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Abstract
The role of Christian faith communities in faith nurture of children is examined using empirical data, to assess whether the church is redundant for families.  Insights are taken from child development, psychology and theology, to support a multi-disciplinary analysis of empirical data from children, parents and church leaders in North-West England, UK.  Potential reasons for disengagement are revealed, as well as positive outcomes that are possible through family involvement in a faith community.  Churches are encouraged to recognise the limitations of family’s involvement in church, and consider tangible strategies to foster inclusion and engagement.
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Introduction
There is evidence of widespread disengagement and reduced church attendance within the Western world (Gill, 2003; Richter and Francis, 2007; Cruchley-Jones, 2008; Bruce and Glendinning, 2010; Francis and Robbins, 2012).  Alongside this, there has been increased call for parents to take increased responsibility for nurturing faith in the home context (Turner, 2010; Mark, 2016; Barna, 2019).  This paper explores whether or not Christian families are missing out through reduced attendance or lack of affiliation with a faith community, or whether indeed they do not need the church in order to nurture their children’s faith effectively.  Whilst this trend of downward engagement was already widespread and apparent, it was accentuated by the events of the covid-19 pandemic, whereupon churches were physically closed for an extended period and forced to operate online.  The loss of physical meeting in churches had a considerable impact upon children’s connection with their faith community, raising the question of their necessity.  Within this context, this paper explores whether the church is either beneficial or redundant for contemporary Christian families.  Consideration of the role of children within the sacraments is not central to this paper since that has often been the focus of theological and ecclesiological debate.  Rather, the paper explores the overall experience of church for the children and families who participated in the study, and examines whether it was resourceful or superfluous for them.

Literature Review 
Children in Faith Communities
Human relationships enable children to thrive (Mountain, 2011, p.264).  Indeed, the need to belong and have social connections is a fundamental human drive, strongly connected with self-esteem (Baumeister, 2012).  Furthermore, it reflects a trinitarian understanding of the divine need for communal relations (Wright, 1996).  Whilst Godin (1964) expounded the ambiguity of the signs of belonging, rendering it unclear and indistinct, Swinton (2012) pointed to the words of the apostle Paul in Galatians 3:28, reiterating that “you are all one in Christ Jesus,” demonstrating that belonging is not a human action aimed at inclusion, but a state of being as a consequence of the work of Christ.  Indeed, the essence of the body of Christ is that it includes and values each component part (Ephesians 4:11-13; 1 Peter 2:9).  In this vein, Jesus welcomed a child in the midst (Matthew 18:2), demonstrating that children also belong within the family of faith.  Willmer and White (2013) emphasised that receiving a child in this way should be a natural commonplace process, reflecting the child’s inherent spiritual maturity (Berryman, 2017).  This marks a reversal of the widely accepted uni-directional adult to child teaching direction (Weber, 1979), and promotes a model for children to be an integral part of faith communities.  It is therefore critical that all ages feel that they belong and are welcomed and valued by the church (Keeley & Keeley, 2018).
The notion of a child in the midst of a faith community conveys that the church has the capacity influence the child as part of their microsystem and mesosystemic interactions (Bronfenbrenner, 1979).  Indeed, it is argued that such influences may build up or destroy faith processes in a similar way to how they form and shape the child’s character and emotional processes (Harding, 2008).  Csinos (2011) observed that the environment of faith communities has a profound impact upon spiritual experience.  Equally, the degree of impact that the church has upon a child would surely be connected with the degree of involvement and engagement that their family has with the church, reflecting encirclement of attachments present (Gurian, 2002).  This underlines the value and complexity of the web of relationships occurring within church congregations (Willmer and White, 2013).  Developing this further, Godin (1964, p.204) argued that religious belonging is more than simply being together; rather it is a conscious and active state, referring more fully to “being-together-for-and-towards-God.”  The notion of communitas is of resonance here since Frost (2007) defined it as an intense feeling of social togetherness and belonging, comprising both an outward and forward-moving focus.  This description reflects the New Testament term koinonia, translated as fellowship (Carson et al., 2021), although Turner (1969) did caution about adoption of this liminal term since many modes and systems of communitas may be identified.  Nevertheless, meaningful connectedness is greatly valued and desired by children, as they frequently see the core of their deity as part of this interrelationship (Heller, 1986).  Alongside this, the child’s identity is formed by being part of a faith community (Beckwith, 2010).  There are therefore significant positive implications of a child and their family being part of such a rich experience and interaction.

