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Ill! I(J 11i1'11I, "w/to lire My mOI/ter (llId twol/ters'!" 
/111£1 abOll1 allllo,I't' who were ill (f cirriI' aHllI/ut 
lIilll, Ift'said, "/1en1 m~' My IllOllil'l' lIml My hJ'OItwJ',\'! Wtw('l'i'r 

does Ihe will of'God is My /JI'II/her IIl1d ,I'islC'1' (111£1 /l/ollio;" 

(Mark :U:l· 35) 

N 
ick and Tina (nol their real names) attended a church where I served 

in the late I980,s. They came to see me on a Wednesday evening in 

mid-October, having just finished their 

(It'en's department. The couple had mel a\ a church softball game 11 eouplc of 

months earlier. Now they wanted to ge\married ill December. [ did the math. Nick 

and Tina would have jm;t four months together from acquaintance (0 the altar. The 

way that Niek and Tina wrestled with this major life decision helpfully illustrates 

what can happen when the church family functions as God intends it to, 

I knew the cOlm[e':; background. but I asked ('hem (0 tell their stories 

'''b'' .. ' ....' and in my presence. Both Nick and Tina had been and Nick 

was a single parent doing his best to raise a young son and daughter alone. 

The match-up had mllcil in its favor. Nick was a respollsible, caring father. Anti 

[ sensed til at Tina wOllld he a grcat motileI'. Perhaps most important, Nick's kids 

loved Tina already. alld it was qllite clear that the affection was mutual. Things 

seemed solid sl)iritllallv as wI'11. Nick and Tina were deeply eOlmni.tted to Christ 

and to the of I lis dlllrl'il. Finances would pose 110 obslack to the health 
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of the relationship, sinee both of them held well-paying jobs. I saw a lot of pusi 
tive signs. 

Nick aud Tina's pastll1arital failures cOllcerned me deeply, however, and thdr 

relationship seemed to be moving much too fast given the complexities of whal 

would be a blended family arrangement. I told the couple that I wanted to discw;~i 
their situatioll with another pastor on our church statT so that we could poof 0111 

wisdom to help them make this important life decixion. 

My colleague was a trained family therapist, and I was not surprised to di~: 
cover that Pastor Steve was as troubled as I was about Nick and Tina's rush to till' 

altar. We put our heads together and formulated a plan. At my meeting with IIII' 

couple the following week, I informed Nick and Tina that Steve and I would 11(' 

happy to marry them in December- but not this December. Rather, the weddillg 
would occur a year from December. 

We wanted Nick and Tina to gct into coullseling and to nurture their relatioll 

with one another over the course of a year, under the loving and guidilll' 

direction of one of our church leaders. I told Nick and Tina that we would tht'li 

be happy to bless their lInion with a grandiose church wedding, assuming thai III! 

major obstacles arose during the year of intensive therapy. 

As I shared our feedback, Tina's face began to redden, and her body Jangllngl' 

communicated to me in no uncertain terms that she was not at all happy with 0111" 

feedback. Nick was troubled also. They wanted time to think it over. 

When the couple left my ot1ice, I was not sure how it would all turn oul. I 

caught their eyes on the way out the door and gave some final words of encouragl' 

ment. I gently insisted that what we offered was God's best for Nick and Tina alii I 
for the kids. I hoped to discourage them from taking a shortcut by trying to filld 
someone outside the church to perform the wedding. 

I assured Nick and Tina that even if they ignored our input and rushed ahead 


with a wedding, we would continue to consider them part of ollr church fall! 


ily, and we would clo our best to help them make their marriage work by pl'O 

viding postmarital, instead of premarital, counseling. I sLlppo!;e f expected Niel, 

and Tina to do the American individualistic thing and run off and get married ill 

December. 


Put yourself in Nick or Tina's place. How would you respond to such an 

apparently heavy-handed approach on the part of your church leaders? You arc ill 

your mid-thirties. You are madJy in love. And you are absolutely convinced thaI 

the relationship is God's will for ymlr lives. Then a church pastor tells you thai 

you must wait another year to get married. 

