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Introduction

How does the Christian gospel contribute to the practice of family life in contemporary secular, multi-faith Britain?
  We start by examining the state of families in Britain; then we move to the teaching of Jesus about families and children.  Finally we look at a range of models for thinking about the relation of the Church to families.

A - CHANGES TO FAMILIES 

1.  The Range of Family Forms in Britain Today

Between 1971 and 2001 the divorce rate doubled and the rate of informal cohabitation trebled.  The proportion of children living with a lone parent or with cohabiting parents has doubled.  Single person households have doubled.  The average family size has decreased from 2.9 children to 1.6 children.  Five times as many babies are born outside of marriage.  The average age when women have their first child has increased by 5 years.
  Around 40% of children experience parental divorce by their 16th birthday; around 40% of births occur outside of marriage; and that 70% of marriages are preceded by a period of cohabitation. 

There are similar trends in the wider European Community.  There are fewer marriages, and more marital breakdowns.
  In 2002, there were only five marriages per 1,000 inhabitants in the EU compared with almost eight in 1970.  The average age at which people in Europe first get married has increased: for men, from 26 years in 1980 to over 30 today, and for women from 23 to 28 years.  The population of Europe cannot sustain itself at current levels.  For this 2.1 children per woman would be required. The total fertility rate decreased from 2.7 in 1965 to below 1.5 in 1995 where it has remained ever since. The proportion of births outside marriage continues to increase, basically reflecting the growing popularity of cohabitation: from 6% of all births in 1970 to over 30% in 2002. In Sweden, more than half (56%) of the children born in 2002 had unmarried parents. 

According to John and Olive Drane there are ‘at least seven distinct types of family structure and domestic arrangements in western culture today’.
  These are 

‘two married parents living together, along with those children who are biologically related to them’, 

‘one-parent families’, 

‘blended families’, 

‘cohabiting couples’, 

‘couples without children’, 

‘other homes’.  These include the 49.1% of the adult population who live alone (or say they do); those “living in community;” “same-sex families;” and 

‘families in transition’.

2.  Evidence about Families: the “Health Paradigm” of Marriage 

It is, of course, but a short step from identifying different family forms, to making dubious but politically correct inferences about equality and diversity.  It does not follow from the diversity of family forms that each family form is equally valid, or that each family form works equally well.  Evidence is clearly relevant, and evidence strongly favours one particular family form above others.  

A summary of the mountain of social-scientific evidence in the United States was published in 2002 as Why Marriage Matters: Twenty-One Conclusions from the Social Sciences.
 It has a British counterpart, Does Marriage Matter?
 The American work covers much of the ground already traversed in Linda Waite and Maggie Gallagher’s The Case for Marriage in 2000.
 The report deals with four areas. With regard, first, to family relationships it concludes that ‘Marriage increases the likelihood that fathers have good relationships with their children’; that ‘Cohabitation is not the functional equivalent of marriage’;
 and that ‘Growing up outside an intact marriage increases the likelihood that children will themselves divorce or become unwed-parents’. Divorce is twice as likely among children whose parents have divorced. They also conclude that ‘Marriage is a virtually universal human institution’.

Second, with regard to family economics, the team concludes that ‘Divorce and unmarried childbearing increase poverty for both children and mothers’. They warn that ‘Parental divorce (or failure to marry) appears to increase children’s risk of school failure’, and has ‘a significant, long-term negative impact’ on children’s ‘educational’ and ‘socioeconomic attainment’.
 Third, with regard to physical health, the team concludes that ‘Children who live with their own two married parents enjoy better physical health, on average, than do children in other family forms’: and that ‘Parental marriage is associated with a sharply lower risk of infant mortality’, around 50% in the case of children of unmarried mothers. Marriage is associated with ‘reduced rates of alcohol and substance abuse for both adults and teens’, and with ‘better health and lower rates of injury, illness, and disability for both men and women’. Married people live longer than single people.
 

Fourth, there are, according to the team, similar benefits with regard to the mental health and emotional well being of members of intact families. Children of divorce have higher rates of psychological distress and mental illness, and suicide. And divorce can contribute to crime and domestic violence. ‘Boys raised in single-parent homes are about twice as likely (and boys raised in stepfamilies are three times as likely) to have committed a crime that leads to incarceration by the time they reach their early thirties’.
 Families where parents stay married provide a safer environment for men, women and children. Adults are less likely to be ‘either perpetrators or victims of crime’, and ‘Married women appear to have a lower risk of experiencing domestic violence than do cohabiting or dating women’. ‘A child who is not living with his or her own two married parents is at greater risk of child abuse’.

