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He replicd to thew, “Who are My mother and My brothers?”
And looling about at those who were sitting in a civele around
Him, He said, " Here are My mother and My hrothers! Whaever
does the will of God ix My brother and sister and mother”
(Mark 3:33--35)

ick and Tina (not their real names) attended a church where T served

in the late 1980s. They came to sce me on a Wednesday evening in

mid-October, having just finished their weekly ministry in our chil-
drer’s department, The couple had met at a church softball game a couple of
months carlier. Now they wanted to get maeried in December. did the math. Nick
and Tina would have just four months together from acquaintance to the altar, The
way that Nick and Tina wrestled with this major life decision helpfully illustrates
what can happen when the church family functions as God intends it Lo,

I knew the couple’s background, but I asked them to tell their stories again,
together aud in my presence. Both Nick and Tina had been divoreed, and Nick
was a single parent doing his best to raise # young son and daughter alone.

The mateh-up had muchvin its Favor. Nick was a responsible, caring father. And
I sensed that Tina wounld be a preat mother. Perhaps most important, Nick’s kids
loved Tina already, and it was quite clear that the affection was mutual. Things
seemed solid spiritually as well. Nick and Tina were deeply committed to Christ
and to the ministry of His church, Finances would pose no obstaclé to the health
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of the relationship, since both of them held well-paying jobs. I saw a lot of posi
tive signs.

Nick and Tina’s past marital failures concerned me deeply, however, and their

relationship seemed to be moving much too fast given the complexities of whal
would be a blended family arrangement. 1 told the couple that T wanted to discuss
their situation with another pastor on our church staff so that we could poot om
wisdom to help them make this important lile decision. .

My colleague was a trained family therapist, and [ was not surprised to diy
cover that Pastor Steve was as troubled as | was about Nick and Tina’s rush to th
altar. We put our heads together and formulated a plan. At my meeting with tl-
couple the following week, | informed Nick and Tina that Steve and T would b
happy to marry them in December— but not this December. Rather, the wedding,
would occur a year from December.

We wanted Nick and Tina to getinto counseling and to nurture their relation
ship with one another over the course of a year, under the loving and guiding
direction of one of our church leaders, | told Nick and Tina that we would then
be happy to bless their union with a grandiose church wedding, assuming thal nu
major obstacles arose during the year of intensive therapy.

As Ishared our feedback, Tina's face began to redden, and her body languap:
communicated to me in no uncertain terms that she was not at all happy with our
feedback. Nick was troubled also. They wanted time to think it over.

When the couple left my office, I was not sure how it would all turn out, |
caught their eyes on the way out the door and gave some final words of encourage
ment. [ gently insisted that what we offered was God’s best for Nick and Tina and
for the kids. I hoped to discourage them from taking a shortcut by trying to find
someone oulside the church to perform the wedding.

[ assured Nick and Tina that even if they ignored our input and rushed ahcusl
with a wedding, we would continue to consider them part of our church fam
ily, and we would do our best to help them make their marriage work by pro
viding postmarital, instead of premarital, counseling. I suppose | expected Nicl,
and Tina to do the American individualistic thing and run off and get married in
December.

Put yourself in Nick or Tina's place. How would you respond to such un
apparently heavy-handed approach on the part of your church leaders? You are in
your mid-thirties. You are madly in fove. And you are absolutely convinced tha
the relationship is God’s will for your lives. Then a church pastor tells you the
You must wait another year 1o get married.
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Decision Muking in the Family of God

Nick and Tina’s decision offers us a practical, real-life situation to consider
in view of the strong-group surrogate family values that have suri‘acad.in.l‘lw
course of this study. Recall the challenging redefinition of relational prioritics
that | introduced in the overview of Jesus’ vision for community (chap: 3).‘ As. we
saw, during His earthly ministry Jesus at times portrayed the natural f%nmly 11? a
rather negative light. In some cases Jesus went so far as to present ongoing family
loyalty and becoming a disciple as mutually exclusive opti‘onﬁ.

Jesus publicly disowned allegiance to His own blood family (Mark 3:31-35).
He called James and John Lo leave their natural families (Mark 1:18-20). He c<){11~
manded a man who wished to provide for his father’s burial, in accordance wn‘.h
traditional Jewish family piety, to instead follow Him and “let the dead bury their
own dead” (Matt 8:22).

Jesus warned His followers that as far as the natural family was concerned, He
vame not to bring peace but rather “"a sword”-—to set blood relat?vets SO severeli
against one another that “a man’s enemies will be the members of his household‘
(Matt 1(n34-37). A fair assessment of the Gospel evidence uncove;:s as much anti-
family sentiment as pro-family sentiment in the public ministry .01‘ .IeSTIS.