Participation of Children
Belonging to a church community is not an end in itself, since congregations comprise a community of believers who have come together around a common commitment and purpose (Elkington, 2011).  Alongside this, Yust (2004) observed that a key part of a child’s spiritual journey is serving others and building community, demonstrating that children have the capacity to be part of the church’s mission.  In fact, even from an early age, children are observed to not only be influenced by their interactions with others, but also have an influence on others (Underdown, 2007), again resonating with the concept of all facets of the body of Christ being vitally important.  Yust (2002) promoted the need for children to be viewed as active participants in church rather than passive recipients, reflecting a view that a child ‘in the midst’ brings about a difference in the nature of their participation within the faith community (Willmer & White, 2013).  This desire to play a part and to serve has proved to bring joy and energise children of all ages (Fuller, 2001), and enable their soul to grow (Gurian, 2002).  In church life this is often focussed upon a child’s involvement in the sacraments, but this paper seeks to more generally explore the child’s active participation as part of the ongoing life of the faith community.  In the unprecedented times of the covid-19 pandemic, there was a general sense of people wishing to help others, for example the NHS Volunteer Responders initiative recruited 750,000 people just two days.[footnoteRef:1]  During the early days of the lockdown, UK children were encouraged to draw and display rainbows in their home windows[footnoteRef:2] but as the lockdown advanced there were no roles or opportunities for participation actively promoted, unfortunately precluding children from opportunities to participate or serve.  This highlights the contrast and challenge of facilitating the participation of children within faith communities.  However, it is key that children are not overlooked or assumed to have little to contribute but rather have the capacity to take part in theological discussions (Csinos, 2018) and contribute to church life (Weber, 1979; Berryman, 2017; Beckwith, 2010).  This concurs with a belief that ministry should not be reduced to programs but rather a practice of lived experience alongside one another (Okholm, 2018).   [1:  https://www.england.nhs.uk/2020/03/250000-nhs-volunteers/]  [2:  https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-51988671] 


Intergenerational Connections
There are not many contexts in contemporary life which are as intergenerationally rich as church communities (Beckwith, 2010), a concept which reflects the body of Christ, depicted in 1 Corinthians, wherein the wide variety of members are all valued and incorporated.  The sense of being connected to others is part of healthy living (Mountain, 2011), and the intergenerational aspect of this is of great value (Glassford & Barger-Elliot, 2011).  In this way, children may learn to be members of their community as they actively participate (Catterton Allen, 2004).  Within the pandemic parameters, many churches were producing separate and distinct content for adults and children.  However, Ingersoll (2014) emphasised that participation in the worship life of the congregation is found to have a positive influence on children’s spiritual development.  One aspect of this is that children benefit from seeing others within the church community tell stories of faith, and thereby being role models to the children outside of their immediate family.  These collective stories of faith generate a sense of God’s Spirit working amongst all community members (Beckwith, 2010), which is highly valuable in supporting a child’s faith formation.  Equally, the intergenerational church encompasses a commitment to care for and protect the needs of all the generations, which is a wholesome experience for the child.  A further benefit is that children are shaped not only by attending church programmes, but also through their comprehensive experience in the congregation (Hood, 2004).  This is somewhat due to the fact that verbal interaction with others is only part of the child’s experience, since the deeper forms of non-verbal communication are crucial in fostering a sense of well-being and connection (Mountain, 2011).  Children’s spiritual growth has been closely linked with their social growth, since they utilise their life experiences to foster their understanding and response to God’s grace (Shier-Jones, 2009).  Consequently, being surrounded by a faith community exhibiting these traits will enable a child’s comprehension and recognition of divine grace.  This connects with the idea of children being ‘apprentices’, through full access to participation in the community (Mercer, 2005, p.201).  The ability of the church to provide role models for children is therefore potentially a great benefit if incorporated organically into church life (Okholm, 2018).


