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#3.Family Rituals & Traditions








Exodus 12:21-27,    Luke 4:14-21,     Acts 2:42-47

Our current 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.  What are the four keys?


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


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


Today we’re looking at family rituals and traditions.  To open up this topic:

Discuss: When you were about 10-12 years old, what do you most fondly remember about the things your family did around Christmas time?  
Some things I remember in my family:

· With my dad, setting up the pointed yellow star in our local church building. 

· Going out with my dad into the bush to find a real pine for a Christmas tree.  

· Playing the music for carols at the Christmas Eve children's service on a few occasions.

· Coming home after the Christmas Eve service to lots of yummy treats -dried fruit and roast almonds, slices, soft drink- and opening our Christmas presents.

· Sometimes catching up with extended family -uncles and aunties and cousins - after worship on Christmas Day.  

As I look back on these family traditions, I realize they centre around worship … and celebrating Jesus.  Positive traditions or rituals that we’ve experienced in families are ones we remember and treasure all our lives (Sadly not ALL patterns are positive!). Family traditions are great opportunities to reflect on God’s blessings and recall God’s promises.

Traditions and rituals are more common than we realize 

Daily life is filled with rituals and traditions.  It means we don’t have to think hard about routine tasks every time Eg:  

· When you shave or shower or dress, you do that in a set order - you've established a ritual.

· When you clean or vacuum around the house, or wash the car, or mow the lawn, you probably follow a ritual.

· The way your family goes about meal times generally follows a certain order or ritual  -but then there may be special things that have become a tradition. eg treats while watching movies, takeaway Sun nights, brewed coffee on Sat mornings, dad making pancakes for Saturday lunch, BBQ when people come over ….

· Beginning one’s day by reading the newspaper conveys a certain connection to the world.  Turning to the sports pages or checking the share market may be a tradition that reflects one’s passion.   

· Footy matches  – wearing the team colours, singing the team song, cheering when a try or goal is scored.  

· Birthdays – we send cards, give presents, have a cake with candles, gather as family and sing “Happy Birthday!”

· Easter – young children jump out of bed to go looking for chocolate eggs.

· Graduation/ Presentation – dressing in an academic gown, receiving one’s certificate or degree, award or trophy.

· Weddings – dressing up, having close friends as attendants in the bridal party, inviting family and guests to a wedding service and reception, toasts, speeches, bridal waltz, feasting, taking lots of photos.  Why lots of photos?  To remember the special event and the promises that made you husband and wife.
· Holidays –  families may go to the same place (eg the beach) or catch up with the same friends or relatives year after year.  And a “holiday pattern” develops in some families: like beach in the morning, sleep in the afternoon, fish n’ chips for tea, and then singing/talking/games long into the night.     

· Rituals and traditions often mark milestones in our lives. eg an 18th, 21st, or decade birthdays; a 25th or 50th wedding anniversary; the 50th anniversary of an ordination.  

Traditions and rituals reinforce what we value as important.  They “mark” a memory so it can be recalled and relived among those who shared the experience.  Our family recalls going to Qld to celebrate Grandma and Grandpa's 50th wedding anniversary; it was a special time of gathering and blessing.  As we invite God into these events, and establish traditions where God is central, then these can become defining moments on our faith journeys.  As picked up by Child in Our Hands: 
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Rituals and traditions are those patterns of behaviour that can be expected to occur on a routine basis and communicate certain meaning in life.  The way people greet one another each day, table grace, bed-time prayers, the blessings of a Christmas tree, a birthday or baptismal anniversary celebration are all examples of rituals and traditions that can effectively communicate the news of Jesus Christ.                (The Child in Our Hands conference manual, Youth and Family Institute of Augsburg College, pg 17)
Some Rituals and Traditions in the Bible

When Israel crosses the River Jordan into the Promised Land, do you remember what they gathered from the river bed?  12 stones -one for each tribe- which they set up at their camp that night.  This marks the first of 7 memorials made with stones in the Promised Land (cf 7:26, 8:29, 8:31, 10:27, 22:27-28, 24:26-27).  The reason?  In the future, when your children ask you, 'What do these stones mean?'  tell them that the flow of the Jordan was cut off before the ark of the covenant of the LORD. When it crossed the Jordan, the waters of the Jordan were cut off. These stones are to be a memorial to the people of Israel forever." (Josh 4:6b-7 NIV)  Gathering stones was a ritual that marked significant events: entry into the land, defeating enemies, taking cities, dealing with sin, memorial altars.  Each time people passed by these stones, they could tell the stories of God’s great works.  It began a tradition of remembering God’s activity in their lives.

Probably the most significant tradition for the people of Israel was the Passover.  It was the most defining moment in Israel’s history as a nation.  It marked the Lord’s power in freeing Israel from slavery to Egypt; and his love in adopting them as his treasured people.  Remember what happened? 

As the final plague –the death of the firstborn- came against Egypt, each Israelite family or clan slaughtered a lamb at twilight and painted its blood on the door frame of their houses.  They roasted the lamb whole and stayed inside to eat it.  They ate the Passover lamb dressed and ready to go.  And they ate it with bitter herbs (to remind them of the bitter years of slavery) and with unleavened bread (to remind them of the haste of their departure –not enough time for the bread to rise).  As the angel of death went through the land, he saw the blood of the lamb on the houses of the Israelites and “passed over” their houses.  Many Jews still celebrate a form of Passover today.  Rituals of singing, prayers, symbols, and God’s Word have kept the memory alive.

