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Justice and Healing in Families
Gathering prayer

O God, we know that with you nothing is impossibfeu chose Mary to be the mother of Jesus
and made known your favour towards the lowly, the poor and the desp@eceveal to us that
your way is nbalways the way we would choosg&ive us confidence and trust in you to say,
Oyes,O when you célmen?

A global conversation

In July, 2003, The Lutheran World FederationOs (LWF) Tenth Assembly took place in Winnipeg.
The LWF gathered focused on titieme OFor the Healing of the World.O A series of studies was
prepared to explore the theme, including a session on OJustice and Healing for Families.O This
session is an abbreviated version of the LWF study. Using the LWF study invites members of the
ELCIC to continue a global discussion on the meaning of faith, family and miSsiore may

find sections of this study to be provocative, abbreviated or simplistic. The words presented
below are not presented as ELCIC policy or perspective; rather, theseaemied to stimulate
discussion. As with other sessions, your feedback is welcome as the ELCIC seeks to craft a
social statement.

Justice and Healing in Families
Abbreviated from the LWF Tenth Assembly Study BookFor the Healing of the World

Many kinds of families

It is in families that human beings are brought into the world, nurtured, supported emotionally
and economically, and raised to participate in society. Here we discover what it means to be
human. This is where we are loved and experienaaaaly, meaning and joy, but also where we
may experience pain, alienation and abuse. Families reflect all the ambiguities of what it means
for human beings to be created in the image of God as good, but also to fall into sin. The heights
and depths of theuman condition are manifest in family life.

All cultures institutionalize certain understandings of marriage, family and gender, but across
cultures, what constitutes a family varies considerably. A family usually is thought of as persons
who are relatetb one another and who live together in a household. This might be a nuclear
family, consisting of a couple living alone with or without children. It might be an extended
family, made up of additional relatives (such as aunts, uncles, grandparents,) aolosilige in

the same home or neighbourhood. Some families include members who are related not through
blood, but through adoption. Due to death, divorce and remarriage, families may include a

! Lynn Granke Families of Faith Evangelical Lutheran Women Bible Study 2004, Session 5, copyright 2003.
2 See footnote 1 above.
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variety of stepchildren or stepparents. In some societie® samnesex couples are forming

families. OFamilyO can also refer to a group of people who are committed to share their lives, and
who live together without being legally related, such as unmarried couples (whether heterosexual
or homosexual), friends, oepple living in religious communities.

However a family as demarcated has implications for who is included and who is excluded, and
on what basis. Families can be hospitably open to others, or closed to those who do not belong.
The boundaries of family oabe experienced as oppressive and exclusive, especially by those
who are single or do not fit a particular family norm.

DISCUSS

¥ What for you is OfamilyO?
¥What are the most importanaglities or features of family?

Families under stress

Families ae where we are expected to learn our basic sense of justice, especially of what is right
and wrong, but they can also be places where blatant injustices rage, especially against those
who are vulnerable. Families often need healing due to the deep woanmdsers inflict upon

one another, but families also can be healing havens from the ravages of economic, political and
social stress. The silence over what occurs in family life, which is assumed to be private, can
become a veil covering the pain and iness that must be brought into the open if there is to be
justice and healing in families.

While many families are content and closely knit, some are not. Indeed, every family has some
problems. The private joys and pains of family life must be seetaimoreto the wider cultural,
social, political and economic realities. When wider social, economic and political systems are
threatened or break down, those who do not fit the norm may be blamed or seen as dangerous,
such as those who are single, divorcezparated or of a different lifestyle. Other family

members, or the wider community, may exclude them on this basis.

There are many pressures on family life, which can contribute to broken relationships and
divorce. Family tensions can be compoundeditmyations of affluence as well as poverty, by
unemployment as well as too much work, by changing gender expectations and changing
understandings and practices of sexuality. In many parts of the world, families have been
subjected to colonialism, forced rement, retrenchment, exploitation, violence, conflict and
persisting poverty. When societies are destabilized from every direction, it should be no surprise
when there are dramatic increases in the numbers of street children, prostitutes, gangs, crime,
rape, abortions, alcohol and drug abuse, child neglect, sextafigmitted diseases and violence
against women, children and other family members.