These conclusions confirm earlier, and extensive, British studies.
 The tone of these studies was polemical, alarmist, and conservative, but I do not think they can be dismissed simply as pessimism. Despite much sand in the engine of political correctness, I am unaware of any successful attempt to refute their conclusions. John Witte, Jr., is quick to proclaim what he calls ‘the health paradigm of marriage.’ This is ‘both very new and very old’
; new because it is validated by empirical secular research, old because ‘the West had had a long and thick overlapping consensus that marriage is good, does good, and has goods both for the couple and for the children’. 

With the ‘health paradigm’ of marriage we reach the basic ground on which the commendation of lifelong marriage as the preferred family form is based. It is now being claimed, on empirical grounds, that marriage is more likely to be better than alternatives to marriage, both for spouses and for children. Marriage need no longer be favoured on grounds of social convention, religious teaching or ideological proclamation alone. It can be shown to provide positive benefits for couples, and especially for their children, irrespective of faith or political commitments. 

B - JESUS ON FAMILIES AND CHILDREN 

3.  Did Jesus like Families?

Does Jesus place “Kingdom” above “kin?”  Mark intentionally contrasts obligations to kin with obligations to God. He has the family of Jesus attempt to ‘take charge of him. “He is out of his mind,” they said.’ (Mk.3:21) Later when his mother and brothers are unable to get near him because of the crowd, they send a message ‘asking for him’. (Mk.3:32) Jesus then asks a question that goes to the heart of his own identity and that of his kin: ‘”Who are my mother and my brothers?”’ (Mk.3:33) Without waiting for a reply, he looked around ‘at those who were sitting in the circle about him’ and said, “Here are my mother and my brothers. Whoever does the will of God is my brother and sister and mother.”’ (Mk.3:34-5) When Peter reminds Jesus that his disciples had ‘left everything’ (Mk.10:28) to follow him, he replies ‘Truly I tell you: there is no one who has given up home, brothers or sisters, mother, father or children, or land, for my sake and for the gospel, who will not receive in this age a hundred times as much – houses, brothers and sisters, mothers and children, and land – and persecutions besides; and in the age to come eternal life.’ (Mk.10:29-31) Following Jesus, Mark’s Gospel warns, turns family members against each other: ‘Brother will hand over brother to death, and a father his child; children will turn against their parents and send them to their death.’ (Mk.13:12)

Jesus’ calling of the earliest disciples ‘requires leaving behind occupation, possessions and family’.
 (Mk.1:16-20) The Jesus of Mark’s Gospel, says Stephen Barton, relativizes household and kinship ties, 

by belief in the breaking in of the kingdom of God with the coming of Jesus the Son of God, who establishes the nucleus of a new covenant community open to the Gentiles. This new covenant community is understood as the eschatological family of Jesus constituted, not on the basis of inheritance and blood ties, but on the basis of active obedience to the will of God.

Luke removes the reference to Jesus’ family thinking him mad, but with Mark and Matthew he too depicts Jesus as stressing the priority of the Reign of God over the ties of kin. The incident where the family of Jesus are prevented by the crowd from reaching him, elicits from Jesus the reply, “My mother and my brothers are those who hear the word of God and act upon it.’” (Lk.8:20-1) Luke adds ‘wife’ to the list of items that disciples may be expected to leave behind. (Lk.18:29) Even the bonding of a baby with his or her mother at the breast cannot match the bonding of a disciple with God’s revelation in Jesus: ‘While he was speaking thus, a woman in the crowd called out, “Happy the womb that carried you and the breasts that suckled you! He rejoined, “No, happy are those who hear the word of God and keep it.”’ (Lk.11:27-8) 

The best known of the stories in Luke’s Gospel, the parable of a ‘prodigal’ father,
 confirms Jesus’ relativization and subversion of the values of the patriarchal household. The son has dissipated the family’s honour along with his share of the family’s wealth. Osiek and Balch say the parable would have been received as

an alienating, offensive, implausible, potentially transforming metaphor of the kingdom of God clashing with centuries of domestic, didactic wisdom. The goal of the household is to increase property, against which the younger son sins. By its extravagant ending, Jesus’ parable collides with this ordered world, and evokes the protest of the elder brother. The story…is a parabolic metaphor that breaks through and contradicts the order and righteousness of the household.

Lisa Cahill explains that ‘the family in Greco-Roman culture of the first century is a highly important social institution organized to favor the prerogatives of male elders and the elite classes and to favor access to material and social goods for their inferior dependents.’
 It is this institution that Jesus subverts.  Up to 100 persons might comprise this family, while within this large group there might be smaller ‘core’ groups, and that these may approximate rather more to the nuclear family of modern times.
  These considerations are said to explain the apparent anti-family teachings of Jesus noted above: 

Their meaning comes into focus in the context of the first-century patriarchal family, where familial forms of faithfulness serve as demarcators of social approbation and status and as structures through which material and social well-being is assured for some and denied to others. Loyalty to one’s own group and dedication to the status of that group over all others and at the expense of whoever stands in its way are incompatible with a life of mercy, service, and compassion for the neighbor in need or for the social outcasts and the poor existing on the margins of society.