Passages like these, along with the strong-group orientation of the W(?rld
in which Jesus lived, suggest that Jesus demanded of His followers a radical
exchange of loyalties, The issue for Iesus was not simply commltmlem ‘to .God
versus commitment to our natural families. Rather, Jesus challenged His dls'nzlples
to transfer their primary family allegiance from one group (the natural family) to
another (the family of God). .

In a social setting where each and every person found his identity in thF group
to which he belonged, a call to leave one’s primary group—the family«im order
to follow Jesus would make sense only if following Jesus meant joining His group.
As Jesus said of His foliowers, “Here are My mother and My brothers! Whoever
does the will of God is My brother and sister and mother” (Mark 3:34-35).

The result of ail this is that we can no longer drive a wedge betwee{x c‘ovm-
mitment to God and commitment to God’s family, as we do when we priorilize
our lives according to the traditional lines of thinking that characterize modern
evangelicalism:

(Ist) God — (2nd) Family — (3rd) Church — (4th) Others

Jesus and His followers viewed things quite differently. For the early Chris-
tians, loyalty to God was tangibly expressed in loyalty to God’s family. According
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to biblical thinking, ¢ it ~
cal thinking, commitment to God cannot be divorced from commitment fu

God’s group, and our priority list should read something like this:

(Ist) God’s Family — (2nd) My Family — (3rd) Others
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different ways of prioritizing our relational lives

Nick and Tina’s Big Decision
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commitment to His group? Recall the list of relational prioritics with which our

awn church culture is so familiar:
(Ist) God — (2nd) Family — (3rd) Church — (4th) Others

Working from this list, Nick and Tina could have reasoned just like so many
other couples do when they are faced with the same dilemma: “How dare the
church [3rd] tell us what (o do! We each have a personal relationship with God
fIst]. And God is in our relationship with one another [2nd]. We can ignore Pastor
foe's and Pastor Steve’s advice [3rd} without being unfaithful to God [Ist]. After
all family [2nd} is more important than chureh [3rd], We need each other, and the
kids need a mother. Let’s just get married in December.”

Fortunately, Nick and Tina did not respond like this to the input of their church
tumily. The interesting thing lor this particular couple is that the outcome may
have been the same in cither case. Now | do not want to minimize the peace,
security, and joy that Nick and Tina enjoyed as a vesult of holding their wedding
at their home church and having the union blessed by their church leaders. The
affirmation of a loving church family constitutes a key ingredient in a meaningful
wedding ceremony, and it serves as a solid foundation for a lifelong marriage also.
But Nick and Tina had so many things going for them as a couple that I suspect
they would have had a successful marriage even il they had not listened to Steve
and me and waited those extra months.

Yet life in the family of God is not just about Nick and Tina—or any one indi-
vidual or couple for that matter—and it is absolutely crucial to grasp this point.
The payoff for ntaking right decisions goes far beyond the boundaries of the lives
of those immediately involved. As it turned out, Nick and Tina's decision 1o put
God's family first in their lives influenced other people in our church family in
ways the couple could never have imagined.

As a singles pastor | officiated at well over a hundred weddings for couples
who had met in our various groups. Along the way | inevitably encountered situa-
tions similar to Nick and Tina's. And now, thankfully, [ had a referral to give.

Nick and Tina’s experience was ullimately such a positive one that they soon
gave me permission o give their phone number to other couples who had been
told by the church to “cool their jets™ and to readjust the timetable for their race
to the altar. What Nick and Tina could tell these young men and women was that
God does work through His people to guide and direct in a way that benefits both
the group and the individuals involved. Several of these couples heeded Nick and
Tina's advice and they waited. At least one of them sphit up diring the premarital

counseling process, and a potentially disastrous marriage was avoided.
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Nick and Tina would likely have had a good marriage even if they had rejectind
our counsel. But because they put God’s group first at a crucial point in their ow
relational pilgrimage, the couple soon found themselves in a position to minish
wisdom to others in the church. Nick and Tina put God’s family before their owu
family timetable, and the fruit remains—in their lives, in the lives of their chil
dren, and in the lives of several couples who have heard and heeded their awdvive,
This is how Goed often works when we put His family first, where it belongs, i
our priority list,

The lesson to be learned from the story of Nick and Tina is that big decisions
are best made in community. in the context of the church family—especially fip
family decisions. Sadly, many of us choose to ignore this principle and isodnte

our families from the context of relational accountability—and input on decision
making—offered by the people of God. But we do so at great risk when it conny

to the relational health and spiritual development of those we most dearly love gl

cherish. 1t really does take a village to raise a child or to nourish a marriage. B

only a special, supernatural kind of village will do: the surrogate family of Gl
Recall, once again, Malina's striking description of a strong-group approwh

to church family life: i
The person perceives himself or herself to be a member of a church family and
respansible to the church for his or her actions, destiny, career, development,
and life in general. . . . The individua} person is embedded in the church family
and is free to do what he or she feels right and necessary only i in accord with
church family norms and only if the action is in the church’s best interest. The

church family has priority over the individual member.!

