

A Variety in the Family

Successful family ministry leaders recognise that there are many varieties of families.  The surveys in the appendix will help you find the make up of a congregation.  Families in the traditional mould represent only the most obvious common type of family but others are also prevalent and in need of ministry and nurture.  Let us look briefly at some of the different types of families in the church and their needs.

Singles
There are many types of single people in the church:

· divorced

· widowed

· never married

· anticipating marriage in the near future

· single parents

Some are happily single, while others suffer deep pain and loneliness.  Some maintain strong ties with their family or origin.  Yet all of them need to find ways to find a sense of being part of a family within the family of God.

Couples
Some have just been married; others have been together for decades.  Some are new parents; others face the empty nest.  Many are happy together, some are not.  Some have remarried after a divorce or the death of a spouse.

Family Units with Children
Many types of family clusters exist in the church.  Some fit the stereotype of father, mother and children.  Single parents head other families.  A few are extended families where three or even more generations live together.  In addition, others are "blended families" where remarriage has brought two different family units together.

As we have noted, families have a developmental cycle with distinct life stages.  Thus, the needs of the family with young children will be quite different from those of a family with teenagers.  Programmes that focus on family dynamics, and help people understand family systems, can help families develop the potential of each of its members, diminish problem behaviours, and release the potential for love in the family.  Some specific programmes aimed at a particular need, such as understanding teenagers, caring for a new baby, or disciplining young children, may also be very important.

Senior Citizens

The "golden years" can be a time of great happiness or dissatisfaction for families in the church. Retirement from the world of work can free up time for long-delayed travel, hobbies, and leisure.  It can also lead to increased stress as people's relationships and sources of self worth change.  The latter years are also a time of loss by death, ageing family and friends, and loss of health.  Programmes can help these people handle such transitions.

Challenges Facing the Family Today

Successful family ministry must take into account the many pressures tearing families apart in contemporary society.  Let us look at a few of them:

· Economic Pressure: The changing face of the economy has had a major impact on families.  Just 25 years ago, the elderly were the group most affected by poverty.  This has changed dramatically.  Now young families are the most likely of all groups to be poor.  The cost of raising a child has grown so much that many families are choosing not to have children, postponing childbirth, and/or having fewer children.  Economic pressure has also forced most mothers into the workplace, and the increasing complex task of juggling two careers, and children, is putting added stress on many families.

· Breakdown of Community: Our society is also experiencing a breakdown of the natural networks of the community.  With the average family moving every five years, support systems are increasingly transient.  In this climate, people are less likely to make lasting commitments to anything; a particular make of car, a particular church, or even the family itself.  In addition, with the sense of larger community, the peer group is increasingly significant in shaping values of young people.  Our contemporary media culture has had a profound impact on families.  Identity and values are more and more being formed through mass media than face-to-face community relationships.

· Changing Gender Roles: Changing gender roles has affected both young people and adults.  While the changing concepts of what it means to be a man and a woman have helped create freedom and new possibilities in both the workplace and the home, they have also confronted people with new pressures and uncertainties.

· Human Sexuality: Young people are becoming sexually active at a much earlier age, and adults feel increasing pressure to seek sexual, heterosexual and homosexual experiences outside of marriage.  With the media modelling sexual freedom without consequences, there is less support for traditional standards of sexual morality.

· The High Divorce Rate: There is one divorce for every two marriages in Britain.  Research on divorce within the church indicates that divorce is becoming almost as common inside the church as outside it.  The high divorce rate and rise in out-of-wedlock births have resulted in a large increase in single parent families.  As remarriage brings families together in new combinations, these "blended families" face unique stresses to the new siblings, as well as to the husband and wife.

· Chemical Dependency: An unhealthy reliance on chemical solutions to human problems has a major impact on families today.  Even church families can be impacted and may find the struggle especially difficult if they do not feel free to talk about it.
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