/I",'i.vi"" AI,i/,lIIg III IIII' hllllily (~ru"" 1(, " 

f)edsimt MlIkillg ill Ihe Familv qlGod 

Nick and Tina's decision offers us a practical, real-life situation to consider 

III view of the strong-group surrogate family values that have surl~lced in the 

I'()urse of this study. Recall the challenging redefinition of relational priorities 

Illat I introduced in the overview of Jesus' vision for community (chap. 3). As we 

!.aw, during His earthly ministry Jesus at times portrayed the natural fmnily in a 
mlher negative light. In some eases Jesus went so f,ir as to present ongoing family 

and becoming a disciple as mutually exclusive options. 

lesus publicly disowned allegiance to Hisown blood family (Mark 3:31-35). 

lie called lames and John to leave their natural families (Mark I: 18-20). He com­

manded a man who wished to providc for his father's burial, in accordance with 

lraditionallewish family piety, to instead follow Him and "let the dead bury their 

own dead" (Matt 8:22). 

lesus warned His followers that as far as the natural family was concerned, He 

('rime not to bring peace but rather "a sword"--to set blood relatives so severely 

against one another that "a man '8 enemies will be the members of his household" 

(Matt I 0:34-37). A fair assessment of the Gospel eviclenee uncovers as mllch anti-

sentiment as pro-family sentiment in the public ministry of leslIs. 

Passages like these, along with the strong-group orientation of the world 

ill which Jesus lived, suggest that Jesus demanded of His followers a radical 

l'xchange of loyalties, The isslle for lesus was not simply commitment to God 

versus commitment to our natural families. Rather, Jesus challenged His disciples 

10 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 the group 

to which he belonged, a call to leave one's primary group-the family-in order 

10 follow lesLls would make sense only iffollowing lesus meant joining His group. 

I\.s JeslIs said of His followers, "Here are My mother and My brothers! Whoever 

does the will of God is My brother and sister and mother" (Mark 

The result of all this is that we can no longer drive a wedge bctween com­

mitment to God and commitment to God's family, as we do when we prioritize 

our lives according to the traditional lines of thinking that characterize modern 

evangelicalism: 

(I st) God - (2nd) Family - (3rd) Church - Others 

Jesus and His followers viewed things differently. ror the Chris­

I.ians, loyally to God was tangibly expressed in loyalty to God's According 
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to bibliealthinking, commitment to God C<Hmot be divorced from commitmelllill 

God's group, and our priority list should read something like this: 
/ ,. (1st) God's Family ~ (2nd) My Family (3nl) Others 

Now consider Nick and Tina's important decision in light of these two WI.\' 

different ways of prioritizing ollr relational lives. 

Nick and Tina's Big Decision 

A week or so after the 
left my oflice, I received 11 call from Nick. III' 

was" broken mun. He said that our cOllnsel was a "tough sell" for Tina, but OWl 
he had convinced hl::r to receive the 

and assenl 10 the guidelines 
Nick m.:knowledged that he had already experienced the chaos that results fro"l 

trying 10 live life~and make marriage w()rk~apart from the relational aecouill 

ubility provided by God's family. This time Nick wanted to do it righ!. He wanted 

more for himself. he wanted more for Tina, and he desperately wanted more fOI 
his children. 

By God's grm.:e, Nick recognized in our cOllnsel the hand of God reachiJll'. 

OLlt and offering him <tI1other chance to make marriage work. Nick had tried to do 
family on his own before. He had learned the hurd way that a 

functions
best in the relational context of the 

surrogate j~lInjly of God. Now he WH.~
ready for a 

Tina soon got with the program too. Their counseling went so well, in fael, 

that I married Nick and Tina jn Junc, just eight months after our initial encounter. 

And the marriage really "tool(." Nick and Tina face their challenges just like any 

other couple, but llOW, more than 15 years la{cr. they remain j~lithfu lIy married and 

{hey have done a wonderful job raising their two kids to love and serve JeslIS. 

Nick and Tina put God's group-the guidance and support they received 

church accounlahilily-at the top of their priority list. They took the bih .. 

lieal approacb. This is why Ihcy were able to say no to their strong emotional 

desires in a family-related decision. They put the wisdom offered by God's fam­

jly ahead of' any feelings Ihcy had concerning the immediate future or their Own 
natural J~lInily. 

Consider the allerna(ive. Whal if Nick 
had done the opposite? What 

the standard evangelical approach and somchow convinced 
thaI 

c(luld separale their cOlllmitmcnt ((1 God as a cDuple from 

I ),·d.IWIl tl/a/"illg ill rill' I-IlIlIi/v (~r(;(I" I (,' 

I'ol1)l11itment to His group? Recall the list or relational priorities with which our 

own church culture is so familiar: 

(1st) God­ - (3rd) Church - (4th) Others 

Working from this list, Nick and Tina could have reasoned just like so mallY 

other couples do when they nrc faced with the same dilemma: "How dare the 

dlllrch f3rdl tell us what to dol We each have a personal relationship with God 

And God is in our with one another [2ndl. We can ignore Pastor 

.loe's and Pastor Steve's advice I without being unfaithfllito God [1st]. After 

:til, family 12ndl is more than church 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 

The interesting thing ror this particular couple is that the ontcome may 

have been the same in either case. Now I do not want to minimize the peace, 

security, anti joy thaI Nick and Tina enjoyed as a result of holding their wedding 

at their home dmrch and having the union blessed by their church leaders. The 

atlirmation of a loving ehurch family constitutes a key ingredient in a 

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 

Lhey would have had a sllccessful marriage even if they had not listened to Steve 

and me and waited those extra months. 

