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often is exactly the missing element in family visitation. By this

I do not mean that no attention whatsoever is paid to the Scrip­

tures, or that family visitation is conducted apart from or even

contrary to Scripture. No, it is perfectly possible that Scripture

is read, that it is even explained and discussed and referred to,
and that what is asked and what is answered is in a general way in

harmony with the Word of God, and that the admonitions and warn­

ings and words of comfort are in harmony with the Word of God, but

that nevertheless the Word of God does not specifically have the

central and dominating place in family visitation. If we may make

a comparison again between family visitation and the preaching of

the Word, the very same thing is possible with respect to the lat­
ter. What happens in such a case is that you.,get a general sermon

which is quite possibly Scriptural in character and free from

heresy; but the specific Word of God as conveyed by the text is

never specifically expounded and brought home to the congregation.

Many true things may have been said. These may even be edifying

in the same general way in which the sermon is generally the Word

of God. Sometimes it may even happen that even though the contents

of the sermon may be correct and true and even edifying and help­

ful, the preacher has not actually preached his text at all, but

merely used it as a hook to hang his sermon on, a take-off ramp for

a lecture or even an inspirational message. In any case, the Word

in such instances is not properly preached; and to the extent that

this is true, to that extent the results will surely not be what
they ought to be and what they would be if the Word as conveyed on

the wings of a particUlar text were preached. Now we freely grant

that family visitation is not the same as sitting under the preach­

ing. And we freely grant that a pastor or elder must be on guard

against preaching a little sermon or monopolizing the hour of

family visitation by commenting at length on the Scripture passage

read. But this does not change the fundamental point we are making.
The Word of God in the very specific sense of the word must have,
and must be allowed to have, the central place in every visit that
is made in the course of family visitation. And the reason is very
evident, and is the same for family visitation as for preaching:

we must hear CHRIST speak in family visitation. If we do not hear
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Him, then all family visitation is in vain. We must hear Him in
the questions with which the sheep are confronted by whatever

method. It is Christ Who by confronting the sheep'with these ques­
tions must create responses motivated by grace and arising out of

believing hearts. It is Christ Who must admonish, Who must warn,
~fuo must comfort, Who must instruct, Who must feed, Who must guide
and point out the way. And only when Christ does this will the
sheep and the congregation as a whole be built up. For Christ
gathers and builds His own church! True, He uses men and He uses

means. But always He does so only in connection wit~~~n the serv­

ice of His own Word. And apart from the Scriptures, He does not
speak His Word. There simply is no other Word of Christ than the
Word of the Scriptures.

For this reason we cannot agree with the passing reference to

the importance of and the use of the Word of God made by Dr. P. Y.
De Jong on pages 78 and 79 of his Taking Heed To The Flock. There

he raises the question with respect to family visitation, "But how
shall they begin?!I And'"'part of his answer is as follows:

Some have profitably made use of prayer at the very
beginning. This is appropriate indeed, especially since
it reminds both elders and members that the work will not

attain its goal unless the Lord gives His blessing. (We
would say: to begin with prayer is not only "appropri­
ate,U but essential. HCH) Others have suggested begin­
ning with the reading of an appropriate passage of Scrip­

ture, which then serves as the point of departure for
the whole discussion. There are, however, certain dif­

ficulties which this practice presents. If the reading
is to serve its purpose, the passage ought to be particu­
larly appropriate for that family--not some general pas­
sage which might be discussed by anyone. Family visita­
tion is to be distinguished from the preaching of the

Word precisely in its more personal and direct applica­
tion of the gospel to our lives. But also, there is the
danger that the one who reads begins to comment on the
passage, with the result that most of the time is con­
sumed by the exhortation and the elders do not get to
know the spiritual condition of the' family at all.
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We hold that the Word of the Scriptures should be the begin­

ning, the middle, and the end of family visitation, and not merely

a possible, or optional, point of departure. It may be that there

are some dangers to be avoided in the actual use of this method:

we certainly would agree, for example, that the passage ought to

be particularly appropriate, and that the danger that the one who

reads consumes all the time by commenting on the passage ought to

be avoided. But these are practical matters. What we wish to es­

tablish firmly is the necessity of the Word ox God being the center

of proper family visitation. That Word of God must function as

sharper than any two-edged sword, piercing even to the dividtng ~ .

sunder of soul and spirit, and of the joints and marrow, and as a

discerner of the thoughts and intents of the heart, in any question­

ing and inquiring that is to be accomplished in family visitation.