4.  Jesus and Children: the new argument for marriage 

The teaching of Jesus about children expresses His great love for them, and is astonishing in its counter-cultural power.  (See Mk.10:13-16; Mt.18:1-6; 19:13-15; Lk.18:15-17)  Let’s just take one saying of Jesus: “And whoever welcomes a little child like this in my name welcomes me.” (Mt.18:5)  The receiving or welcoming of a child entails also the receiving or welcoming of Jesus.  The statement raises questions about the solidarity or identity between Jesus and children which themselves raise further questions about the language we need to elucidate them. There is an even stronger identity claim between Jesus and children in Mark’s narrative about power and influence within the Reign of God. Jesus “took a child, set him in front of them, and put his arm round him. ‘Whoever receives a child like this in my name,’ he said, ‘receives me; and whoever receives me, receives not me but the One who sent me.”’ (Mk.9:36-7) The solidarity of children with Jesus is a solidarity with God the Father also.

Yes, Christ is really present in the lives of children.  The theological dilemma posed here is itself similar to that posed by the more familiar claims within Christian theology that Christ is really present in the eucharist (“This is my body”), or that Christ is really God, as the Nicene and subsequent creeds affirm.  When one receives a child, one receives Jesus. And one can expect to receive the ministry of Jesus through the welcomed child.  Implications are waiting to be drawn.

And one of these is a new argument for marriage.  The teaching of Jesus puts children first, and reverses all power structures around children which compromise the priority that is to be afforded to them. The teaching of Jesus supports whatever arrangements best assist the thriving of children, and that is treated in the social research as a largely empirical matter. If lifelong marriage best serves the interests of children, then the promotion of lifelong marriage is the promotion of the teaching of Jesus about the blessing and flourishing of children.

A very simple theological argument is available which consists of two uncluttered premises and a simple conclusion. It goes like this:

Premise 1: 
Jesus Christ wills the flourishing of all children.

Premise 2: 
Children are more likely to flourish within marriage.

Therefore: 
Jesus Christ wills marriage for bringing up children.

I think this argument is sound.  There will always be exceptions.  It does something new with the old teaching that sexual intercourse within marriage is for procreation only.  The conclusion does not pretend to be a direct intuition of the mind of Christ.  It does however follow inductively from the premises.  Premise 1 is derived from the teaching of Jesus about children.  Premise 2, long believed by the Church, is now given further (and massive) empirical support.  The conclusion is highly congruent with the better known teaching of Jesus about marriage and divorce, and supports the traditional interpretation of it.  We can therefore conclude confidently: the combined testimony of scripture, tradition, and reason powerfully merge in favour of the marital form.

C - THE CHURCH AND FAMILIES

Finally, how are families to be understood in relation to the Church, understood as both global and local?

5.  The Family as a “Little Church”

In 1861, the Congregational minister Horace Bushnell proposed the family as a “little church.”  The “godly home” was one where Christian nurture was practised, even before it was articulated in words and worship.  A flavour of the “little Church” can be detected from the following paragraph Margaret Bendroth’s essay on the subject:

Christian nurture also demanded specific practices.  Bushnell urged parents not to overfeed their children and to avoid sweets and stimulants.  A “wrong feeding of children,” he warned “…puts them under the body, teaches them to value bodily sensations, makes them sensual in every way, and sets them lusting in every kind of excess.”  Alternatively, food eaten in moderation, at regular intervals, and prefaced with a table blessing, could be a material means of grace.  Even good manners, Bushnell argued, are “a sort of first-stage religion,” protecting the child from temptations to coarse and selfish behavior.  Similarly, wise parents never lavished their children with expensive clothing or toys.  “Dress your child for Christ, if you will have him a Christian,” Bushnell advised; “bring everything, in the training, even of his body, to this one aim, and it will be strange if the Christian body you give him does not contain a Christian soul.”

Bushnell was right to emphasise the role of the little church in evangelism and nurture.  His warnings about junk food and clothing remain timely in an age where child obesity, and the early sexualization of girls, are horrendous social and moral problems.  He could not have anticipated just how far the cupidity of capitalism, fanned by adverts on children’s TV, make Christian nurture almost impossibly counter-cultural.  His thought stands close to the Anglican and Lutheran ideas of “the family” as a microcosm of divine order. The earthly father represents the heavenly Father, and indeed the earthly monarch as well.  He rules his family and is a laughing-stock if any rebellion within it becomes a matter of public comment.  Anglicans called this the “common weal” or “common wealth,” rightly holding that strong families help to create strong societies.