The HIV/AIDS pandemic is a poignant example of how these wider forces affect families.
Across Africa, and iareasingly in other areas of the world, the nightmare of HIV/AIDS is real.
The disease affects not only the physical but also the social body, and millions of families within
it. Hardly a family remains untouched by HIV/AIDS. The word not spoken is HIVEAI&End
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the sexual and other practices that spread it. The victims do not cry out. Doctors, clergy and
obituaries do not give the killer its name. Families recoil in shame. Leaders shirk responsibility.
The stubborn silence heralds victory for the disedsetal cannot keep the virus at bay.

The church, as the household of God, needs to acknowledge that this is not just a problem out
there, but that many in our churches are living and suffering with HIV/AIDS. In this sense, it can
be said that the churcla AIDS! Healing is desperately needed so that those affected can be
restored to relationships within their families, congregations and communities. We need to
become instruments of GodOs redeeming love so as to confront and transform the stigmas and
pracices associated with HIV/AIDS.

DISCUSS

¥How are familis under stress in your context?
¥ How does your church minister to fdims under these circumstances?
¥How should it?

Changing roles of women and men in families

In many societies, gender rolegve undergone significant changes in recent years, especially in
guest of greater equity and mutuality between women and men. Women in many parts of the
world have acquired a new sense of identity and power, while most men still need to find an
identity that is not lived out by exercising dominating power over women, which can lead to
abuse. Changing gender expectations and roles is a challenge that most men have only begun to
incorporate into their lives and identity as men, including by assuming mpmnsasilities in

home and family. Women still tend to carry the primary responsibility here, in addition to their
work outside the home. There also have been significant increases in the proportion ef female
headed households, but often with inadequatls@conomic or church support for them and
their families. Women in many parts of the world continue to lack power over their bodies,
especially in terms of sexual practices and family planning. As family structures change,
especially under the impact e€onomic forces, children increasingly need to fend for
themselves. Quality time spent together as a family is increasingly rare. Who will care for the
upcoming generation, as well as for the older generation as they become more dependent?

DISCUSS
¥In your culture, who traditionally has taught thmupg about sexuality?

¥ How is this changing?
¥What shoudl be the churchOs role in this?

Love and children without marriage

In a profound shift that has changed the notion of what constitutes a famigninaountries,
more and more children, are born out of wedlock into a new social order in which, it seems, few
of the old stigmas will apply. Welfare policies in many countries are specifically intended to
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ensure all children enjoy the same financial bésheahd treatment, whether their parents are
married, living together, separated, divorced or single.

In many parts of the world, people are redefining what OfamilyO means. In many places, divorce
does not carry the social stigma it once did. Add totll@seexploding number of single mothers,
some of whom have never married and have no plans to; couples with smaller families than their
parents or no children at all; the struggle of homosexual couples for rights similar to their
heterosexual counterpaktsnd there are far different portraits of typical families than existed a
generation ago.

These are only a few of the many changing family realities and challenges present in our world.
Clearly, there are significant differences in what is occurring, ahdwnwe feel, talk and

respond to these realities. Careful and sympathetic listening to one another is essential. Our
crosscultural differences over questions of family, gender and sexuality are widespread and
significant; there is no one pattern or anstiat can be imposed on all. As we discern how we

will respond to the need for justice and healing in and through families today, it is crucial that we
do so in light of perspectives and understandings that arise out of our Christian faith.

DISCUSS

¥How is marriage viewed in your society?

¥How are those viewed who hachildren outside of marriage?

¥How are &imilies and children supported?

¥How is the church in your context responding to these situations? How should it?

Biblical perspectives

In theface of all these realities, Christians turn to the Bible in search of guidance. Sometimes
one idealized form of family has been assumed to be the Obiblical® or OChristianO model.
However, there actually have been many different forms of family througietiistory of the
Bible and of the Church. Yet, throughout history, marriage generally was seen as a legal and
social contract between two families for the sake of status, to bear and raise children and to
transfer property from one generation to anather

Families, of many different configurations, are central inQleeTestamentThis is reflected, for
example, in the direct implications that the Ten Commandments (Exodd&i 2DHave for
family life, both then and now:

Family relationships are to ®noured and nurtureti¢nor your father and mother
Destructive abuses of power that harm others are prohilitedat kil);

Marriage is to be upheld and supported as a sacred union and social instituto (
commit adultery;

Truth-telling is essetial in all relationshipsdo not bear false withegsaand

Sexual desire that lures one away from spouse or family is condedmadt(covet
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In the biblical world, clear gender assumptions were embedded in the cultural notions of family
honour and shae. Male honour involved taking care of and protecting OweakerO family
members, and females were expected to preserve the familyOs honour by guarding their own
sexual purity. Because they were seen as having OdangerousO power to bring shame on the
family, women were controlled and guarded, lest they be seduced or raped by another man,
which would bring dishonour upon the fanfilyith little attention to the effect on the woman!
Someof the sexual prohibitions in the Bible tend to be associated either hahwas

considered impure or OdirtyO (according to Levitical codes) or greed in seeking the property and
persons who ObelongO to another houseHolder.