Modern evangelicals will surely struggle with the idea that we ought to be respon
sible to God’s family for our individual “actions, destiny, career, developnnag,
and life in general” Nick and Tina’s decision was not an easy one for them I
malke. But as we have seen in both the New Testament and in later church histury,
the above description is much more than a conceptual abstraction from the pen
ot a cultural anthropologist. It quite accurately reflects the way in which the curly
Christians conceived of their relationship to their local church families. :

An example is the story of the acting instructor from third-century Newh -
Africa. Marcus found himsell answering to the church for his whole vocation A
and financial future. Marcus was teaching acting. The church said, “Quit yaw
job” And the church family offered the material resources necessary to allevinig
the financiat hardship that could result for Marcus should he decide to fully o}

Y B, Malina, Christiun Origins and Cultural Anthrapoiogy (Atlanta: John Knox, 1986}, 19,
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fow Jesus. Marcus was, in short, responsible to God’s family for his individual
“actions, destiny, career, development, and life in general” So were Nick and
Tina. God honored Nick and Tina and their church for the couple’s commitment
to strong-group family values.

The “Cobus™ Group and Wise Decisions

1 was fortunate enough to be first a member, ther the pastor, of a college grou)
ihat operated as a church-within-a-church. We called ourselves “Cobus” because both
eollege students and business people in the 18-10-25 age bracket filled our ranks.

The church itself was a fairly typical suburban congregation, We held our ser
vices in a large auditorium, with the result that a lot of people showed up only on
Sunday and had little or no interpersonal connection with others in the church. Al
the church-wide level, people did not experience a whole lot of community in the
New Testament sense af the word.

Cobus was anather story entirely. We averaged around 50 to 60 members dur-
myp the years T was involved with the group, and the participants were highly
committed to God and to one another. We spent hours and hours sharing life
topether as we met on Sundays, interacted in midweek small groups, and traveled
as a group on weekend outings. During my first 15 years of ministry, this college
proup was the closest thing 1 experienced to the New Testament church. In many
ways, Cobus operated like a strong-group surrogate family.

The college years are, of course, a time for making big decisions. During my
fenure with the group | saw literally hundreds of life-changing decisions made
liy Cobus persons. Time and again, young people would meet with me, or with
snother adult sponsor, in order to wrestle throngh major life decisions together.
tiroup members also spent a lot of time interacting with their peers when choices
loomed large.

Numbers of collegians sought advice about the kind of job that might fit their
particular gifts and temperament. Others just out of college discussed with us
the direction that their romantic relationships were taking. “How do I know if
<he’s the one, Joe?” Again and again, these young adults involved their spiritual
“hepherds—and their peers—in the process of decision making.

Chapter | addresses the major decisions facing young people in Western soci-
vty today:

* Vocation
*» Spouse:
« Residence

What am I going to do with my life?
Who am 1 going to spend my life with?
Where am | gaing to live?
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As noted earlier, we pay a tremendous emotional price for the freedoms in deci

sion making that we exercise in our radically individualist society. God has no
equipped us to operate as isolated individuals, especially where the most impor

tant decisions of our lives are concerned. God has created us for community, ad
it only makes sense to think that we will be healthier psychologically if we maks:
important decisions in the context of a loving and caring church family.

This is hardly rocket science. After all, life works precisely in this way in our

natural families. Because people from healthy families have a support networh
from which to tackle life’s big decisions, they experience less stress and emotional
heartache than those who must go it atone. We should expect the same to be the
case in our church family.

There s another reason for making life decisions in the context of the broader
church family. Not only will we experience less angst and emotional upheaval,
We will also make better decisions—-decisions that are better for us, and decisions
that are better for the expansion of God’s kingdom,

In my 25 years of church ministry, [ have observed a general principle that 1
believe we can take o the bank when it comes to making major life decisions, |
have blocked it off in the text in order to emphasize its importance:

The closer a Christian group approximates the strong-group, church family
model that characterized early Christianity, the better the decisions that are

made by the group’s individual members and nuclear family units.

This is a rather bold statement, but it is true. Experience bears it out again aml
again.

The young men and women whose lives were deeply embedded in the Cobu
group made great decisions—eternally meaningful decisions—again and again.
Precisely because the group functioned in a way that approximated the New Tes
tament model for the church as a family, the members generally made wise deci
sions that greatly benefited them as individuals and significantly contributed to the
mission of God’s group, the church, in the world today.