Methodology
A qualitative, exploratory investigation took place to gain insights into the lived experiences and perceptions of parents, children and church leaders.  The empirical research occurred prior to the covid-19 pandemic lockdown, so fortunately was not subject to physical restrictions.  Online questionnaires were completed by 74 church leaders, describing their views on the church’s role towards families.  In addition, interviews of 61 children and their parents provided in-depth data about children’s perceptions and experiences of their church.  The participating church leaders and families were self-selecting, in response to research adverts distributed through para-church networks.  Church leaders responded by completing the online survey if they so wished, and parents who were willing to participate completed an online form to indicate their willingness to take part in the research.  The researcher then followed this up with an email and telephone conversation with the parents to provide further information about the project and arrange the home visit.  This mode of gathering the sample ensured that all participating families were church-goers, which indicated a degree of interest in the Christian faith.  
The children were between three and thirteen years old, consisted of 23 boys and 38 girls, and lived in North-West England.  Eighty-eight percent were white British with the remaining 12% of other ethnicities.  The children were from 16 different churches, with representatives from Church of England, Catholic, Baptist, Methodist, Pentecostal, Free Church and Evangelical groups.  The interviews took place in the child’s home, in order that the participants could feel as comfortable as possible.  The researcher took a large colourful treasure chest to each house visit, containing interactive activities such as puppets, building blocks, colouring pens, printed images and an iPad.  The researcher first explained the information sheet to both the parents and children, and then reiterated to parents the guidance for them to be present but in the background and not participate during the child’s interview.  Some brief ice breaker activities occurred to enable the child to feel more comfortable, and these were followed by a series of play-based interview activities to facilitate the children in talking about their experiences and perceptions of church, God and their faith journey (Holmes, 2019).  The children’s interviews each lasted approximately 45 minutes, and invariably were enjoyable for all parties.  In many cases, parents reported being amazed at the conversations which had taken place, since many had not heard their children speak about these topics in such detail previously.  Following this, the children were thanked and given the opportunity to leave the interview space.  The researcher then spent about twenty minutes interviewing the parents.  In the majority of cases, the parents opted to create some distance between them and their children for this segment, so that the conversation was not overheard by their children.  The interviews with parents were more traditional in nature and invited conversation regarding their family faith ethos and activities, church involvement and experiences.  The theological debate regarding the child’s place in the Eucharist was outside of the bounds of this paper, so it was not an explicit subject of the conversation.  Indeed, very few parents cited it as a central part of their thinking.  Rather this paper was more interested in the more general experience of a child’s belonging and participating in church life, hence this was the primary line of questioning.  This also ensured that the emergent findings were applicable to a range of faith communities and churchmanships.  
The empirical research met with the ethical scrutiny of Manchester University, and hence ensured that confidentiality, anonymity and the right for participants to withdraw at any stage was maintained.  The play-based interview activities included ice-breaker elements to limit the impact of power relations on the child, given that the researcher was previously unknown to the child.  A considerable amount of data was collected; namely four sheets per child and three per adult.  It was initially transcribed and them tabulated to sort into conversational themes.  Then it was manually analysed thematically to capture emergent themes, which are illuminated below.

Results
Insights from church leaders
There was ambiguity amongst church leaders about the terms “children’s ministry” and “family ministry”, with participants frequently interchanging the terms.  This demonstrated that churches often did not clearly define ministries that were aimed at children from those which targeted the whole family.  Indeed, only four of the participating churches stated that they had formulated a vision for family ministry, although a further three were in the process of developing a strategy and eighteen respondents stated that they carried out family ministry although it hadn’t been formalised or written down.  This reflects the essence of many respondents who stated that there was a general awareness and acceptance of families in their church, although they were conscious that this was not necessarily formalised or adopted by the wider congregation.  
Figure 1 reveals the nature of the church’s role towards families, according to the church leader participants.  The responses are depicted in descending order according to frequency of being stated.  The most popular response, ‘welcoming families’, was stated 28 times.  It is interesting to note that this is a statement of ethos rather than specifically targeted activity.  Another response regarding the ethos was “to ensure they are part of the Christian community”, which was stated by 16 respondents.  This links with the 14 respondents who asserted that they desired to include children in the services, again communicating a sense of welcome within the church’s ethos and approach.  Other frequent responses were provision of opportunities for faith to be nurtured (such as family services), provision of practical support for families, and children’s activities.  Eighteen of the church leaders reported that they viewed their role as supporting faith in the home context, conveying that they considered nurture of a child’s faith to be a partnership between parents and the church.  In contrast to this notion, only one church leader stated that they sought to foster an intergenerational focus.