Yet life in the family of God is noLjust about Nick and Tina-or anyone indi­

vidual or couple for that matter-and it is absolutely crucial to grasp this point. 

The payoff for making right decisions goes far beyond the boundaries of the lives 

of those immediatelv involved. As it turned out. Nick and Tina's decision to 

God's first in their lives inlluenced other in our church family in 

ways [he couple could never have imagined. 

As a singles pastor I oniciated at well over a hundred weddings for couples 

who had met in our various groups. Along the way I inevitably encountered situa­

tions similar to Nick and Tina's. And now, I had a referral to give. 

Nick and Tina's 1"\1.~I·i{:.nl~p was such a positive one that they soon 

gave me permiSSion to give their phone Ilumber 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 ami Tina could tell thesc young men and women was that 

God does work through His people to guide and direet ill a way that benelits botl1 

the group and the individuals involved. Several of tilese couples heeded Nick and 

Tina's advice and they waited. At least one of thcm up d~lring the 

counseling process, and a potentially disastrous was avoided. 



168 When the Church Was (/ Family 

Nick and Tina would have had a good marriage even if had 

our counsel. But because they put God's group first at a crucial point in their OWl! 

relational pilgrimage, the couple soon found themselves in a position to lI1illi~;h'1 

wisdom to others in the church. Nick and Tina put God's family before their OWl! 

and the fruit remains-in their lives, in the lives of their dlil 

and in the lives of several couples who have heard and heeded their advil'I', 

This is how God often works when we put His family ilrst, where it belongs, 1111 

our priority list. 

The lesson to he learned from the story of Nick and Tina is that big decisioll'; 

are best made in community, in the context of the church family-especially 

family decisions. Sadly, many of us choose to ignore this principle and isoillh' 

our families from the context of relational accountability-amI input on dccisillll 

making-offered by the people of God. But we do so at great risk when it COli II", 

to the relational health and spiritual development of those we most dearly loYl' 

cherish. It really does take a village to raise a child or to nourish a mUlTiage. 11111 

only a special, supernatural kind of village will do: the surrogate family of (Iod, 

Recall, once again, Malina's striking description of a strong-group appl'uarh 

to church family life: 
'\ 

The person perceives himself or herself to be a member of a church familv and 

responsible to the church for his or her actions, cHreer, development, 

and life in general. ... The individual per5011 is embedded in the church 

and is free t() do what he or she feels right and necessary only if in accord wilh 

church family norms and only if lhe action is in the church's best interest The 

church familv has nrioritv over the individual member.' 

Modern evangelicals will surely struggle with the idea that we ought to be res 1'1 III' 

sible to God's family for our individual "actions, destiny, career, developlIll'lIL 

and life in general." Nick and Tina's decision was not an easy one for thl'lIl hi 

make. But as we have seen in both the New Testament and in later church hisllll'Y, 

the above description is much more than a conceptual abstraction from tIll' 

of a cultural anthropologist. It quite accurately reflects the wny in which the ('IIII~' 

Christians conceived of their relationship to their local church families. 

An example is the story of the acting instructor from third-century NOllh 

Africa. Marcus found himself answering to the church for his whole vocalitHlIl1 

and financial future. Marcus was teaching acting. The church said, "Quit ,YUill' 

job." And the church family offered the material resources necessary to alh.·vlllhl 

the financial hardship that could result for Marclls should he decide to fully 

13, Malina, Christiall Origills and Cultumll\lIt/lmpalagy (Atlanta: John Knox, 1986), I'), 

/)'Tisioll Iv/akillg ill Ihe "'1I11i1y {~rGod (, ') 

low Jesus. Marcus was, in short, responsible to God's family for his individual 

"actions, destiny, career, development, and life in genera\." So were Nick and 

Tina. God honored Nick and Tina and their church for the couple's commitment 

In strong-group family values. 

