FAMILY RESPONSIBILITY

Theme:  Who is responsible for the care of the most vulnerable in society? Is it the 

   government, a myriad of charities and churches, the profit-driven private sector, us all 

   as individuals or an intricate blend of all these people? Where does family 

   responsibility fit into the ever-changing social picture that is life today? What does 

   God have to say about the place of the family in caring for each other?

Hymn list:    For the beauty of the earth (Junior Praise 48)


         Lord of all hopefulness (Junior Praise 157)


         Help us to help each other, Lord

                     Thank you, Lord, for this fine day  (Junior Praise 232)

                     Knowing you, Jesus (The Source 11)


         When I needed a neighbour (Junior Praise 275)



        Your eye is on the sparrow  ( Songs of Fellowship1093)      



Prayer:         Perhaps the one piece of furniture a family has most in common is the meal table.

Have a table laid in the centre of the worship space with a white paper tablecloth on it (it can be decorated with colour napkins, flowers etc to add colour and personality). For a prayer time, play suitable music and invite young and old to write a prayer for their family or the church family on the tablecloth.

You may want to specially pray for those starting school, moving to a new school or starting university. Invite them to sit or stand at the table and pray God’s grace upon them.

Praise:

Joys of Home Life
Let us praise the Lord for his goodness:




For our homes of the past and homes of today,




precious memories and present joys.





   Hallelujah, hallelujah!




For the intimate fun of family celebrations.




the enrichment of guests at our family meal. 





   Hallelujah, hallelujah!




For the cries and cooing of a first baby,




the thrill of watching a child become an adult.




   Hallelujah, hallelujah!




For little people chatting with make-believe presences,




and dolls, scooters, finger-painting and birthdays.




   Hallelujah, hallelujah!

For pets that make our home their own –




dogs, guinea pigs, cats and budgies.




   Hallelujah, hallelujah!




For familiar walls holding out a storm,




and chairs and beds which have ‘our feel’ about them.




   Hallelujah, hallelujah! 





For the shared excitement of planning new things,




and sorrowing together when things go wrong.




    Hallelujah, hallelujah!




For the love which allows us to be irritable with each other,




weakness accepted and strengths shared.




   Hallelujah, hallelujah!




For fragile ties which hold under strain,




forgiveness sought and forgiveness given.




   Hallelujah, hallelujah!




For our homes of today and homes yet to come,




present joys and hopes for tomorrow.




    Hallelujah, hallelujah!
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Readings:     When we find it hard to care for our families:

This first reading could be presented by a couple sitting at the meal table with backs to each other as if they have argued. As the reading progresses, they turn to face each other again.

The Still Centre



Wife       
When we want healing at the core of our being,



   we turn to you, God of Christ Jesus!

Husband
When we discover the still centre of the storm.



   it’s you we find there, most wonderful Lord!


Wife

Sometimes our life seems a jumble of fragments;



   nothing matches nor fits together.



A feeling of being lost floods in like a tide;



   anxiety erodes our inmost selves.



We are permeated by seeping discomfort,



   as if we are at odds with our own soul.



All good humour hides itself away;



   peace and joy become mere memory.

Husband
Then it is we find it hard to care for others;



  we are too distracted to notice their needs.




Self-giving becomes an impossible calling;



   love shrinks into a four-letter word.



Even our capacity to listen closes down;



   our counsel is but jagged lumps of yesterday.

Wife

Father of Christ, we refind ourselves only in you;



   nowhere else do we find true integration.



At home with you we are at home with ourselves;



   in your love we begin to care for ourselves.

Husband
Your peace passes all understanding;

Wife

   your joy liberates the laughter within us.

Husband
We begin to hear, and care for others again;

Wife

   love is shared as from a depthless source.

Husband
How shall we thank you, most loving God?



   Can gratitude ever find adequate voice?

Wife

Still Centre of all the storms, we worship you!

Husband
   Crux of the universe, we glorify you!










Bruce D. Prewer










Never Alone










Page 86










Palm Tree Press 1984 

This next reading could either be read by a elderly woman, seated at the table as if in a nursing home, or by a young person dressed as a nurse who is reading the paper she has found in the elderly woman’s box of possessions.

