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Proverbs 16:21-24    Matthew 18:1-6, 10-14,   Eph 4:29  
Series Introduction: 4 Keys of Families Growing Together in Jesus      

Do you ever wonder what sort of legacy you're leaving behind?  What will your children, your grandchildren, your friends remember most about you?  As a parent, it sobers me to think that one day my kids will walk away from my grave.  Question is: What part of me will walk away with them?  What will they "get" from me?  What about life and faith and love am I cultivating and passing on to them? 

The sort of legacy I hope to leave with my children: "Even though our dad was often busy, he made time for us.  Our Dad often told us that he loved us.  Our Dad was a lot of fun.  Our Dad could say "Sorry" when he did wrong.  Our Dad was bananas about Jesus.  
I hope that our life together in Jesus will keep shaping them and encouraging them in their journey with Jesus long after I'm gone.  One thing's for sure: It's not going to happen by magic!  It won’t happen in a vacuum.  It won’t happen by doing nothing. It won’t happen if I ignore them, or if we never talk about the good things of God.  
There's a "language of faith" that many of us struggle with … like we don’t seem to get comfortable with it. 
Question: How do we learn the language of faith, hope and love?  Like you learn any language -by practising!  

Think about learning a foreign language.  You'll never learn to speak it fluently by spending one hour a week in a classroom.  You only learn it fluently by practicing it at home and going to a country where you are immersed in it.
In the same way, the language of faith needs more than one hour a week at church.  What happens at home will largely determine whether our families learn the language of faith, and whether they will pass it on to the next generations.  Remember, your influence doesn’t only affect your children.  Like a ripple in a pond, your influence will affect people for hundreds of years.  I want my influence to be a good and godly influence.  How about you?
Our new series: 4 Keys of Families Growing Together in Jesus.  It's about making our homes places where it becomes natural to speak the language of faith, hope and love.  Over the next 4 weeks, we’ll be looking at 4 keys towards establishing our families and children in Jesus:


1. Caring Conversations.                  2. Family Time in the Word (ie "devotions" without the "yawn factor").    

3. Family Rituals and Traditions.     4. Family Acts of Service.

Research indicates that if these four things are happening regularly in a family, then the chances of a child coming to know, love, and keep following Jesus increase enormously as they enter adulthood. Today's key: Caring Conversation. 

Caring people and caring conversations
     Share Time: Think of one person who helped you get to know Jesus.  
                          What was it about that person that impacted you the most?

How many of you talked about a parent? a friend or relative? a pastor?  Most of us were NOT most impacted by pastors!  Chances are that person took an interest in you, wanted to know how things were in your world, encouraged you, helped you become the person you are today.  Yes??  Faith is passed on and nurtured through trusted personal relationships; such relationships are fostered through caring conversations.  
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Caring conversations express an interest in others -their hurts, joys, concerns, dreams, values and faith.  Caring conversation requires time to listen and to speak.  Congregations are encouraged to help members and families identify "the holy ground" of their lives where precious, caring conversations take place and where lives are strengthened and nurtured by the love and mercy of God -through the support, guidance, and genuine interest of others.  (The Child in Our Hands conference manual, Youth and Family Institute of Augsburg College, pg 17)

From Proverbs: Someone’s thoughts may be as deep as the ocean, but if you are smart, you will discover them. (Prov 20:5CEV) A person’s thoughts, attitudes, and values are like water in a well.  A loving and wise person will work out how to get a bucket down that well to draw out what’s going on inside the other person.  How?  By asking caring -not interrogating- questions …and listening to the answers.  A good question helps draw another out.  And as we listen, it's not with a view to correct or teach, not waiting for the opportunity to have our own say – but simply for the sake of the other person.  Listening in this way says, “You matter to me!”  

Highs and Lows Exercise

With one other person, share a high and low of the last 24 hours (or if nothing springs to mind, the last week).  You can share as shallow or as deep as you feel comfortable with.
Now let's invite God into our conversations. I invite you to briefly pray for one another; thanking God for the joy, and asking for his help with the sorrow. 
Feedback:  How did that go?  Was it difficult?   Any married couple, or family, or household could do this.  Just turn off the TV or put down the paper for 5 minutes!  You can do it at the dinner table, or at bedtime, driving to school/work, or anytime when you're together.  

What happens when you share a high and low?  A joy shared is doubled, and a sorrow shared is halved.  It develops belonging, closeness, trust, intimacy.  It fulfils our yearning for human connection.  It can be a relief to share a sorrow, releasing endorphins and bringing healing.  It fosters openness and vulnerability.  Hands up if you'd like these sorts of things happening in your marriage and family relationships?

And what happens when we invite God into our highs and lows?  The Creator of the Universe is invited and welcomed into our lives in a fresh and new way.  It's called "pastoral care"!  You've all been doing it this morning!

See friends, Jesus connects with the other person’s heart through your heart.  Your caring and sharing prepares the soil of another’s heart…and you are on "holy ground" … ground that's ready for a Word of God, a blessing, or a brief prayer.  After sharing a joy or sorrow, be ready to make the suggestion: "Let's pray about that!"  It might feel a bit weird to suggest it, but when prayer is received, it never feels weird afterwards!  It always feels right to bring God into our lives. We'll never be the losers for committing our ways to the Lord!  The baton of faith is passed on and nurtured through trusted personal relationships.  All it takes is a little time and a little love to give some focussed attention.  

