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Families and communities of faith 
Christmas is the traditional time of gathering together with family. For some this is absolutely 
enjoyable and fun, for others it may be boring or for others, sadly it is downright stressful and 
nightmarish. The reality is that for those who may not have a family or whose relationships are 
fractured, Christmas can be a stark reminder of that fact. It is well known that suicides and sadness 
increase over the Christmas holidays. For many if not most of us the experience of Christmas 
hinges largely on what our experience of family is or isn’t and that experience of family is largely 
based on the model of the nuclear family – mother, father and children living together and more or 
less independent of the wider family members. It has not always been that way and still isn’t in 
some cultures. 

Samuel in our O.T. reading today was a small boy when his parents dedicated him to God and left 
him with Eli the priest and the wider members of a monastic community that was associated with 
the priestly families of Israel. His nuclear family had little to do with his upbringing and others 
shared in the responsibility. It couldn’t have done him too much harm because we read “that 
Samuel continued to grow in stature and in favour with the Lord and with people.”  or to paraphrase 
“Year by year Samuel continued to grow into an impressive young man. Everybody liked him and 
the LORD was pleased with him”. 2  

Luke made the same comment about Jesus probably making the same point and comparison by 
basing his story on that of Samuel. “With each passing year, he grew in wisdom and maturity. God 
was pleased with him and everybody liked having him around.” 2 Unlike Samuel, Jesus wasn’t 
raised in a monastic community as such, but neither was it a nuclear family like ours. It is obvious 
from the story that his parents didn’t miss him until the end of a whole days travelling. That just 
doesn’t happen in our families. One hears of a child being left behind on occasions but not that it 
takes the whole day to miss them! 

Jill Friebel commenting on this passage says “Eastern families were and still are more communal 
and include the wider family where other adults have care and responsibility for the children in the 
clan. It is easier to blend in and not be missed by mum and dad. In situations where there is only 
one parent there are others who can take on the roles important for the formation and care of 
children and the children are drawn into the wider network of the family giving more stability and a 
greater sense of belonging. This can have positive and righting affects where the biological parents 
or parent simply can’t provide all that is needed in child raising alone. Who is up to this 
overwhelming task? I don’t think it was ever meant to be this way. The pressures placed on parents 
and the breakdown of relationships within the nuclear family has reached mammoth proportions 
today. So much can go wrong when we are isolated into a nuclear family unit and the world is kept 
out. Dark secrets are kept within families and there is a fear in reaching out for help, what will 
others think if I admit I can’t cope or I am abused or lonely or lost. Keeping the secrets can have 
disastrous consequences for everyone. Mothers feeling inadequate as mothers and wives, husbands 
feeling inadequate as fathers and husbands. But nobody says anything and nobody outside offers 
anything. It isn’t meant to be like this. Young women need older women, young men need older 
men, those who can guide and love and lead them into wisdom and maturity and teach them about 
real love and relationships and God.” 1 
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She continues, “Learning about the most important thing in life – relationships – by watching the 
media or discussing your problems hour after hour with your friends, by looking at porn or trying 
out new ways or relating that seem exciting or whatever is the trend just ends up with more 
confusion and distortion. In reality it gets lonelier and lonelier and more and more empty.” 1

Something terribly important is being said there. It goes to the heart of what I see as one of the great 
malaises of our society. The loss of any real sense and experience of community. We live in a great 
megapolis of over 4 million people, with the most sophisticated forms of communication the world 
has ever seen and yet so many live isolated and lonely lives and we don’t really know each other at 
all – so we certainly can’t support each other. 

What parent wouldn’t feel pleased and proud about their child turning out like Samuel and Jesus 
even if they hadn’t been solely responsible for it all? The knowledge of your children growing in 
wisdom and maturity so that God is pleased and everybody likes having them around is more than a 
parent can ever hope for. The input of others besides the biological parents can have a positive 
impression and contribution to the formation of children becoming well-adjusted and wise adults. 
Maybe that’s why Samuel and Jesus turned out so well. Samuel and Jesus received a communal 
heritage where God was honoured and worshipped. Maybe we have to find a way of recreating a 
more communal way of being together – rediscover some of our Jewish heritage. It is just possible 
the idiosyncrasies of the parents have less effect when the family unit is broadened and under girded 
by a clan seeking to follow God with daily prayer and rituals reminding them of his love and 
providence.  

Certainly this brings into sharp focus the potential value of a programme such as the MU Parenting 
Education Programme mentioned in Connections. Pam and I are planning to do the PEP facilitator 
training in February in Bowral. It would be good to have others join us so we can develop a team of 
people to run that programme here, for our Kindergarten parents and also into the wider 
community.  

The Colossians reading today gives us a sense of the kind of connectedness we might have if we 
really took living as a Christian community seriously.  To paraphrase again, “Christ has called you 
to be a cohesive body, permeated and held together by his peace…Hang in there with each other. 
No doubt there will be times when you will rub each other up the wrong way, but be forgiving. The 
Lord had no hesitation forgiving you, so follow his lead and forgive each other. Cultivate a mind set 
of gratitude.” 

And so it goes on. Take time this week to read it again. To wrestle with what its implications are for 
our life together in this community. Can we more intentionally model something different and 
attractive to the wider community? 

As the Christmas season continues I invite you to allow the Christ child to be formed in you, to be 
more open, more real, authentic is the word that comes to mind. That will take courage for it means 
being vulnerable,  and vulnerability entails risk – so need to be gentle with ourselves and begin with 
those feel can trust – may be surprised at what happens as others trust us in return. May well 
discover that we are not as alone and unique in our experiences as we think – most of us have our 
skeletons hidden away.  

But also be like Mary who pondered these things in her heart – in other words make time to pray 
and mediate and be intentional about your relationship with God. 

Come Lord Jesus; come into our hearts and lives. And help us to truly be your community of people 
– the Body of Christ. Amen. 

 
________________________________ 

1. From a sermon preached at South Yarra Community Baptist Church 28 December 2003 and which provided the 
basis for this sermon. 

2. From an Australian Scripture Paraphrase of Lectionary Readings ©2000 Nathan Nettleton www.laughingbird.net. 