A Crabbit Old Woman

‘What do you see, nurses, what do you see?

  
Are you thinking when you are looking at me –

  
A crabbit old woman, not very wise,


Uncertain of habit, with far-away eyes,


Who dribbles her food and makes no reply


When you say in a loud voice – ‘I do wish you’d try.’


Who seems not to notice the things that you do,


And forever is losing a stocking or shoe,


Who, unresisting or not, lets you do as you will,


With bathing and feeding, the long day to fill.


Is that what you’re thinking, is that what you see?


Then open your eyes, nurse, you’re not looking at me.


I’ll tell you who I am as I sit here so still,


As I rise at your bidding, as I eat at your will.


I’m a small child of ten with a father and mother,


Brothers and sisters who love one another.


A young girl of sixteen with wings on her feet,


Dreaming that soon now a lover she’ll meet;


A bride soon at twenty – my heart gives a leap,


Remembering the vows that I promised to keep;


At twenty-five now I have young of my own,


Who need me to build a secure happy home:


A woman of thirty, my young now grow fast,


Bound to each other with ties that should last:


At forty, my young sons have gown and have gone,


But my man’s beside me to see I don’t mourn;


At fifty once more babies play round my knee,


Again we know children, my loved one and me.


Dark days are upon me, my husband is dead,


I look at the future, I shudder with dread.


For my young are all rearing young of their own,


And I think of the years and the love that I’ve known.


I’m an old woman now and nature is cruel –


‘Tis her jest to make old age look like a fool.


The body it crumbles, grace and vigour depart.


There is now a stone where I once had a heart;


But inside this old carcase a young girl still dwells,


And now and again my battered heart swells.


I remember the joy, I remember the pain,


And I’m loving and living life over again.


I think of the years all too few – gone too fast,


And accept the stark fact that nothing can last.


So open your eyes, nurses, open and see 


Not a crabbit old woman, look closer – see ME!!’

(This poem first appeared in Beacon House News, a magazine

  of the Northern Ireland Association for Mental Health. A young

  nurse from Ulster worked at the Ashludie Hospital, Dundee, and

  discovered the poem when going through the possessions of an

  old woman who had recently died. Published in Who on earth are you?

 Lent 1988 by the Bible Society, pages 12,13 )  

All together time

Invite people from across the generations to sit at the meal table and ‘discuss’ together some of the issues facing them within their family experience. For example, invite a child, a teenager, a 40 year old, a senior citizen to each talk about what life is/was like for them along the lines:


The best thing and the most difficult thing about being a child in the Second World War

The best thing and the most difficult thing about being a child in the ‘60s

The best thing and the most difficult thing about being a child today

If you have members of your congregation who are willing, bring together to the table those who have gone, or are going through family experiences to give witness to how the Lord is helping them through eg partner with Alzheimer’s, child with special needs, parent whose child has left home, young parent with toddler, a young carer or an adult caring for a partner or parent.  The privilege and pain of bearing family responsibility will speak for itself.

 Teen time

Ask a teenager or young adult who is used to going camping or on outward bound treks to bring with them to the service a backpack packed with the kind of things they would need for a walking trip. Invite them to show the pack and some of the things they would take with them. Ask them what they would take out of the backpack if for any reason they had to lighten the load and what they would definitely keep with them, in the event of an emergency.

As you near the end of this discussion, arrange for a parent with a young child in a baby/toddler carrier on their back (or front) to walk through the congregation to join you both. Allow the parent to comment that they can’t do the same with the baby as the teenager can do with the backpack – they can’t lighten the load by leaving the baby behind! Respond with the offer to carry the baby for a while to help ease the load.

Link those thoughts with Galatians 6:2 and 6:5 – the invitation to carry each other’s burdens and carry our own responsibilities.

For adults

Use the following script as a way of introducing the responsibility we have to make a difference in our neighbourhoods, especially when our neighbours’ families are not willing or able to fulfil their responsibilities.