DISCUSS

¥How, if at all, do these assumptiostdl operate in your culture?
¥How do you react to tme?
¥On what biblical and theological grounds wouldiyahallenge some of them todayhy?

Early Gurch

In the early Church, family loyalties were loosened to some extent for the sake of loyalty to the
new community rooted in Christ. This is one reasby thhe early Church was seen as

threatening to the Roman Empire. The church tended to become like a family, in order to care for
those who had cut their ties with their biological families. The ethical focus shifted to
relationships within this new Ofanthyof the church.

In the Gospels, Jesus redefines OfamilyOever does the will of God is my brother and sister

and mothet. Even tax collectors and prostitutes are included in this new family (Matthew

21:2881). Jesus blesses childréor, it is to suchas these that the kingdom of heaven befongs

In Jesus Christ, early Christians became ObrothersO and OsistersO in a new Ohousehold of GodO
where greater equality among women and men began to emerge, in contrast to the prevalent
social pattern of dominatn. Wives could not be dismissed and divorced as easily as before, and

the single life was given new value. Widows, who previously had no status, began to rise above
the role of victim and become positive examples of faith, especially in LukeOs gospal. Hon
inherited through oneOs blood family was replaced by the honour of doing the will of God.

Some would say thatlaghpoint in this new understanding was St. Paul proclaiming that

through baptism into Chrishere is no longer Jew or Greeglave or freeE male or femalg

Yet, in other Pauline and related writings, especially in the later Pastoral Epistles, understandings
of male dominance continued to prevail. The relation of women and men had begun to change
dramatically in the firstentury church. Thexercise by women of this new freedom was

s Carolyn Osiek and David L. BalchRamilies in the New Testament World: Households and Household Chufcbeisyville,
KY: Westminste John Knox, 1997), pp. 882.

4 L. William Countrymanpirt, Greed, and Sex: Sexual Ethics in the New Testament and their Implications for Today
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1988

® Mark 3:35

® Matthew 19:14

" Galatians 3:28
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shocking to the social system. Consequently, as the church became more established, there were
moves away from this new equality, and a reassertion of patriarchal family values.

The early Church faced the dilemmiahow to teach Christian faith and life, especially about
matters of family and sexuality, to those from different traditions (such as Jews and Gentiles).
This is reflected in the New Testament Epistles and Pastoral Letters. What needed to be
emphasizeddr those from one kind of background was different from what others needed to
hear. The church then, as well as today, faced the questions as to which cultural practices
regarding family should be affirmed, which ones tolerated and which ones rejected. The
sometimes contradictory teachings related to family and sexuality in the Bible reflect this sifting
process. We need to continue deliberating, especially in ways that cut across and challenge
cultural assumptions, such as those related to polygamy orskaoadity, that are just as
controversial in our day.

PaulOs pastoral advice to the church at Corinth contains an extensive section on sexual
relationship$. He emphasizes, for example, that the human bodseimple of the Holy Spitit

which has impognt implications for how we live out our sexuality. He offers surprising,
sometimes conflicting, advice in relation to situations Christians faced. His realistic pastoral
guidance affirms the importance of more mutual relations within marriage, whilafataang

those who remained single. What begins to emerge is the ethical principle of judging behaviour
according to what will result in the least harm to self and neighbour in particular situations,
rather than upholding certain absolute rules undairalimstances. Central theological themes

in scripture are foundational, but questions need to be raised about ethical teachings that are
bound to certain cultural understandings and assumptions, and how they may or may not apply in
situations todaylT'he @mmunity of faith is called to talk and discern together how we might
make our best attempts to live ethical lives. Disciples are finite moral agents; we sin and are
forgiven; ultimately, we are responsible to God.

DISCUSS

¥What are the central ethid@achings that shoularevail amid changing cultural realities?