Community Guidance as a Way of Life

More than mere advice-seeking is at work here, It will not do simply to clal
lenge American evangelicals, who otherwise live life as isolated individuals,
seek counsel from others only when they come to a detining fork in the road oi
life. In the strong-group church family model, input from others is a way of lilw,
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not a resource to occasionally draw on as one of several items on a checklist that
purports to tell us how to find God's will for our lives.

Many of our Cobus members were involved for years in the group, in an ongo-
ing context of commitment, relational warmth, and interpersonal accountability.
When these young people were faced with vocational and romantic options tha
would determine the very course of their future lives in the kingdom, the strong.
aroup network was already securely in place to bear the life-giving fruit of cter

nally significant—and personally beneficial—decisions.

This is quite important because what [ any advocating here is not an instit
tional program. To be sure, the context for wise decision making can be a formad
one, like a meeting with a pastor to plan a wedding (Nick and Tina) or the calling,
of a “wisdom council™ of church Jeaders to receive input for making an impor
tant decision (Pastor Martin below), More oflen than not, input comes in a e
structured, much more organic way, as long-term relationships with brothers and
sisters in the church family provide a natural context for speaking wisdom into
one another’s lives in a variety of settings.

This is not to say that our collegians invariably took the advice of their fead-
ers and peers. Nor was our advice invariably good! But more often than not, God
used His family to guide these young people o godly decisions in the vocationa
and romantic realms, decisions that continue to prove their worth even today.

The Fruit of Wise Decisions

More than a dozen people from this college group chose to enter full-time
vocational Christian ministry. They are all over the world serving God in vari-
ous capacities, from church planting to Bible translation. Their decisions to enter
the ministry did not come as individual emotional responses to a sermon or to a
highly charged camp message. The decisions were hammered out in the context
of a community of peers and leaders who were well aware of the strengths and
weaknesses of the individuals. So far, only one couple has returned stateside to
choose an alternative direction for their life’s work. The rest have had the wisdom
of their vocational decisions confirmed in the crucible of Christian ministry in
some real tough places.

Moreover, just as in the case of our actor friend Marcus from North Africa,
Cobus members put their money where their mouth was in support of the deei-
sions made by fellow group members. To this day, former Cobus persons who are
now on the mission field are supported to a significant extent by their brothers and
sisters who belonged to that college group back in the 1980s. Joann and [ send

<
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monthly checks to a halfdozen missionaries who once belonged to Cobus. Others
in the group who have remained stateside and have pursued secular employment
give much more generously than we are able to give.

Not too long ago one of our Cobus missionaries stopped by to see me during
furlough from his ministry with Wycliffe Bible Translators. T asked him about his
financial needs and he replied, “Our support is at 100 percent.” Much of the finan
cial resources this couple enjoys can be traced to connections made during their
college days. The Cobus group thus further exemplifics first-century surrogals
family values, as members continue to share their material resources with their
brothers and sisters in Christ,

Finding a Life Partner

I performed wedding after wedding during my decade-long tenure with the
Cobus group. For the most pait, these young people made the wisest of decisions
in choosing their life partners, They married other members of their Cobus family,
and most of these marriages are still solid today, more than a decade later,

Others chose instead to go outside the group and operate on their own in their
search for a mate, Sadly, those collegians who married outside the Cobus group
experienced a higher rate of failed marriages than those who found a mate within
the group. And the trend is not limited to those who muried outside the faith,
Even those who married believers from outside the group have tended to find
themselves in less-satisfying or less-healthy relationships. A number of these
marriages have already ended in divorce. In contrast, Cobus members who chose
their spouses within the group have generally experienced genuine spiritual atul
relational life in their marriages.

The closer a Christian group approximates the strong-group church family
model of early Christianity, the better the decisions that are made by its individual
members. Cobus was a living demonstration of this principle. The group was in
many ways similar to the New Testament church. And lasting, life-giving commit-
ments to God’s kingdom and to significant others were made by Cobus members
who chose to receive the input of God’s tamily when they came to the crossroads
of life’s key decisions, My wife Joann and [ can testify firsthand to this truth, We
are a Cobus couple who first met in the group and who have now been serving,
Jesus, happily married, for more than 28 years,
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The Paths of Jerry and Kristen

As Cobus leaders, Joann and 1 occasionally saw the contrasting paths of spiri-
mal (and relational) life and death illustrated in the experiences of members of a
single family. A brother and a sister attended our group whom | will refer to as
lerry and Kristen. Jerry was highly committed to the group and deeply engaged
with his peers and with our Cobus staff in his pilgrimage as a young Christian.
Jerry opened up his life to us in the context of the relational accountability that
the group provided.