The "Cobus" Group (Illd Wise Decisions 

I was fortunate enough to be first a member, then the pastor, of a college 

Ihat operated as a church-within-a-church. We called ourselves "CObllS" because holl! 't. 
"ollege students and business people in the 18-to-25 age bracket filled our l'lIlIk~, 

The church itself was a fairly typical suburban congregation. We held our Sl'l' 

vices in a large auditorium, with the result that a lot of people showed up only 011 

and had little or no interpersonal connection with others in the church. 1\1 

Iltl' church-wide level, people did not experience a whole lot of community in til,' 

New Testament sense of the word. 

Cobus was another story entirely. We averaged around 50 to 60 members lim.. 

III)!, the yean; I was involved with the group, and the partieipants were highly 

mmmitted to God and to olle another. We spent hours and hours sharing life 

logcther as we met on Sundays, interacted in midweek small groups, and traveled 

!IS a group on weekend outings. During my first 15 years of ministry, this college 

I'.ruup was the closest thing I experienced to the New Testament church. In many 

lI':1ys, Cobus operated like a strong-group surrogate family. 

The college years are, of course, a time for making big decisions. During my 

1(,lIure with the group I saw literally hundreds of life-changing deeisions made 

Cobus persons. Time and again, young people would meet with me, or with 

;lIlOther adult sponsor, in order to wrestle through major life decisions together. 

members also spent a lot of time interacting with their peers when choices 

Numbers of collegians sought advice about the kind of job that might fit their 

and temperament. Others just out of college discussed with us 

IIII' 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 

',llt'pberds-and their peers-in the process of decision 

I addresses the major decisions facing young people in Western soci­

dy today: 

• Vocation What am I going to do with my life? 

• Spouse: Who am I going to spend my life with? 

• Residence Where am I going to live? 
I 
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As noted earlier, we pay a tremendous emotional price for the freedoms in tied 

sion making that we exercise in our radically individualist society. God has nlll 

equipped us to operate as isolated individuals, especially where the 1110St impm 

tant decisions of our lives are concerned. God has created us for community, alld 

it only makes sense to think that we will be healthier psychologically if we makl' 

important decisions in the context of a loving and caring church family. 

This is hardly rocket scicnce, Arter all, life works precisely in this way in our 

natural families. Bccause people from healthy families have a support netwol'll 

from which 10 tacklc lifc's big decisions, Ihey experience less stress and emotional 

hcarlache than those who musl go it alone. We should expcct the same to be 1111' 

case in our church 

There is another rcason for life decisions ill the context of thc broad!,1 

church family. Not only will we experience less angst and emotional 

We will also make hetler decisions--decisions Ihal are better for us, and deeisiow. 

that are beller for the exnansioll of God's 

In my 25 yean; of church I have observed a thllt I 

believe we can take to the bank when il comes to making major life decisions. I 

have blocked it oIl in the lext in order to cmphasize its importance: 

il The closer a Christian group approximates the strong-group, church family
Ii 

j model that characterized early Christianity, the beller the decisions that are 


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

[ . 

This is a rather bold statement, but it is true. Experience bears il out again alit! 
again. 

group made great 

because the group functioned in a way that 

lament model for the church as a family, the members 

sions that greatly benefited them as individuals and 

-----d"dlll andb _ 

the Newlb; 

made wise ded 

contributed to till' 

mission of God's group, the church. in the world 

Community Guidallce (IS (/ Way (~l Life 

More than mere advice-seeking is at work here. It will not do simply to cllal 

lenge Ameriean evangelicals, who otherwise live life as isolated individuals, In 

seek counsel from others only when they come to l\ cletining fork in the road III 

life. In the strong-group church family model, input from others is a way of lifl', 

not a resource to 


purports to tell m; how to lind God's for our lives. 


IiiI' NllI1ily ofGod 

Many of our Cobus members were involved for years in the group, in lin ongo·· 

ing eontext of comniitment. rclational warmth, and interpersonal accountability, 

When these young people were faced with vocational and romantic oplions thut 

would determine the very course of thcir future lives in the kingdom, the stroll),: 

group network was already securely in place to bear the life-giving fruit or ell'r 

nally significant and personally beneticial~decisions. 

This is quite important because what I am advocating here is not an inslill! 

tional program. To be sure, the contexl for wise dccision making can be a ronwll 

one, like a meeting with a pastor to plan a wedding (Nick and Tina) or the 

or 

Martin below). More often than not. 

much more way, m; long-Ierm relafJonslllps with brothers :11111 

sisters in the church 

one another's lives in a 

a "wisdom council" of church leaders to receive input for making an 

tant decision 

a natural context for speaking wisdolll into 

took the advice of their lead, 

erS and peers. Nor was our advice invariably good! But more often than not, (lod 

lIsed His family to guide these young people to godly decisions in the vocational 

<Ind romantic realms, decisions that continue to prove Iheir worth even today. 

