpositiveandnega
tive representationsf family.

ReadOFamilie§hroughout
HistoryQ(page3) andask: How
do you respondo the statements
by JustoGonztlezaboutthe dif-
ferencedetweenChristianand
Romancultures?

Formfour groups Ask each
groupto dealwith oneof the
OCoreBible Passagespage3).
Ask: Whatdoesthis passagsay
aboutGod?aboutfamily life?
about faith? about communication?

I. Discussthe Family of God

After silently readingOThe
Family of God,80UnitedMetho-
dist Stances,@ndOParentand
Their Children®Spiritualityall
on page 4), brainstorm some ways
your local churchcongregations
or couldbecomeOahouséold of
God.OWhat characteristics doesa
churchneedin orderto be con
sideredOthegamily of GodO?
Whatministriescould you pro-
vide families?How could your
churchhelp parentgalk with
their childrenaboutfaith?

J. ConsiderProverbs
An often-heardproverl®b
attributedto anAfrican cultureor

to the OmahaNative American
peopl®Bays,Olttakesa whole
village to raisea child.QA related
Irish proverbstatesOltis in the
shelterof eachotherthatthe pec
ple live.ODiscuss:How canthese
proverbs be applied to families and
the church? What do they say about
interrel ationships and community?

CLOSE With Prayer

K. Pray

OGraciou§od,who created
the families of the earth,we conm+
mendto your careall the families
of this FaTHLINK group,all the
families of this congregationall
the families of this community
andall the families of this world.
We praythateachhomemight be
ahomewherehopegiveslight to
life. We prayfor thosehomes
wherethereis dangeyviolence,
fear, lonelinesshurtful words,
andunceasingactivity without
reason. We pray for children, youth,
and adults; for parents, step-
parents,grandparentsandfoster
parentsWe pray for couplesand
for persons who are alone. Be with
us during the coming week aswe
live out our commitment to you
andto oneanotherAmen.O
(Adaptedfrom materialpreparedor
NationalFamily Weekby the
GeneralBoardof Discipleship)

Teaching Alter natives

I Invite afamily counseloito discussfrom his or herperspectivahe
wayspressuresffect today®families.

I' Bring magazinesindnewspapero the sessionAsk the groupto find
articlesandpicturesthatdealwith the stateof the family in contempe
rary life. Make a collageto displayin a prominentplacein the church.

I Individually or collectively, write a poemor a songthatdealswith
family living. Displayin a hallwayin the churchbuilding.

Next Weekin FAITH LINK

Genetically
Modified Foods

Controversyexistsregard
ing the developmenanduse
of geneticallymodified foods.
Whatissuesemepe from this
controversyHow canChris-
tiansfind guidancen making
decisionsaboutgenetically

modified foods?
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