Insights from children
Figure 2 shows children’s responses to questions about what happens at church.  The most frequently mentioned answers were “singing (mentioned 28 times), “praying” and details about the activities in children’s groups (both mentioned 21 times).  Twenty children spoke about how the adults and children are separated during the service, and fifteen expressed that interactions and relationships with peers or adults were valued by them.  Indeed, four children explicitly stated that they greatly appreciated the leaders of their group.  Ten children stated that they learn about God in church.  Snacks seemed very important to the children, as this was stated eleven times.  For six of the children, the fabric of the building seemed important as they described in detail the cross at the front and other key features.  One boy (aged nine) boldly observed that his church wasn’t “posh like some other churches he had been to”, whilst a six-year-old girl reported with intrigue that there is a “secret money room where people count the money”.   It was noted that many of the children’s descriptions of church explained a slightly passive role, using words such as “sitting”, “listening”, “watching” and “learning”.  One child stated that “when kids pray they copy what everyone else does but they don’t say the words, they only say amen.”  Four of the children explained that they appreciated feeling they had a role, for example one child (thirteen years old) delighted in reporting about her role as a volunteer in the preschool group, whilst another said that she was allowed to play the piano, and two others stated that they enjoyed being on the stage answering questions or “saying things”.  
The children predominantly expressed happy emotions about church attendance, although there were some things that children reported they didn’t like.  Some children reported that the activities were “boring”, one child stated that “they talk too much and explain too long”.  Conversely, another child reported that they disliked feeling rushed between different activities at church due to time limits, and one child stated that it was too loud and too busy.  A few children mentioned that they feel hungry at church, and three expressed intense dislike for “having to go to the front for birthdays”, or to “do action songs” or for “Christmas plays”.  Three children expressed a social reason for disliking church, since they didn’t have a friend there or in one case they didn’t like one of the children’s leaders.  One girl, aged ten, revealed that “sometimes I want to be there but sometimes I just want to go home and lie on my bed listening to music and hear God through that. Or sometimes I just want to be with my friends.”
There were many comments from the children about the segregation of the adults and children and the balance of their different needs.  A few reported that the children’s session sometimes finishes before the adult service, and “it’s boring waiting for them”.  Others stated that the “adults talk for ages”.  A few asserted that they did not enjoy the “adult and kids bit”, with one child stating that it was too structured and many reported it was “just lots and lots of singing”.  In a significant number of cases, children reported that they didn’t know what ‘grown-ups’ did in church but they knew it was boring.  Frequently children viewed the adult component of church as very closed to them, and many of the children did seem disappointed about this (shown in their body language and tone of reporting).  Indeed, one girl, aged eight stated that “sometimes I feel like I would like to stay with the adults to hear a bit of preaching and what they think of stuff”.  
In terms of integration into the wider church, some children reported adults or teenagers who they were very fond of and who evidently invested time in the child and ensured that they felt involved and cared for at church.  This was only expressed by a small number of children.  Nevertheless, a significant number reported that they had friends at church, and these tended to be friends of a similar age.  It was noted that where there was a church school connected with the child’s church, the child seemed to have more peer friendships at church, and these friendships appeared stronger since they saw their friends at school and church.  A small number of children reported that they were disinterested and unengaged with church, often sitting on their own during the service and afterwards and ‘not having anyone to play with’.  Two of the children usually took an ipad to church to play on ‘so that they did not have to join in’.

Insights from parents
There was a general feeling amongst the parent participants that by attending church, the child’s faith was affirmed and supported.  Figure 3 summarises the responses from parents regarding the ways that they felt supported by their church.  The dominant response was that children’s sessions and activities are the main source of support for families.  These were appreciated in part because of the parental desire for the church to disciple their child’s faith, but also because these activities occupied the child, hence releasing time for the parent.  Other key responses were the sense of family and community, moral support and teaching about God for families.  Less frequently mentioned responses were parenting courses, babysitting, a relaxed and inclusive atmosphere and the sharing of resources.  In contrast, seven of the parents stated that “the church would provide support if we want it, but we don’t need it”.  They referred to specific ways that their church supported families, including provision of meals during times of illness or difficulty, babysitting and pastoral visits at specific life events or issues.
There were some negative responses, with one parent reporting that they did not feel supported by their church, and four respondents emphasising that the churches should listen to what children and families actually want and need, rather than presuming they know.  Examples that were given of activities that do not accurately meet their needs were parenting courses, socials and parent support groups.  A significant number of parents stated that they struggled to connect with church and felt judged, excluded and uninvolved due largely to having young children.  Indeed, many of the parents reported that they attended church for the sake of their children but they themselves “get nothing out of the experience” due to running around after their child, or if for example their child is either too young, too ‘clingy’ or has special needs to hinder them from attending any organised groups.  Some parents also stated that they felt judged if they were late for the Sunday service or if they missed a week due to being too tired, having another activity on or it clashing with ‘nap time’ of their young children.  These families were desperate to feel accepted and connected with church despite the difficulties that they had in attending regularly due to their young children.  Some of the participants communicated frustration that midweek evening meetings often took place as early as 7pm, which conflicted with family time and their child’s bedtime.  These parents asserted that it was wrong for the church activities to clash with family time, since family time should always be a priority.  Suggestions that parents made for churches improving support for families included teaching within church regarding nurturing faith in the home, strengthening intergenerational components of church, and facilitation of mentoring for children within the faith community.
Figure 4 shows parental responses to the statement “my child feels welcomed and accepted at our church”.  There were 63% of the respondents who strongly agreed with this, 34% who ticked “agree” and only 3% who indicated that they neither agreed or disagreed with the statement.  Whilst these statistics are encouraging, it must be noted that there is likely to be a bias because people who are happy with their existing church experience are more likely to opt into research on this theme.  It was noteable that seven of the families responded differently to this question for their different children, indicating that siblings of the same family experiened different levels of acceptance and welcome at their church.