So it’s hardly surprising that Jesus chose the Passover to inaugurate another tradition that keeps bearing witness to a NEW covenant: the Lord’s Supper.  God in the flesh was about to work another rescue: saving his people from bondage to the slavery of sin and claiming them as HIS people (1 Peter 2:9-10, Eph 1:3-14).  Jesus is the Passover lamb who takes away the sin of the world (Jn 1:29).  God’s holy judgment on sin “passes over” those who are made clean by his blood.  In the Lord's Supper, Jesus gives us his body and blood through bread and wine for the forgiveness of sins.  The ritual reminds us of what Jesus has done for us on the cross; how he is present with us now to bless us; and the future we will have when he brings us into “the promised land”.  As the followers of Jesus gather to worship, the rituals -singing, prayers, symbols, and repeating HIS words- have kept the memory alive for 2000 years.  

Another Christian tradition: Why do we gather to worship on a Sunday?  Because of Jesus’ resurrection.  Each Sunday is a celebration of Jesus’ victory and lordship: sin has been atoned for, the devil has been defeated, and death has lost its sting.  The tradition helps keep our faith alive.  Note that Jesus' tradition was to participate with others in weekly worship: and on the Sabbath day (Saturday) he went into the synagogue, as was his custom. (Lk 4:16 NIV)  Followers of Jesus keep gathering together in God's name, not because we have to, but because we love to!  As Hebrews urges us: Let us not give up meeting together, as some are in the habit of doing, but let us encourage one another -and all the more as you see the Day approaching. (Heb 10:25 NIV)  

But what about in our homes and families?  

How can we develop traditions and rituals to encourage one another in the good things of God?  A few practical ways:

Greetings and Blessings

Let’s try a few Christian greetings:  The Lord be with you, and also with you.    He is risen, he is risen indeed!      This is the day the Lord has made, we will rejoice and be glad in it.    God is good, all the time.   All the time, God is good!”   

In the Bible story of Ruth, we read how Boaz greeted the harvesters, "The LORD be with you!" "The LORD bless you!" they called back. (Ruth 2:4)   After his resurrection, Jesus greeted his disciples with the standard Hebrew greeting: Peace be with you! (John 20:19)  Paul’s letters begin with greetings; eg Grace and peace to you from God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. (2 Thess 1:2 NIV)  

Our greetings and partings can be times of blessing. eg bedtime: “Goodnight  name  ,  I love you!  God bless you!  See you in the morning!”   Or put your hand on a loved one’s head/shoulder, and speak words of blessing: “God bless you, Jeff!”  “God watch over you Jenny, and keep you in his care!”  “God smile on you, Jack and fill your heart with peace!”  “The peace of Jesus be with you, John!”  “The joy of the Lord be your strength, Jill!”  Have phrases of Scripture stockpiled in your heart, so you’re ready to bless your children and grandchildren, family and friends, every time you say goodnight or goodbye.  

Rites of Passage 

Rites of passage need to be acknowledged.  Like when a teenage boy starts shaving, or a girl becomes a woman, or when teenagers get their driver’s license, or when teenagers begin dating.   These are not times for parents to abdicate and retreat out of fear.  Rather, these are times to be fully involved with godly encouragement and wisdom. These milestones need to be acknowledged and celebrated: "You're becoming a man/woman now!"  
Emerging sexuality is part of our God given humanity.  Our young folk need the support of parents and adult mentors to make sense of their feelings, and to learn how to relate to the opposite sex in healthy, God honouring ways.   Every boy wonders: "Have I got what it takes to be a man.” And: “How do I go about a relationship with a woman?"  Who's helping them with that?  And where's God in that?  Every girl wonders: "Am I beautiful?” And: “Will I be cherished and appreciated as someone beautiful?"  Who's helping them get their cues from God in that?  Parents, if you're not working with your teenagers through issues like this, they'll get their ideas from MTV, chat rooms, peer group … or culture.  I want my children to get their identity, self esteem, and sense of worth from who they are in Christ.  So as a parent, I need to keep working that into who we are –and what we do -as family.

Christmas

I urge you to worship at Christmas – even if you’re away somewhere else.  Singing Christmas carols helps us focus on the biblical truth of Christ’s coming. Pray for people when you receive a Christmas card from them.  Recount the Christmas story as you set up the nativity scene in your home.  Martin Luther’s suggestion of using a Christmas tree in the home has become quite universal.  Share together the meaning of the Christmas tree as you decorate it.  The evergreen tree reminds us of the everlasting love of God.  The lights on the tree announce the true Light of the world in the coming of Christ.  The tree itself reminds us that the infant Jesus was born into the world to die for the sins of the world on a tree (Galatians 3:13-14). Talk about the symbols on our Christmas tree that recall the real meaning of Christmas: the birth of Jesus, our Saviour.   
Rituals and Daily Life

A first job or a new job, graduations, children leaving home, weddings, anniversaries, retirements, memorials of various losses, and other milestones in the family –these are all occasions to celebrate and recall the Lord as our source of all joy, comfort, and hope.  Mark such occasions with petition or thanksgiving to God.  eg 1 Birthday –when you sit down to a birthday meal, spend a few minutes thanking God for how HE has created that person special, and how that person brings blessing into the life of your family. Commit that person to the Lord’s care and blessing for the year ahead. eg 2 Baptism birthday: light a candle with a blessing (eg Matt 5:14), thank God for splashing his child with promises, ask God to grow his child in the ways of Jesus in the year ahead, gather the family around to lay hands on the child with prayers and/or blessings. eg 3  Starting the day by making the sign of the cross on one’s forehead/chest is a great reminder of one’s baptism and the life we have because of Jesus and his cross.

Closing: Rituals and traditions are powerful ways of welcoming the presence of God, the love of Jesus, and the power of the Holy Spirit into our families.  And who wouldn’t want more of that?  Amen.
