
 
FAMILY VALUES 

As this pandemic lockdown continues, I have seen a variety of responses from 

parents cooped up with their children. Some have been clear that this unasked for 

family time has been a blessing in some ways – time to reconnect and learn to 

know each other in new ways, time to play games and be silly and try new things 

together. But other parents have had it – no private time, endless Zoom lessons 

with well-intentioned teachers, and interruptions that make working from home 

almost impossible.  

Last week there was a Facebook meme that went viral. It shows a sign taped to the 

door of the kitchen, and it reads: Mom is working in this room. The ONLY 

acceptable reasons to interrupt Mom today are: The dog pooped in the living room. 

Everything is on fire. You puked, or truly think you might puke. There’s a rabid 

squirrel in the house and its shredding up our supply of toilet paper….well you get 

the picture. It seems that sometimes family togetherness can be a bit much! 

Since Mother’s Day is a secular holiday, we Presbyterians have sometimes called 

this Sunday the Festival of the Christian Home. Which of course raises the 

question of what “home” means and what “Christian family” means. As is usually 

the case, the Bible offers a variety of answers – some of them contradictory. 

Since it is Mother’s Day, let’s start with mothers. And what a cast of characters! 

Sarah who laughs at the absurdity of being pregnant at age 90. Rebekah – 

conniving Rebekah – who plays favorites – manipulating her husband to give a 

blessing to her younger son. Rachel, who echoes the sorrow of the ages, weeping 

for her children who suffer through no fault of their own. Miriam, who put her 

precious baby Moses in a basket, casting him into the River Nile, in order to save 



 

 

 

his life. And then of course, the strange story about Hannah, who realizes that her 

child does not belong to her – that Samuel is a gift from God, lent to her for just a 

little while. And so, when Samuel is just two years old, Hannah hands him over to 

the old priest Eli, so he can be raised in the temple. 

If we turn to the larger idea of family, the Bible is equally confusing. It is clear in 

scripture that the family is God’s creation. And that the purpose of family life – as 

with all of life – is to glorify God and enjoy God forever. Throughout scripture, we 

are given all kinds of patterns for family life. Think about it: The foreigner Ruth 

and the widow Naomi become a family, long before Boaz enters the scene. Baby 

Moses is adopted by Pharaoh’s daughter. Jesus and Paul are both single men who 

travel with groups of disciples – forming spiritual families, not biological families. 

And then of course there is Mary and Joseph, who cease to be a couple almost 

immediately after Jesus’ adolescence, when Joseph simply disappears from 

scripture. It is likely that Mary became a young widow – and had to create a new 

understanding of home within her extended family. 

In true Presbyterian fashion, our denomination has produced a study paper 

exploring the meaning and purpose of Christian family life. In part, this is what it 

says: 

 

In light of our biblical tradition, and in concert with current sociological research 

on U.S. families, the church commits itself to being an inclusive and caring 

community of faith in which many forms of family are valued, nurtured and 

supported. These forms include egalitarian marriage whether it is an original 

family, a step-family, or an adoptive family. It includes families of single parents, 

single persons, couples without children, grandparents raising grandchildren, 



 

 

 

interfaith and bi-racial families, and extended families…It includes families whose 

members may be elderly, divorced, disabled, or widowed, and families with 

members of different sexual orientations… 

So, it seems that we can affirm that families are God’s gift. And they come in all 

shapes and sizes.  

Which leads us to another question. How do we glorify God and enjoy God in our 

families? Well, John Calvin gives us a clue. Calvin understood the family as a 

“little church” – as a unit that practices the values and teachings and virtues of the 

Christian faith. He saw the family as a laboratory for learning how to live the faith 

– out there – in the world of beauty and broken-ness.  

In years past, when I was privileged to officiate at many weddings, I enjoyed 

preparing a charge that was unique to each couple. But I usually  ended by calling 

the couple into the ministry of marriage – a ministry that upholds covenant 

faithfulness, a ministry that nurtures discipleship in the lives of any children that 

may come along, and a ministry that reflects God’s grace and serves the needs of 

God’s larger human family. Now, a ministry of marriage is not the most romantic 

understanding of wedded bliss, but it is true to our calling as Christians to be God’s 

presence in the world in all that we say and all that we do. 