The Fruit (~l Wise Decisiol1s 

More than a dozen people from this college group chose to enter full-time 

vocational Christian They are all over the world serving God in vari­

to Bible translation. Their decisions to enter \,:<lIJU\,:lllt::>, from church 

of a 

did not come as individual emotional responses to a sermon or to n 

camp message. The decisions were hammered out in the eon text 

of peers and leaders who were well aware of the strengths and 

weaknesses of the individuals. So far. one has returned stateside to 

choose an alternative direction for their life's work. The rest have had the wisdom 

of their vocational decisions conlirmed in the crucible of Christian ministry in 

some real tough places. 

Moreover, just as in the case of our actor friend Marcus from North Afriea, 

('obus members put their money where their mouth was in support of the deci­

sions made by fellow group members. To this day. former Cobus persons who are 

IlOW on the mission field are supported to a significanl exlent br their brothers and 

sisters who belonged to that college group back in the 19XOs. Joann Llnd I send 
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monthly checks to a halfdozen missionaries who once belonged to Cobus. Other!: 

in the group who have remained stateside and have pursued secular employmcllt 

give much more generously than we are able to give. 

Not too long ago one of our Cobus missionaries stopped by to see me 

from his ministry with Wydiffe Bible Translators. I asked him about hi:: 

"Our support is at 100 percent." Much of the finall 

cial resources this couple enjoys can be traced to connections made during their 

college days. The Cobus group thus further exemplifies (irst-century surrogak 

family values, as members continue to share their materialrcsol1fces with thcir 

brothers and sisters in Christ. 

Finding a L((e Partner 

I performed wedding after wedding during my decade-long tenure with th(· 

Cobus group. For the most pmt, these young people made the wisest of uecisions 

in choosi ng 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 who married outside the Cobus group 

experienced a higher rate of failed marriages than those who found a mate within 
Ie the group. And the trend is not limited to those who married outside the failh. 

Even those who married believers from outside the group have tended to HIHI 
themselves in less-satisfying or less-healthy relationships. A number of thes(' 

marriages have already ended in divorce. In contrast, Cobus members who chos(' 

their sp'ouses within the group have generally experienced genuine spiritual ami 

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 ill 

many ways similar to the New lestament church. And lasting, life-giving commit· 

ments to God's kingdom and to signifieant others were made by Cobus members 

who chose to receive the input of God's family when they came to the crossroads 

of life's key decisions. My wife Joann and I can testify flrsthand to this truth. We 

are a Cobus who first met in the group and who have now been serving 

Jesus, happily ""'II"'il'fl for more than 28 years. 

Decisiol1 Makillg in the Family (~rGod 

The Paths (~tJerry and Kristen 

As Cobus leaders, Joann and I occasionally saw the contrasting paths of spiri­

tual (and relational) life and death illustrated in the experiences of members of a 
family. A brother and a sister attended our group whom I will i'efer to as 

and Kristen. Jerry was highly committed to the group and deeply engaged 

with his peers and with OLlr Cobus stall' in his pilgrimage as a young Christian. 

Jerry opened up hi,'; life to LIS in the context of the relational accountability that 

the group 

We had the opportunity to help Jerry make those key life decisions that invari­

ably fa<:e a young collegian. Jerry proceeded to marry a young woman who was 

u 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 to enjoy a 

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 tn\ditional assessment of Kristen's spiritual c:onditioll would 

perhaps conclude that she was not as committed to God as her brother Jerry. 

As you have learned in the coursc 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 to be her undoing. Most telling was the fact that Kristen's dating 

relationships usually involved men from outside the Cobus group. These rclation­

disappointing. 

that my wife Joann and I established bade in the 19~Os with 

young people in that Cobus group continue even today. Amazingly enough, after 

a decade of trying to make life and relationships work apart from the input 

Kristen called Joann on the She set up an 

to seek Joann's advice on a marriage prospect. 

Kristen's hindsight vision was 20-20. She saw the fruit of group accollntabil­

ity in her brother Jerry'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. Kris~en's question was 

important one: "'Should she move to Atlanta and join her 

spoLlse.'1" 

" 
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Whell Ih" ('hurciJ W"S II hlillily 

Joann is H highly skilled listener with genuine gifts of wisdom and insight, 

and she saw too many red tlags to encourage Kristen in her desire to mOVe out oj' 

state. Except for the meeting with Joann, Kristen was still operating in total isola., 
tion. She showed up in church now and then, but Kristen had no 

connec·tion of 
with any U1I'lstian community. 