We had the opportunity to help Jerry make those key life decisions that invari-
ably face a young collegian. Jerry proceeded (o marry a young woman who was
a solid Christian and who, most importantly, had similar convictions about her
commitment to church family life. Jerry’s biggest relational decision was made in
the context of the Cobus Family, and Jerry and his wife Claire continue o enjoy a
quality Christian marriage nearly two decades later.

But Kristen, Jerry’s sister, never really came under the care and shepherding
of her peers and leaders in Cobus. She attended the larger Sunday meetings and
enjoyed our activities, but she seldom involved herself on an intimate level with
others in the group. A traditional assessment of Kristen’s spiritual condition would
perhaps conclude that she was not as committed to God as her brother Jerry.

As you have learned in the course of this book, commitment to God cannot
be separated from commitment to God’s group. And it was the latter—Kristen’s
reluctance to live out her Christian faith in the context of relational accountabil-
ity—that proved Lo be her undoing. Most tetling was the fact that Kristen’s r;Iating‘
relationships usually involved men from outside the Cobus group. These relation-
ships were invariably disappointing. ‘

The friendships that my wife Joann and 1 established back in the 1980s with
young pveople in that Cobus group continue even today. Amazingly enough, after
nearly a decade of trying to make life and relationships work apart from the input
and guidance of God's family, Kristen called Joann on the phone. She set up an
appointment to seek Joann’s advice on a marriage prospect.

Kristen’s hindsight vision was 20-20. She saw the fruit of group accountabil-
ity in her brother lerry’s life. So now, nearly a decade later, Kristen wanted it for
herself. She came for counsel from Joann. Kristen's dilemma was not an uncom-
mon one. She had become involved with a man who, due to work demands, sud-
denly had to relocate from southern California to Atlanta. Kristen’s question was
a simple but profoundly important one: “Should she move to Atlanta and join her
prospective spouse?”
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Joann is a highly skilled listener with genuine gifts of wisdom and insight,

and she saw oo many red fags to encourage Kristen in her desire to move out ol

state. Bxeept for the meeting with Joann, Kristen waus sti W operating in total isola-
tion. She showed up in church now and then, but Kristen had no ongoing connee
tion of personal accountability with any Christian community,

But Kristen was in a great position to begin to develop meaningtul relation-
ships in the context of God's group. She had been raised in the church that she
occasionally attended, and there were mény opportunities to develop a network of
supportive friendships should she choose to do so. Kristen's parents, both commit-
ted Christians, also lived in southern California. Both her potential church family
and her natural family beckoned Kristen to begin to profit from the benefits of
making decisions in a strong-group setting. A move o Atlanty would only isolate
Kristen further from the very benefits that God's group could bring into her life.

Joann also discovered that the track record of Kristen's boyfriend was, al
best, unknown. He may have been a superb young man. But because he had lived
his own life pretty much in isolation from the tamily of God, his true character
would only be revealed later, in the crucible of marriage, after (he big decision had
already been made.

This situation was a recipe for deep marital disappointment, as Joann and 1
have discovered again and again. So Joann gently but firmly counseled Kristen to
stay in southern California and to get involved with other Christians in a respon-
sible network of church-family accountability. I Kristen’s refationship with her
prospective husband were solid, Joann informed her, it would survive a temporary
geographical separation,

Kristen wanted the benefits of group input, but she was ultimately unwilling
to integrate Joann’s wise counsel into the process of decisjon making. She chose
instead to ignore the advice and move to Atlanta, Several years have gone by now,
and Irecently heard that Kristen has returned 0 California with the scars of an
unhealthy and failing marriage. Her brother Jerry. on the other hand, continues
enjoy a thriving relationship with his wife of 14 yeurs.

Jerry and Kristen came from the same solid Christian home. They had the
same relational opportunities during those formative Cobus years. Their radically
different experiences in the relational arena can likely be attributed 10 a single fac-
tor: the degree to which they were willing to submit their individual desires and
aspirations to the guidance and input provided by God's group. Jerry chose for
the group, and he prospered. Kristen chose to o it alone, and her heart has been
broken again and again. ’
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Calling a Wisdom Council

Much of the advice-giving and wisdom-seeking that w‘ent on in t]?e ‘(“‘.ohu:&:
class occurred in rather informal ways as we interacted with one anothc'l on .‘i
regular basis during our years together as a group.‘SAome cht.n'ches ,E}fl-optl 41 ;::lt ;
intentionally structured approach to communal decision mnknﬁg:‘A frienc ‘rlc i
Michael Martin pastors a church a few miles d(}Wt‘] the 1'(.)ad from myiu‘;u h
Michael has devised what I consider a brilliant idea for hclpfng 'lo Flllll -th(;,(‘ 1‘;1113 |
family model from an abstract concept into a izn‘lgihlc I *aht)iﬁtn‘;l’]e(’]u;:;;m::n
people. When individuals in Michael’s church face hearl-wrenching decisions,
they are encouraged (o call a wisdom council. e