This morning’s passage from Deuteronomy is the most important portion of 

scripture for our Jewish friends. It is called the great Schema – the great teaching. 

And it, of course, is picked up centuries later by Jesus to become the first and great 

commandment for Christians. You may have noticed over the years that attached to 

the outside doorpost of most Jewish homes is a small, ornate box. It is called a 

mezuzah and inside it, in tiny print, are these words from Deuteronomy: You shall 

love the Lord your God with all your heart and all your soul and all your 



 

 

 

might….Keep these words in your heart and recite them to your children and talk 

about them when you are home and when you are away, when you lie down and 

when you rise.” Every practicing Jew I know touches their mezuzah when they 

leave their house, and when they come home every day - to remind themselves 

who they are. 

Harold Kushner tells a wonderful story. A rabbi called a young couple and told 

them to come and see him. It seems a relative had just died and left this young 

couple a significant inheritance. The couple rushed over to the rabbi’s office – 

visions of cars and boats and travel dancing in their heads. But when they arrived 

in the rabbi’s office, they discovered that the “inheritance” they had been given 

was the deep, rich teaching of the Jewish tradition. 

Now when we turn to our New Testament scriptures, the understanding of family 

takes a sudden turn. As a single man, Jesus has no biological children. And yet he 

stops what he is doing in order to make all the children around him part of his 

family. “He says, let the little children come to me and forbid them not, for of such 

is the kingdom of heaven.” And then he takes them up into his arms and he puts his 

hands upon them and he blesses them – both the children he knows and the 

children he does not know. 

In the writings of the apostle Paul, family is described as the “household of God” – 

which is defined as the believers gathered for prayer and worship, for feasting and 

for serving the larger community. And so, those of us gathered online today as the 

community of Ladue Chapel – we make up a family, a household of God.  

Jesus takes it one step further in today’s teaching from the Gospel of Mark. When 

he is confronted by his worried mother and brothers, who are trying to protect him, 

Jesus brushes them off and says, “My true family – my true parents, my true sons 



 

 

 

and daughters, my true brothers and sisters - are those who hear the word of God, 

and do it.” I wonder how that made Mary feel?  

And so it seems, that in the Bible, family means not just the immediate biological 

family, but the larger community of humanity. How many children do you have? 

How many children do I have? Well, according to scripture, whether we have 

raised our own children or not, we have somewhere between two and three billion 

children – the entire population of those under eighteen- in every corner of the 

globe. 

In a world saturated with rhetoric about “family values,” this biblical 

understanding of a universal family is both a calling and a mandate. As this 

pandemic has made clear, many in our human family are living on the edge. We 

must not be blind to the statistics that swirl around us: 

-in St. Louis, 28% of adults and 35% of children live below the poverty line; 

-the suicide rate among teenagers in this country has spiked 56% in the last decade; 

-in these days when online learning is essential, 36,000 households in St. Louis 

north of Delmar Boulevard have no internet access; 

-in 2019 there were over 21,000 deaths from firearms in Missouri, the sixth highest 

number among the 50 states.  

Yes, it is painfully obvious that this large human family of which we are a part is 

hurting. And scripture tells us when one part of the family suffers, we all suffer. 

On this Mother’s Day, we may want to remind ourselves how this annual tradition 

got started. It was begun in 1870 by Julia Ward Howe, the great abolitionist and 

anti-war activist. Part of her first Mother’s Day Proclamation was this: 



 

 

 

Arise then, women of this day! Arise all women who have hearts, whether your 

baptism be of water or of tears…Say firmly that we are called to offer all children 

charity, mercy, and patience. Let us solemnly take counsel with each other as to 

the means whereby the great human family can live in peace, each bearing the 

sacred impress not of Caesar, but of God.” 

As my son said to me when he first heard these words: “You certainly won’t find 

that printed on a Hallmark card!” 

Brothers and Sisters in Christ, scripture is clear. Family is important. But let us 

remember that the family is God’s family – a family much bigger than those we 

may celebrate with this day. And let us remember that the main purpose of family 

life is to glorify God and to enjoy God and to embody God – to tell God’s story 

again and again – so that the story will continue to live generation after generation. 

May it be so – for you and for me. Amen. 
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