But Kristen was in a great position to begin to develop meaningful relation .. 

in the context of Uod's group. She had been raised in the church that she 

allentied, and thcrc were many opportunities to develop a network or 

ted Christians, also lived in southern 
supportive friendships should she choose to do so. 

parents, both commit" 

..... _. J""~""'" church family 
and her natural family bcckoncd Kristcn to begin to protit from the benefits oj' 

making decisions in a strong-group selling. A movc to Atlanta would only 
Kristen fUrl her from the vcry benefits that God's group could 

Joann also discovered that the track record of Kristen's lJoyll'Jeno was, III 

best, unknown. He may have been a superh young mun. But because he had Jived 

his own life pretty much in isolation from the family of God, his true character 

would onlv be revealed laler. in the crucible of ll1arrj~H1" after the big decision had 
already been made. 

This situation was a recipe for deep marital disappointment, as Joann and I 
have discovered again and again. So Joann gently but llrmly counseled Kristen to 

stay in southern .California and to get involved with other Christians in a respoll" 
sible network of church-f:lmil\l ,,,·,·,, .. ,,, ..1-:1:,. If Kristen's relationship with her 

it would survive a 
geographical separation. 

Kristen wanted the benei'its of group input. but she was llltlll1ately unwilling 

to inte!')';)IP Joann's wise counsel into the process of decision making. She chose 

the advice and move to Atlanta. Several years havc gone by now, 

and I recelltly heard tha( Kristen has returned to California with the scars of an 


and failing marriage. Her brother Jerry, on the other hand, continues to 

enjoy a thriving relationship with his wife of 14 years. 


Jerry and Kristen came from the same solid Christian 

same relational opporlunities during those formativc Cobus years. Their 

different experiences in thc relational arena can likely he allributed to a single fac­

tor: the degree to which they werc willing to submit their individual dcsires and 

llspirmiollS to (he guidancc and input provided by God's group. Jerry chose for 

the group, and he prospered. Kristen chose to go it alone, and hl'r heart has been 
again and 

I!ecisioll Making illihe Fi/mily I!f' (jot! I;' ') 

a Wisdom Council 

Much of thc and wisdom-seeking that went on in the Cobus 

dass occurred in rather informal ways as we interacted with one another on a 

regular basis timing our years together as a group. Some churches adopt a more 

structured approach (0 communal decision making. A friend named 

Michael Martin pastors a church a fcw miles down thc road from my church. 

Michacl has devised what I cOllsider a brilliant idea ror helping to tLlrn the church 

model rrom an abstract conct:'pt into a tangible rcality in the lives of his 

people. When individuals in Michael's church face heart-wrenching decisions, 

(hey arc to call a wisdom council. 

It works like this, On one occasion a mother in Michael's chl11'ch was 

rorced to make a tough dccision about her son, a decision that would significantly 

shape the young man's future for years to come. The boy's teacher and school 

administrators had informed tbc woman that her son would benetit academically 

1'1'0111 being held back a year to repeat sixth 

But there was a trade-orr. The boy would suffer socially from such a movc. 

School onicial;:; implied that the decision was a bit of a "toss up," and they \eft our 

single mother with the dallnting responsibility or deciding which way to go. Mom 

asked Michael to call a wisdom council. 

Thc council has standing members, including Michael and several deacons. 

Individuals who might bring particular insight to tht:' situation under review fill 

out the rest of the group on an ad hoc basis. In the present case, Michael invited 

in the church with backgrounds in education and Dsvchol()[!v, as well as 

another single parcnt or two. 

No formal structurc is Thc group 

and openly discusses the pros and cons associatcd with each so that an 

informed decision can be made with the kind or wisdom that can come from 

community input. And then they pray together. 

shares a meal lUgClllC' 

I do not recall the sperilic outcome of the siluation mitlined above. But we 

can assumc that mother and son both went away assured that all options had been 

considercd and that thcir church family would be therc to support them whatever 

the decision and whatcver the outcome. This, afkr all. is how the church as a fam­

works. 

to ({ fClInily-Oriented Church Model 

Much has been wrillen in recent years about creating community in the local 

church. The I.!ood news is that we do not need 10 create cOlllmunitv, Indeed. we 
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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 family 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 His community-creating work in our lives. 