It works like this. On one occasion a single molh‘er in Michae \L m,lﬁ " “‘I.
lorced 1o make a tough decision about her son, a decision lhfu would :.\1 gni .c\aln );
shape the young man’s future for years to come. The boy’s 1eucvhe'1 hazdl ;;x:;;)
administrators had informed the woman that her son would benefit academically
[rom being held back o year to repeal sixth grade.n ‘ ,- T

But there was a trade-off. The boy would suffer socially h:)m such a n?u :
School offictals implied that the decision was a bit oi”a\ “‘1033; u.p. and they ]ei‘\; 0)111]
single mother with the daunting responsibility of deciding which way to go. Mor
asked Michael to call a wisdom council, ‘
““’]“""I{K ’;ouncil has standing members, including Michael and several d(i;acon‘s.
Individuals who might bring particular insight to the situation und-er reVi‘ew. 4hl:
ot the rest of the group on an ad hoc basis. In (hfi present case, Mlchz}xiil m;]li:
people in the church with backgrounds in education and psychology, as well as
another single parent or two. ‘ -
dm)ﬁ;‘:; I"m':nztll structure is cmployed. The group simply shares a }1](3%\] tog?th‘m
and openly discusses all the pros and cons zmsoc»:iafcd with cach opuion,‘so :1;1;011:
informed decision can be made with the kind of wisdon that can only com
community input. And then they pray together. o N .

I do not recall the specific outcome of the situation outlined a'bove‘ u
can assume that mother and son both went away assured that all opmins hi;;i tbeeeli
considered and that their church family would be lher%‘ 10 support them w fl:v]
the decision and whatever the outcome. This, after all, is how the church as a fun

ily works,
Transitioning to a Family-Oriented Chureli Model

vorid . . M in the )'al
Much has been wrilten in recent years about creating community in the loc
LE R

spe s ot g { l)ed, we
church, The good news is that we do not need Lo create conmmunity. Inde
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could not do so even if we wanted to. God has already created His community by
saving us into His eternal family. We already are, for better or worse, brothers and
sisters in Christ.

Our problem is that we do not often enjoy the kind of community that we
sense we should as people who are family in God’s eyes. To reframe the issue
in theological terms, our relational reality falls far short of our positional real-

ity, where the horizontal aspect of the Christian life is concerned. Indeed, given
the present state of some of our churches, recapturing Jesus’ vision for authentic
Christian community may seem like a nearly insurmountable challenge.

I'find it immensely encouraging to remember that this is God’s project, nol
ours, and to remind myself that the Holy Spirit truly longs to knit us together in
community as God intends it. God is more than ready to come alongside those
who are willing to do the hard work of living life as the new covenant Tamily of
God. More often than not, we simply need to figure out how to get out of God’s
way in order to let Him do Hijs community-creating work in our lives,

What follows are some suggestions for putting the church family model into
practice. Contextualization of the family metaphor differs from congregation to
congregation in the modern world, and T offer the following observations and
directives with a good deal of reservation, since actualizing the surrogate family
values that we have encountered in the course of our study constitutes a way of
life—not another set of church programs. The kind of change ] am advocating will
not occur without a significant degree of intentionality, so it is vital to consider,
at least in general terms, how we might establish and cultivate New Testament
church family values and behaviors among our people.

Churches of less than 200 members may be able to live out the family model
as a single group. Larger churches will need significantly to retool their mihistry

. priorities to facilitate such a social reality. But it seems to me that those of us in

" church leadership must begin the change process by critically evaluating both
the content of our teaching and the various social contexts in which this teaching
takes place.

The Content of Our Teaching

Right thinking constitutes the foundation for life change, and solid teaching
is needed about the New Testament model of the church as a family, including
specific instructions detailing the biblical responsibilities of brotherhood. The
time is past for preaching and.teaching that serve only to reinforce, rather than
to challenge, the unbiblical assumption that Christianity is to be conceived of uas

. o e v
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some sort of an individual path to spiritual enlightenment or, worse yet, a com-
modity to be consumed. ‘

We can also teach our people much about New Testament commumt.y th1"0ugh
our worship ministries. Paul used the expression “our Lord” 53 times in his ?el'—
ters. He wrote “my Lord™ only once. It’s all in the pronouns! And pronouns are a
powerful teaching vehicle where worship is conccn;ncd. .