Discussion
The Ethos of Churches
The majority of the church leaders (95%) stated that they did not have a formalised vision regarding family ministry within their church, mainly because they felt that it was implicit in what they did.  However, participant parents indicated that implicit acceptance and welcome of families isn’t universal.  The danger is that if such an approach is not formalised in an intentional way, practices and innate behaviour will revert to activities and ethos that is moulded to the adult voice and inclination.  Alongside this, the aims documented by church leaders towards families were positive and constructive, however again without these being formalised and verbalised, the adoption of them by the congregation is likely to be incomplete.  Indeed, although this research did not include a full survey of congregation attitudes, the majority of parent participants expressed that they felt judged, excluded and disconnected with their church.  Many reported that the only reason for their persistence in attending was “for the sake of their child”, in accessing the Sunday School activities.  It must be noted that the sample of participant families were more likely to be positive in their attitude to church since they self-selected to be involved.  Therefore, if a significant proportion of these self-selecting parents are reporting dissatisfaction with the atmosphere and acceptance towards them, this indicates that this is as a serious issue to be addressed if churches desire to be truly welcoming and accepting of families.  Indeed, Stratigos (2015) highlighted the ever-changing and complex political process surrounding belonging.  It is critical that churches are attentive to this since Csinos (2011) observed that the environment of faith communities profoundly impacts upon spiritual experiences.  This connects with the theoretical dichotomies of genuine belonging expounded above, since if parents do not feel a sense of belonging within their faith community they are increasingly likely to disengage or stop attending.  There were suggestions from parents that greater frequency of teaching and “upfront” talking about families and family ministry, would more effectively facilitate affirmation, empowerment and resourcing of parents.  Many stated that this would be much more valuable to them than provision of parenting courses, which they reported churches seemed keen to deliver but parents felt did not meet parental needs.  A strategy of this nature would create a more collaborative approach, whereby parents felt in partnership with the church in nurturing their child’s faith, rather than either party feeling redundant.  This calls for a shift in practices towards more intergenerational approaches (Conway, 2018), reflecting the congregation process-focused ministry of the whole family extolled by Okholm (2018).  
Coinciding with this, is the need for churches to be realistic about the limitations and restrictions upon parents and families in terms of commitment and involvement.  Whilst individuals have a desire to participate and serve, many parents reported feeling over-burdened by their church or expectations upon them which felt unrealistic given their family responsibilities.  Furthermore, churches need to be cautious about expecting parents to attend mid-week meetings which coincide with their ‘family time.’  This concurs with an acceptance of natural organic structures within families (Harding, 2008).

Children’s Relational Connection
During the interviews, it was clear that children greatly appreciated the relationships within their church community; both with peers and adults, and missed these when absent.  The fact that stronger relationships were evident in the case of church schools demonstrated the value of interacting with members of the faith community outside of the scheduled weekly service or event.  These valuable relationships concur with the deep-seated need that children have to belong and to be surrounded by warm loving relationships, and will contribute to formation of the child’s framework of faith and relationship with God.  Hart (2003) and Csinos (2018) highlighted that children are more likely to raise questions of a spiritual nature when they feel safe and secure, so fostering these dependable and reliable relationships within church communities has real value.  Churches need to explore tangible ways that this depth of relationships could be fostered within their unique community setting (Conway, 2018).  Such an approach would reflect the call by Wright (1996) to educate the whole child through the conduit of communal relationships.
Regarding the purpose of the church community, it was positive to hear from many of the children that their experiences at church were distinctive in providing them with opportunities to learn about God, to pray and to worship.  This demonstrates that the church communities involved are playing a considerable role in supporting the child’s faith, in a way that is additional to faith at home.  The implication of this, is that in this regard church has a meaningful contribution to make to Christian families.  Whilst a small number of children mentioned intergenerational relationships, none of them talked about hearing or observing the faith heritage or stories of other members of their church community, yet this is valuable so that children can see language and experiences demonstrated by older members of the faith community (Greig and Taylor, 1999).  Hence, this is a specific area which could be developed in order to strengthen the positive value of the community relationships.