What follows are some suggestions for putting the church family model into 

practice. Contextualization of the family metaphor diners from congregation to 

congregation in the modern world, and loner 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 o/" 

life-not another set of church programs. The kind of change I 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 Testamenl 
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 ministry 

. priorities to hlcilitate 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 (~lOur Teaching 

Right thinking constitutes the foundation for lite 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 as 

','i'; 

S 

,
:i 

. ~, 
~:. 

t 

I i,'cisio/l Making in the Family or God 11/ 

some sort of an individual path to spiritual enlightenment or, worse yet, a COI1l·· 

IllOdity to be consumed. 

We can also teach our people much about New Testament community through 

OlIr worship ministries. Paul used the expression "our Lord" 53 times in his let­

lers. He wrote "my Lord" only once. It's all in the pronouns! And pronouns are a 

powerful teaching vehicle wherc worship is conccrned. 

Given our cultural environment. it is only to 'be expected that much of our 

contemporary worship music continucs to be produced by people who are quite 

lInaware of the inf1uence of Western individualism on their work. The result is a 

ll1ultitude of wonderful songs that rctlect on our personal relationship with Jesus 

hut tend to ignore the connection between God and I-lis people as a group. 

We would do ourselves well, I think, where copyright laws and "singability" 

permit, to replace a lot of the first-person singular pronouns in our worship songs 

(I, me, my, mine) with their corresponding plurals (we, us, our, ours). There is 

something about congregational singing that weaves biblical truth deep into the 

tapestry of our lives in ways that nothing else is able to do. We should take advan­

tage of the power of corporate worship to teach our people that the church is a 

family. 

As the pastor-teachers of God's family, we must lovingly immerse our people 

in the eternal truth that the Christian faith is preeminently a community endeavor 

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. 

Recollsidering the Social Context 

But teaching our people about the church as a family will not suffice to alter 

deeply ingrained patterns of behavior. We must also reevaluate the social contexts 

of church life. the ways in which our ministries are executed. The priority most 

churches place upon the success of the Sunday service subtly but powerfully com­

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. 

As a result, the one event preeminently identified with the word "church" in 

most congregations finds our people seilted side-by-side, facing forward, with lit­

tle or no interpersonal interaction with persons to the right or to the left. A fellow 

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 

ing a whole 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 the case that God often does meet us at our point of need. Btli a 

teaching ministry that overemphasizes this reality runs the risk of promoting all 

individualistic, anthropocentric view of the Christian life. We give ollr people 1111' 

wrong impression that God's primary objective ill our lives is to help LIS acili('v(' 

our relational and vocational gouls. to relieve our stress, to LIS and peace 

all at the personal level. 

The result is that both the context (the Sunday setting) and the content ("( loci 

wants to meet my needs") of church as we know it in America today often serVl' 

to reinforce the individualistic, consumer orientation of the dominant elll 

ture. As long as this remains the case, our will continue to think that 1111''1' 

are trUly going to church on Sunday morning, and our teaching on the chureh as :I 

surrogate family will fall on deaf ears. We are reminded once again that what WI' 

do inevitably speaks much louder than what we say. 

I have discovered in my congregation that surrogate sibling relations arc Iwl 

tel' "caught" than "taught," so it is essential to provide for our people the kind III 

social settings in which church family relations can be experienced firsthand. Wt' 
must provide environments where people can actually experience the church :\}i It 

and we must assure our people that this relational context is what "goitl"" 

to church" is all about. Here is the meat and potatoes of true Christianity. SundBY 

is just the gravy. Such un approach will involve a significant shift in 

for most congregations. but it is absolutely essential. Simply promoting a slllali 
group program as a second option during the week is not enough. These relaliOlul1 

settings must become central to the values of our church culture. 

You might try what I did on a Sunday morning some time ago. I preached" 

sermon entitled "Why Sunday A.M. Is Not Church" in which I compared earlv 

church family values and practices with the way that we do church on Sunday 

morning. The application was challenging hut quite straightforward. I proeec!l\'d 

gently but Ilrmly to inform my people that many of them--some of whom 111111 

attended on Sunday for years-had never been to church! Then I encouragedtlH'lII 

to begin going to church, that is. to start attending one of our home-group 

where they could cultivate the kind of sllrrogate sibling relationshios that (1(111 

intends for His children to enjoy with one another. 

Some months later, I gave a presentatioll about Christian community at a gall! 

ering of our church's top-level leadership team of 20 or so people. I still recall 1111' 

I Jtoc 'isiol1 Mokinl! in fill! I'lulli/y (if' God / " ') 

rather horriliecllook on the face of a member of our stewardship cOl11mittee (l!lese 

are the precious people who track Sunday attendance and Sunday giving al our 

when I informed the group that, if I had to choose, I would rather have om 

people attending a home group than sitting in Ollr Sunday morning service. 