The Need for Time - Urgent Time and Essential Time
Our problem is that we’re so busy: work, sport, hobbies, emails, socialising, shuttling children to and fro, completing homework, and watching those “must see” TV programs - that simply being together gets squeezed out.

While we claim to love our family members the most, it’s not always reflected in the time we make for each other.  Like the song, “Cats in the Cradle.”  A dad missed his son’s birth, when his son learnt to walk, playing ball with him on his 10th birthday.  The son grew up and established his own family.  The dad laments that now in retirement his son doesn’t have time for his aging dad: And as I hung up the phone, it occurred to me, He'd grown up just like me. My boy was just like me.  With deep regret, the dad looks back wishing he’d put family ahead of work.

Time is a precious commodity.  There are two types of time: urgent time and essential time.  Urgent time screams at us, tells us we’re late, better get a move on. Urgent time is full of guilt, panic, condemnation and the sentence of death.  Urgent time is often reflected in the first chant of the day: “Oh *#^%, I’m late!”  Urgent time enslaves us to a relentless rush to fulfil many agendas.  Urgent time shows no mercy; it never lets up; it stresses us, wearies us, grinds us down.
Essential time is the ebb and flow gift of kingdom life as we follow Jesus.  Nowhere in the gospels do we read: “Jesus was in a mad, panic stricken rush!”   We know that we've been chosen in Christ before the world began.  We know of things beyond the urgent …things eternal … things truly essential to give meaning and purpose to what we do in life.  Essential time whispers to us, invites us to enjoy, calls us to be refreshed (cf Mark 6:30-31, Matthew 11:28-30). 

Worship and family fall into the category of essential time.  Essential time is needed to grow in God, strengthen family relationships, engage in meaningful conversation, and to model the example of Jesus to the next generation.
  

But our culture -unfamiliar with grace and thus under the law of performance- is threatening essential time. Statistics reveal that family dinners have decreased by 33% over the last 20 years.
  In the US, children average 28 hours/week in front of screens (TV, computer, Nintendo, games).  US Research shows fathers spending 15-30 minutes per week in conversation with their children -most of it instructional.
  A few years back, Dr Dick Hardel reported a US study showing that the average amount of heart to heart talk between parents and children is about 8 and a half minutes a week… the rest of conversation is about organisation and schedules.  I wonder what it is in Australia? 
Children need connection.  For some children in particular – unhurried and focussed time is their primary love language. In other words the amount of heart to heart time spent together is how they gauge whether they’re loved or not.  And for some kids the amount of face to face time is less than one minute each day.  Most children WANT their mums and dads, grandparents, and other "safe" family friends to be interested in them. Most children WANT to spend time with their parents.  Most children WANT to know what their parents think and believe.  

The cliché of quality time is a dangerous half truth.  If you think you can spend 20 minutes to nurture and repair a child’s heartache that’s been going on for weeks, months, or years -you’re dreaming!  Like adults, children feel their way into opening up -along a journey of trust. They need to know that the relationship is strong, tender and safe before opening up the real issues of the heart.  Essential time for caring conversation is a spiritual issue.  Essential time is where we practice and pass on the language of faith, hope and love.    You will have few regrets on your death bed!!   

Caring Conversation - some practical suggestions

· What things matter most to members of your family?  Take time to find out.  Ask questions.  Listen.  Share.
· Yellow sheet available today: Conversation Topic Mat.  You might laminate or contact it and pass it around the table so each person can pick a topic to share.  Or you might all share on the same topic one night.

· You can initiate care by writing a note of encouragement or appreciation or thanks.  Or even an apology! 
· After sharing the joys and sorrows of the day, look for opportunities to inject "God talk", or suggest: "Let's pray about that!" (Or: "How about we pray about that?" Or: "Can I pray with you about that?"  
· Make a date with your spouse, or one of your children at a time. One writer suggests going to a restaurant with the slowest service around.  Why? It gives more time to talk.

· When preparing for holiday travel, brainstorm some conversation topics, write them down, and work your way through the list as you travel.  It's much more exhilarating than playing "I spy…" for hours on end!

· Sharing a common interest – fishing, sewing, fixing things- where you can chat as you "do".  Grasp the moment.  

Regardless of our age or season in life, we can all foster caring conversations.  Set aside some regular space where you can talk with the people who matter to you –after church, over a meal, doing the dishes, in the park, around a campfire, at the beach, over a cuppa, while doing some jobs, wherever.  And see what God does with that!  Whatever you appreciate grows in value.  When you value your family members to the extent of investing regular essential time with them, your relationships will appreciate in value. Family members and friends will experience the heart of Jesus -through you and through me!   Amen.

� Jesus likes to “hang out” with children.  Jesus regards spending time with them a priority.  Jesus wants to bless them.  Jesus is well aware of their vulnerability.  Jesus makes it clear that we adults are to care for children and to bless them in his name (cf Mt 18:1-14).  Jesus says: "… whoever welcomes a little child like this in my name welcomes me." (Mt 18:5) 


� playingforkeeps.org


� The Child in Our Hands leadership manual, Youth and Family Institute of Augsburg College, pp.54-55.