Given our cultural environment, it is only to be expected that much of O.Lll
contemporary worship music continues to be produced b)./ people who are ql.JTte
unaware of the influence of Western individualism on their work. T'he n?,sult 1s a
multitude of wonderful songs that reflect on our personal relationship with Jesus
but tend to ignore the connection between God and His people as a gt'o‘up. -

We would do ourselves well, [ think, where copyright laws and * smgablllty
permit, to replace a lot of the first-person singular pronouns in our worshrlp sc?ngs‘
(I, me, my, mine) with their corresponding plurals (wc?, L‘IS, our, ours). l.“helells
something about congregational singing that weaves biblical truth deiap 1n;o the

lapestry of our lives in ways that nothing else is able to do. We should tflke.z?l v.ztn-
lage of the power of corporate worship to teach our people that the church is a
family. . o . . N

As the pastor-teachers of God’s family, we must lovingly 1mme1‘s.e our peop ‘
in the eternal truth that the Christian faith is preeminently a community endeavon‘
to partner with God to further His kingdom program. And we must teach our

people how to live as brothers and sisters in community together.

Reconsidering the Social Context

But teaching our people about the church as a family will not sufﬁce to altel“
deeply ingrained patterns of behavior. We must also reevaluate the socnlalfontext‘s
of church life, the ways in which our ministries are executed. The prlﬁ)nty most
churches place upon the success of the Sunday service subtly bu.t powe.ri'ully C()lT:l-
municates the message that this impersonal, once-a-week social environment is
quintessentially what “church” is all about. After all, this is where most church
leaders count heads, and this is where we collect the money. B

As a result, the one event preeminently identified with the word “chur.ch .m
most congregations finds our people seated side-by-side, facing torwzu:d, w1‘th lit-
tle or no interpersonal interaction with persons to the right or to thle left. A l‘ellol\y
sitting next to me in Sunday church might have lost his job—or his spouse—that

very week. Tragically, however, I would never know it.
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We have discovered, moreover, that a highly successful approach to evangoliz.
ing a whale generation of people (baby boomers) who attend these large-group
meetings is to assure our listeners that God desires to meet their felt needs. Now
it is certainly the case that God often does meet us at our point of need. But a
teaching ministry that overemphasizes this reality runs the risk of promoting an
individualistic, anthropocentric view of the Christian life, We give our people tiw
wrong impression that God's primary objective in our lives is to help us achicwe
our relational and vocational goals, to relieve our stress, to give us joy and peace
all at the personal level.

The result is that both the context (the Sunday setting) and the content (“Cinnd
wants (o meet my needs”) of church as we know it in America today often serve
only to reinforee the individualistic, consumer orientation of the dominant cul
ture. As fong as this remains the case, our people will continue to think that they
are truly going to church on Sunday morning, and our teaching on the church as i
surrogate family will fall on deaf ears. We are reminded once again that what wy
do inevitably speaks much louder than what we say.

I have discovered in my congregation that surrogate sibling relations are bt
ter “caught” than “taught.” so it is essential to provide for our people the kind ol
social settings in which church family relations can be experienced firsthand, We
must provide environments where people can actually experience the church as a
family, and we must assure our people that this relational context is what “going
to church” is all about. Here is the meat and potatoes of true Christianity. Sunday
is just the gravy. Such an approach will involve a significant shift in priorities
for most congregations, but it is absolutely essential. Simply promoting a small
group program as a second option during the week is not enough. These relationul
settings must become central to the values of our church culture.

You might try what T did on a Sunday morning some time ago. I preached n
sermon entitled “Why Sunday AM. Is Not Church™ in which [ compared carly
church family values and practices with the way that we do church on Sunduy
morning. The application was challenging but quite straightforward. I procecded
gently but firmly to inform my people that many of them—some of whom hul
attended on Sunday for years—had never been to church! Then I encouraged thew
to begin going to church, that is, to start attending one of our home-group settings
wheve they could cultivate the kind of surrogate sibling relationships that Cial
intends for His children to enjoy with one another.

Some months later, | gave a presentation about Christian community at a gath-
ering of our church’s top-level leadership team of 20 or so people. I still recall i

Decision Making in the Family of God : 1

rather horrified lock on the face of a member of our stewardship committce (these
are the precious people who track Sunday attendance and Sunday giving at our
church) when [informed the group that, if [ had to choose, I would rather have our
people attending a home group than sitting in our Sunday morning service.