(Solo voice singing first verse of the carol, Silent Night)
Reader: The Word became flesh and blood, and moved into the neighbourhood. We saw the 

              glory with our own eyes, the one-of-a-kind glory, like Father, like Son, generous 

              inside and out, true from start to finish. (John 1:14  The Message)
(Solo voice sings the refrain, ‘Jesus Christ is here, Jesus Christ is here.’)

Husband and wife wander in to the scene, chatting together. They sit at the meal table

Wife:

Have you seen the new neighbour around?

Husband:
Yeah. Seems nice enough.

Wife:

Not got a lot of stuff though.

Husband:
Simple lifestyle, perhaps.

Wife:

Can’t work out where he’s actually living, mind.

Husband:
Nowhere to lay his head, perhaps.

Wife:

They say he’s been a carpenter.

Husband:
Knows what it’s like to work, then.

Wife:

Salt of the earth type, do you think?

Husband:
Could be a master craftsman, too.

Wife:

Wonder if he’ll take the time to get to know us?

Husband:
Will we take the time to get to know him?

Wife:

Depends on who he turns out to be, I suppose.  

Congregation sings ‘When I needed a neighbour’

Reader:
The Word became flesh and blood, and moved into the neighbourhood.

                        We saw the glory with our own eyes, the one-of-a-kind glory, like Father,



 like Son, generous inside and out, true from start to finish.

Sermon:

Mark 7: 6-13   How careful we have to be that our lives honour the Lord not only in the 

things we say and the way we act within worship but in the nitty gritty of life as well. Jesus knew how easy it was for the Pharisees to keep the letter of the Law, and beyond, but betray the spirit of the Law time and time again. One example was that some of them would devoutly promise their money to the Temple, as the expected gift to God (the Corban), but would then not have enough money to provide properly for their parents in their old age. Is it possible for us to unwittingly, or deliberately do the same in our own religious culture? Are we  so committed to our church activities that we neglect to properly invest time, energy and care into our family? Search our own hearts as to what God is really asking us to do, not what we have been moulded to be expected to do.

John 19: 25-27  Jesus supremely showed us how we can care for others within the family, even

                         when we are desperate to give everything to God. Moments before he died, and 

 gave the ultimate sacrifice of his life to Father God, he not only thought of his 

 mother but made sure she was provided for as he entrusted her to the care of the 

 beloved disciple. 

Mark 3:31-35  On the other hand, Jesus didn’t appear to make his immediate family the centre



of his life and, at times, seemed almost dismissive of them. He always seemed 

to manage to keep his priorities fixed on his heavenly Father and the heart of the 

kingdom and didn’t allow his family to rule his life.

In the report by the Henley Centre entitled The Responsibility Gap, Professor 

Bob Holman observes (page 41):

‘I think that nowadays the family can almost become a god. People put so much time into their families, when they do get home at last from work, they just spend time with their own families. They are incredibly concerned about the education of their own families and not about the families of others. So in a sense I think too much emphasis on the family can lessen your sense of obligation towards society as a whole.’ 

            
Would Jesus agree with that? Is he asking us to take proper care of our family, 

both our immediate and extended members, without exalting them above the 

wider spectrum of God’s family? Is he asking us to ensure that we take proper 

care, too, as individuals and as a church family, of those who can’t take care of 

themselves? Reminder of invitation from Galatians 6 to bear our own 

responsibilities and the burdens of others. How do we do that in a way that 

honours God and puts him and his kingdom at the centre of all that we do?

Ending

It may be appropriate to conclude the service with an invitation to ‘come to the 

table’, however we understand or express that. The meal table that has been the

centre of the worship could become the place of communion, the place of 

confession or the place of community with an invitation to pray alone or with 

others, to stand or sit or kneel as we seek God’s grace to compassionately bear

the responsibilities he gives us.

May the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God our Father and the

fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with us all. Amen

Questions
What do we understand our responsibilities to be to:

· our immediate family

· our extended family

· the community in which we live

· the community with which we worship

What factors make it hard for us to fulfil those responsibilities?

What factors make it a privilege to fulfil those responsibilities?

How do we best fulfil our responsibilities individually and as a faith community?