Genuine spiritual formatioll depends upon slIch priorities. Consider the obser·" 

vations of Brad Cecil, a crealive Christian leader from Arlington, Texas: 

We sludied {ransl~lI'Inalion. We recognized Ihal m;l~t of the transformative 


things in our lives are missing frolll lhe predominant Illodel of spiritual forma­


tion in contemporary churches.... Relationshills are nerhans [he most trans­


formative IIling in our lives, 


It is very hard 10 teach these concepls arc shaped 
 ,\ 
through a long-term process of observation, and modeling. We 


reali/.ed that we were nol transformed by to sermons, even when the 


messages were reinforced with drama, music. ami PowerPoint. As a result, we 


placed our priority on sharing life together.... we switched from a large group 
 ~ 
pattern of church to (hat of a network of house churches.' 

I do not helieve that it.has to be an either-or, as Cecil's comments might imply. 

Sunday worship and teaching combined with home-group relationships is it pow­ \vl'rful prescription for vibrant Christian living. 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 arc all quite 

nware that Sunday attenders generally do not hecome spiritually formed disciples 

Dr Jesus. Here Brad Cecil is right on target. We grow mos( 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

ments in our churches must take precedence over our larger weekly gatherings. 

We will jllst have to leave it to God 10 take care of the finances and the Sunday 

;Iltendance. 

From Pastor to Pastors 

This brings me to a linal charge, directed now to those of LIS who arc (or who 

nre training to be) vocational Christian ministers. Many of LIS 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-esleem, and our 

Cilcd ill E. Gibbs and R. Bolger. Elllel:~tilg Cilllldll'.1 (Grand Rapids: Baker, 20(5). 251\ 
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! ; 
I; personal identities have become far 100 wrapped up in ollr role as the community'!. 

"Sunday sage." 

Robust Sunday attendance and generous church offerings only compound til\'\l 
problem. For as a church grows, the preaching pastor will almost inevitably Ill' 

affirmed in an institutional, managerial approach to ministl·y by a well-rneanilll'. 

group of elders or deacons whose ecdesiology and understanding of pastoral 

effectivcness are inHuenced 1l1Oj·C by the Wull Street Journal than by the lette!'!, 

of Paul. 

It has been my observation that church leaders who 


week in the business and who have not been 


Testament satisfied to view 


paIl~HlII of the church 

a healthy UlrIstwn community. As long as our key leaders remain so satisfied with 

so little, we will not recapture Jesus' vision for authentic Christian 

The result of all this, ironically, is thM the very leader-the preaching pas·· 

tor--who can most convincingly persuade his people that Sunday morning is nol 

church as God intended it often has the most at stake in clearly communieating 

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 dif.· 

ficult for us as pastors to embrace the truth that our people need each other much 

more than they need us. 

AI 

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 musl 

and we must strllcture and present our church programs ill 

such a way as to make those relational environments a tirst priori tv for the lives 

of our 

step in this direction would be to engage in an extended I fast from our ongoing diet of secular leadership books and principles. As one of 

our emerging churcb brothers insightfully quipped, "'The business world is now 

quoting Scripture to help itself give leadership to its projects. Maybe it's time for 

the church to put down the management b()oks and pick up the Bible to see what 

all the fuss is about."1 

The responsibilities of senior church leaders go beyond encouraging church 

family relationships through appropriate teaChing and programming. Pastors 

need community too-perhaps more than anyone. We p'l.~tors are not immune 

to the reality that sDiritual formation occurs in the context of community. We 

A. Jones, quoted ill Gibbs and Bolger. EIlj(?I:~il/g Chlll"('hes, 20l!. 

J H I Decision Milking in rhe Family of God 

II1USt pursue relationships with a handful of brothers in' the congregation, first and 

foremost, for our own spiritual health. We pastors need caring brothers and sisters. 

And they need LIS. 

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 order to )'/ 

model community life for our people if we truly wantlhemto embrace church fam- ~ 
Iy values for their own lives. The American cvange.licalmodel of the CEO ."",IM 

who functions as a spiritual father to his congregation and as a business exeCll­

live with his swffbut who relates to no one in the church as a peer hrother in 

the New Testament 
will be unableOne who has no true brothers in the 

and credibly to challenge others to live together as surrogate slblmgs. A return 

10 the church as God intended will begin, as is often the case, with a transforma­

lion of values and behaviors among those who lead God's people. We turn now 

to consider in some detail the structure and orientation of leadership in the New 

Testament family of God. 