Genuine spiritual formation depends upon such priorities. Consider the obser-
vations of Brad Cecil, a creative Christian leader from Arlington, Texas:

We studied (ransformation, We recognized that most of the transformative
things in our fives are missing from the predominant model of spiritual forma-
ton in contemporary churches. . .. Relationships are perhaps the most trans-
formative thing in our lives, especially in arcas such as values and compassion,
It is very hard to teach these concepls didactically. Instead, they are shaped
through a long-term process of observation, understanding, and modeling. We
realized that we were not transformed by listening to sermons, even when the
messages were reinforced with drama, music, and PowerPoint. As a result, we
placed our priority on sharing life together. . . . we switched from & lurge group

pattern of church to that of a network of house churches.?

I do not believe that it has o be an either-or, as Cecil’s comments might imply.
Sunday worship and téaching combined with home-group relationships is 4 pow-
erful preseription for vibrant Christian fiving. Ideally, I want my people together
hoth on Sunday and during the week.

But please do not miss the main point in the above quotation. We are all quite
aware that Sunday attenders generally do not become spiritually formed disciples
of Jesus. Here Brad Cecil is right on target. We grow most significantly as we
relate closely to one another as brothers and sisters in the family of God. If we
want to return to the world of New Testament Christianity, the relational environ-
wents in our churches must take precedence over our larger weekly gatherings.
We will just have to leave it to God 1o take care of the finances and the Sunday
attendance.

From Pastor to Pastors

This brings me to a final charge, directed now to those of us who are {or who
ire training (o be) vocational Christian ministers. Many of us receive great per-
sonal satisfaction from our Sunday sermons, and so we should, for it is a tremen-
dous honor to speak on behalf of the King of the universe. But some of us overly
depend on our public teaching ministries for a weekly shot of self-esteem, and our

! Cited in E. Gibbs and R, Bolger. Emerging Clurches (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2005), 258.
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personal identities have become far too wrapped up in our role as the community s
“Sunday sage.” ;

Robust Sunday attendance and generous church offerings only compound the
problem. For as a church grows, the preaching pastor will almost inevitably he
affirmed in an institutional, managerial approach to ministry by a well-meaning
group of elders or deacons whose ecclesiology and understanding of pastoral
effectivencss are influenced moie by the Wull Street Journal than by the letters
of Paul.

It has been my observation that church leaders who spend the bulk of their

week in the business world, and who have not been extensively exposed to New
Testament ecclesiology, remauin quite satisfied to view growth in Sunday morning

attendance and the expansion of the church budget as the primary benchmarks of

a healthy Christian community. As long as our key leaders remain so satisfied with
so little, we will not recapture Jesus® vision for authentic Christian community.

The result of all this, ironically, is that the very leader—the preaching pas-
tor-——who can most convincingly persuade his people that Sunday morning is not
church as God intended it often has the most at stake in clearly communicating
that message. Our personal investment in the success of our Sunday services, and
the affirmation we receive when things go well, tend to make it emotionally dil-
ficult for us as pastors to embrace the truth that our people need each other much
more than they need us.

We must transcend these understandable but unhealthy feelings in order to
do what is best in the long run for the people God has entrusted to us. We must
preach community, and we must structure and present our church programs in
such a way as to make those relational environments a first priority for the lives
of our people.

Frankly, a positive step in this direction would be to engage in an extended

fast from our ongoing diet of secular leadership books and principles. As one of

our emerging church brothers insightfully quipped, “The business world is now
quoting Scripture to help itsell give leadership to its projects. Maybe it's time for
the church to put down the management books and pick up the Bible to see what
all the fuss is about,™

The responsibilities of senior church leaders go beyond encouraging church
family relationships through appropriate tcaching and programming. Pastors
need community too—perhaps more than anyone. We pastors are nol immune
to the reality that spiritual formation occurs in the context of community. We

S AL Jones, quoted in Gibbs and Bolger, Emerging Churches, 208.
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must pursue relationships with a handful of brothers in'the congregation, ﬁrﬁt and
foremost, for our own spiritual health. We pastors need caring brothers and sisters.
And they need us.

But there is another reason that we as pastors need a group of close surrogate
siblings in the church family. We ourselves need to be in community in on'dEfl' to
model community life for our people il we truly want them to embrace church fam-~
ily values for their own lives. The American evangelical model of the’CEO pastor
who functions as a spiritual father to his congregation and as a business execu-
tive with his staff —but who relates to no one in the church as a peer brother in
Christ—directly betrays the New Testament metaphor of the church as a fan‘lily.

One who has no true brothers in the congregation will be unable authentically
and credibly to challenge others to live together as surrogate siblings. A ‘retum
1o the church as God intended will begin, as is often the case, with a transforma-
tion of values and behaviors among those who lead God's people. We furn now
to consider in some detail the structure and orientation of leadership in the New

Testament family of God.