Children’s Participation
In terms of participation within the church community, the use of passive language by the children to describe their experiences highlighted that they felt they were often observers rather than participants.  This was evident when children explained that they don’t say the prayers with the adults but just say “Amen” at the end, they frequently sit and watch the adults worship and they sit waiting until the adults are ready to finish.  In addition, significant mention was made by children about the separation of children and adults during church services, with many indicating that they felt the adult segment to be very closed to them.  This contrasts markedly with the notion of all members being equally valued within the body of Christ and appreciation of intergenerational church communities (Catterton Allen, 2004).  
Care must be taken in this regard to ensure that participation is not tokenistic, forced or coerced, but rather is genuinely aligned to the desires and needs of the child (Hart, 1992), resonating with a style of ‘child-friendliness’ which is compatible with Jesus (Willmer & White, 2013).  This is particularly true in being attentive to the child’s preferences regarding being visible or “on stage” during services.  Whilst some children felt affirmed through invitation to be involved in action songs, prayers or readings, others feel exposed and uncomfortable.  It is proposed that children are invited to participate and know that they will remain valued and accepted even if they opt out of a particular activity, such as demonstrating actions or doing a reading.  This correlates closely with the distinction between love and admiration, whereby admiration is a conditional love obtained when a child fulfils an adult’s needs; whereas unconditional love, as is the love of God, is crucial in supporting the child’s self-development (Harding, 2008).  Churches are therefore encouraged to reflect this unconditional love of God upon children in their midst in order to build the emotional, psychological and spiritual prerequisites for faith.  This calls into question the “performance” type appearances at the front of church described by some children in the interviews.  In connection with this, churches and families would benefit from dialogue regarding a child feeling that church attendance is compulsory, including times when they find it difficult for any reason.  It is suggested that if a child feels forced to attend church, they may not gain the full benefits of being part of the church community since their openness may be impeded.  Furthermore, there is a risk of spiritual abuse occurring if unhealthy attitudes and practices arise.  Ultimately then, collaboration between families and their church community is required to consider how best a child may be integrated and included within the church, whilst maintaining their voice and choice.

Parental Experiences
On the whole, the children in the study were much more positive about their church experiences than their parents.  This could reflect the fact that the adults are more critical due to their life-stage than children.  Nevertheless, the strength of feeling that many parents reported about feeling judged or excluded was notable.  Yet 97% of the parents agreed that their child felt welcomed and accepted.  This disconnect between the experience of parents and children requires churches to adjust the experience of parents to ensure that they feel affirmed and included, since this aspect has significant potential for causing parents to withdraw or disengage from regular church involvement.  Equally, the statement made by many of the parents, that “the church would support me if I needed it, but I don’t”, implies a misunderstanding of the mutual connection and support that could be implicit and prevalent within church communities, rather than only arising if families encounter a life difficulty or intensified need.  This highlights the need for churches to create an ethos of this mutual dependence and support within their faith community, and hence move beyond individualism (Gurian, 2002).  With this in mind, it is key for churches to genuinely listen to and take notice of parental opinions and be increasingly aware of the needs of families, which according to the participating parents often did not take place.  In addition, to intentionally develop strategies to meet the needs of all ages within their congregations is key (Keeley & Keeley, 2018).

Conclusion
It would be beneficial to investigate some of these areas more in depth, and in different contexts, cultures and backgrounds.  Nevertheless, some interesting patterns have emerged.  Having considered the role of church for contemporary families, it seems that churches are not necessarily redundant but may still be beneficial if they are intentional about their aim to cater for the needs of contemporary families in a broader and more inclusive manner.  However, it is critical that churches are aware of the limitations upon families regarding the extent of their involvement and commitment, and are deliberate in vocally affirming, valuing and resourcing families in their midst.  Tangible steps need to be taken to facilitate greater integration of families into church communities, in order to prevent disengagement and reduced attendance.
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Figure 1: Church leader’s views about their role towards families.


Figure 2: Responses from children about church

Figure 3: Parental reports of church support and equipping

Figure 4: Parental views regarding the statement “my child feels welcomed and accepted at our church”
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