Ethical perspectives to consider today

By focusing on the network of relationships in which human beings find themselves, the focus

on justice and healing in families has much to contributeow we pursue Christian ethics.
Theological themes in Scriptures can guide our decision making, but they do not by themselves
tell us what to do in the particular situations we face. Here decisions need to be made by people
as finite moral agents respble to God. As Christians, we should honour the teachings

contained in the Holy Scriptures while being open to challenges based on social existence, with
norms of love, inclusiveness and mutual acceptance of each other. In a spirit of joy and gladness,
we are called to seek justice and healing in and through all kinds of families.

8| Corinthians 5:87:16
9| Corinthians 6:1820
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Consider how the following ethical perspectives could be helpful in addressing the challenges
facing families and sexuality in your context:

God intends human beings to findrponal meaning and healing through family
relationships. Relationships should be evaluated according to whether they are mutually
just, loving and promote personal and social flourishing. In the case of intimate sexual
activity, what is ethically signifignt is the qualitative nature of the relationship within
which this occurs, and whether this activity builds up and enhances, or harms and
destroys the life of the other (the sexual partner, the family, the community).

Marriage is a union between two pé®ghat embodies GodOs loving purpose to nurture,
create and enrich life, through a lifelong relationship of mutual love, fidelity and joy. The
binding legal contract of marriage reinforces its Ostaying powerQO when it is threatened by
sin. At the same timeompassion and healing are needed in those situations where a
marriage may need to be ended.

Through conceiving, bearing, adopting and rearing children, a family participates in
GodOs ongoing creation. Both parents should be prepared to welcomegtakecd
provide for a child. When that is not the case, the responsible use of safe, effective
contraceptive methods are expected of both sexual partners. Special attention must be
paid to the unequal power in sexual relations, and the lack of acces®than often

have to contraception and protection against sextralhsmitted diseases.

As believers whose lives have been marked by the life, death and resurrection of Jesus
Christ, we should respond to the hope that is in us by living out a faitle aclove that
seeks justice. The core issue is that justice be done in any type of family. Furthermore,
we must challenge the unjust, dominating use of power over others, including male
dominance over females in family and sexual relations, especiadly this results in
various forms of abus®.

A Lutheran ethic of family and sexuality seeks to be practical and realistic, recognizing
that what we do in this world will never be free of sin. We are called to use our God
given sense and judgement to discehat will best approximate who we are as part of
the household of God, and how the life of the neighbour can best be protected and
enhanced. In living this out, we must continually rely on GodOs grace and forgiveness.

Justice and healing in families

Given all the stress and wounds afflicting families, there are enormous needs for healing, many
of which are specific to a given context. How families are healed in different cultures and
settings will vary significantly. For justice in familidsof whatevekindN it would be well to
remember the words of prophet Micalw justice, and to love kindness, and to walk humbly with

19 For more on this, se@hurches Say ONoO to Violence Against Wdeneva: The Lutheran World Federation, 2002).
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your God™! The joy of being a family of God makes us Oa ChristO to others, enabling us to
engage joyfully in ministries of healing angsfice in the world. This includes faith (walking
with God) and good works (doing justice and loving kindness). Bastidied by grace through
faith leads us to pursuing love and justice for the neighbour.

Given the highly charged differences thereareut families and sexuality in our world today,

we can be sure that as we discuss these matters, Oour shoes will get muddy.O But at the same
time, we pray for the grace to avoid unfairly judging those with whom we differ, the patience to
listen to those wh whom we disagree, and the love to reach out to those from whom we may be
divided.

DISCUSS

¥How does our faith speak to changing realitiefamily, gender and sexuality?

¥How would you describe the meaning and value of a OtraditionalO familyymaida man, a
woman and children?

¥Given the significant cultural and generational differences in how we understand family life
and sexuality, how can we talk about and learn to live with these differences afstpba one
household of God?

Listeningp the whisperings of the spirit
Personal reflections:

¥What happened for you during this session?

¥My insights into my life are. . .

¥My insights into life and mission of my congregation are. . .

¥My insights into the life and missm of the widecchurch are. . .

¥ h light of this session, questi®that need to be explored are. . .

¥Insights | would like to share with the ELCIC Hum&exuality Task Force are. . .

Feedback for the ELCIC Task Force

(form provided in appendix #1.)

Having considezd this session, what observations might help the ELCIC as it develops a social
statement on human sexuality?

Closing prayer

Give thanks for: The gift of family and friends
Loved ones whose love gives us strength and joy
The community which is our Inoe
Giving us the grace to bless as we have been blessed

11 Micah 6:8
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Pray for: All those who are lonely

Those who suffer from abuse or addiction of any kind
All who yearn for healing and reconciliation
Ministry with families

Offer your own prayers:
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