6.  The Family as the “Domestic Church”

Much more influential is the Roman Catholic official doctrine of the “domestic church.”  In the thought of Pope John Paul II, the difference between a family and a Christian family is that the Christian family has an extra, specific experience.  It is “called to experience a new and original communion which confirms and perfects natural and human communion.”  This it finds in “the grace of Jesus Christ” and in the Holy Spirit 

who is poured forth in the celebration of the sacraments, is the living source and inexhaustible sustenance of the supernatural communion that gathers believers and links them with Christ and with each other in the unity of the Church of God.  The Christian family constitutes a specific revelation and realization of ecclesial communion, and for this reason too it can and should be called ‘the domestic Church’.

The official document, Familiaris consortio, is moving in its praise of families and the work they do.  John Paul  does not say that the Church or the ecclesial communion reveals what the conjugal Christian family should be like: it is the other way round.  (‘The Christian family constitutes a specific revelation and realization of ecclesial communion…’)  Here the revelation is ‘from below’, in the day-to-day tensions of Christian families.  They are themselves capable of celebrating and living the supernatural and ecclesial communion that the Church receives and knows in the sacraments.  By allowing that the Christian family is itself a ‘specific revelation’ of ecclesial communion, the communion within the domus reveals the communion within the ecclesia.  

I think this too is a helpful attempt to locate divine grace at the centre of family life.  It is possible to analyse the domestic Church as an attempt to resacralize families.  Since the Church emphasises the heavenly Father, calls itself Mother, reveres a perpetual Virgin as the Mother of God, calls its members its sons (and daughters), and sees them as brothers and sisters in the family of God, has it not plundered familial language, adopted it for its own specific purposes, and so robbed families of their own intrinsic meanings?  If so, the domestic church is a way of addressing these errors.  There are other problems though which exercise Catholic theologians.  If the family is a domestic church, is the father, but not the mother a priest?  Is every meal a eucharist?  Is there a “ministry of the word” in parental nurture?  Are the sacraments of penance and anointing operative within families as each members care for one another in sickness and in health and forgives one another when hurt?
  Perhaps the “domestic church” is to be understood metaphorically, but in that case, we might want to know whether the Holy Spirit is really present among families or whether Spirit-metaphors are a licensed language only?

7.  The Church as “First Family”

An influential Protestant understanding of family has been promoted by the Texan Methodist, Stanley Hauerwas.  Hauerwas is eager to point out that the bonds of faith in the Reign of God were, and are, stronger than the ties of family in the Gospels.  Rather, the Church is first family, and the spiritual bonds of faith which makes us sisters and brothers both in Christ and of Christ, transcend the biological bonds of birth.  It is not that households are not important, but that the job they do they do on behalf of the first family, which is the Church.  The Church delegates the care and nurture of her youngest members to their parents.  We cannot speak of “our” children.  They are God’s children.  Through baptism they are children of the Church.  Parents look after these children in the name of God and God’s Church.

I’m less happy with this formulation, but some Christians are inspired by it.  The biological tie between mother and children is immensely strong and part of the created order.  Aquinas thought that our love for our children was a form of self-love, something authorised by the second Great Commandment.  One might also worry about the lack of self-understanding real churches have in performing this role, and whether real congregational life could ever be capable of presenting itself in this way.  Nonetheless there is a vision of what churches might achieve in supporting parents and their children in the increasingly counter-cultural task of discipleship in a pluralistic and secular society.

8.  A Trinitarian Theology of Families and Children 

My own contribution to this discussion is to take unabashed delight in the Christian doctrine of the Trinity.  I have no doubt that the doctrine of the Trinity gives Christian parents what they need.  The names of two of the Persons of the Trinity derive from the parent-child relationship.  The meaning of ‘Person’ in Trinitarian theology is ‘Relation’.  To be made in the image of the triune God is already to be ‘in-relation’, to have our being from other persons.  A strong analogy is able to be made between two sets of relations – between the Father and the Son in the divine Trinity, and between parents and children in the human family, both mediated by the Spirit.  The inexhaustible love of the Father that the Son reveals in the divine self-giving is the basis of all Christian faith, and of any analogy between the divine Trinity and human families.  When parents try consciously to love their children as God in Christ loves them and their children, the triune God loves through them.  In the loving and the caring of human parents, God’s own loving and caring is plainly manifested, experienced, known and reciprocated around the relational circle.  There is a real participation, a real sharing of the infinite divine love in the giving and receiving of human love.
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