And the light of the Word must be made to fall upon the individu­

als and the family, so that it brings to light, exposes, the spiri­

tual condition, the spiritual well-being--or lack of it--of those

concerned. And the light of the Word of God must be made to fall

upon the life's pathway of those visited, or upon a single, speci­

fic aspect of that pathway, so that they may grow in the knowledge

of their calling. To that Word the family must be led for their

comfort and their encouragement and strengthening. From beginning

to end, the Word of the Scriptures must be central.

For the rest, there is the question of the practical applica­

tion and employment of this fundamental principle. Personally, I

always attempted during my years in the pastoral ministry what I

sometimes now refer to as the inductive method, or the oblique ap­

proach, rather than the method of direct questioning. I aimed, as

much as possible~ at getting the head of the household prima~ily

but also the others--into a spontaneous conversation, but a spon­

taneous conversation which I controlled and guided. In this way I

could also obtain the answers to any inquiries I.wished to make,
f

. .. w~thout .
o ten w~thout ask~ng d~rect questions, or at least/the k~nd of

personal question which will often abash a person or make him re­
cede into his shell. What I strove to achieve was a natural, un­
restrained atmosphere. Too often, I think, pe~ple sit J~on pins

and needlesS. in family visitation, so that they heave a sigh of
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relief when it is "over for another year. If And that kind of at­

mosphere is not conducive to success. Whatever can properly be

done to overcome this is to be recommended. And admittedly, the

measure of success is not always the same. Sometimes it may seem

well-nigh impossible to coax any kind of conversation along. Some­

times one is almost compelled to resort to the method of direct

questioning. But sometimes, too, one can begin with a specific

thought of Scripture, not even engage in much exposition of that

thought, and obtain an almost immediate response from the father

in the family. Then as the conversation moves along and as the

occasions arise, the pastor can bring out various insights and
various applications in connection with the specific Word of God

which forms the center of that visit. At other times, it may be

necesssry to engage in a brief explanation of the Word of God

which you wish to leave at that home, and then draw the family into

the conversation by means of a judicious question or two.

For this reason I hesitate to prescribe any set method. Rigid-·

i~ is to be avoided.
You know, there are so many variables in family visitation.

There are variables as far as the officebearers are concerned.

There are the variables of the ability; the personality, and the

spirituality of the pastor or elder who must conduct the visita­

tion. But there are also many differences, both natural and spiri­

tual, among the sheep. We cannot enter into detail here. But it

is plain to see that all of these things have something to do

with the actual approach and contact in family visitation, as well

as with the specific character of the Word of God which one brings

on a given visit. It stands to reason, for example, that one is

not going to speak to a couple of seventy years old as though they

stood at the beginning of their life's path together; and one is

not going to speak to a little lamb of the flock as though he were

a mature sheep. One is not going to speak to a comparatively
simple soul as though he were a person of great erudition; ncr is

one going to speak to a person whom he knows to be of little spiri­

tuality as though he were deeply spiritual. All of the differ­
ences, both natural and spiritual, must be taken into account.
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And they will surely affect one's approach. Hence, there must be

a certain flexibility here; and each officebearer will have to make

his own way and adjust his specific approach as need and circum­

stances may demand .

Rather than attempt to prescribe a set pattern to be followed,

therefore, we will suggest a few guidelines.
In the first place, limit severely the ground you will attempt

to cover in a visit. It is simply an impossibility to cover all

that might be covered in family visitation in the course of an an­

nual visit of an hour. Choose a certain aspect of the Christian

life on which you will concentrate; and be specific even in this.

Thus, for example, do not choose a general subject like "prayer."

That is too broad. Limit this, for example, to a sUbject like per­

sonal prayer, or family prayers. If it be objected that in this

way the purposes of family visitation as outlined earlier in this

essay will not be reached, we reply: 1) That certainly the pur­

poses are not achieved by a general visitation, for the simple

reason that there is too much to be covered. The more general you

become) the less you actually accomplish and the more bland and

colorless and repetitious family visitation will become. There is

too much family visitation which is like the definition of our

general science course in grade school: jl a little bit of every­

thing, and not much of anything. if 2) If family visitation is con­

ducted each year with specific goals and specific subjects in view,

then while the accomplishment of a single year may not seem so very

great, yet over the course of the years the spiritual benefits

and growth which will accrue will be far greater than repeated

visits of a very general and sweeping nature. 3) Because of the

interrelatedness of all of life, you will in the very nature of the

case touch on various other aspects of the Christian life as you
concentrate on a specific SUbject.

In the second place, choose the specific message from the Word
of God in connection with the SUbject which you purpose to treat.

And again, limit this severely. Undoubtedly it is wise to try to

lf zero intI on a very limited segment of Scripture. Sometimes it need

not be so much as an entire verse or even a complete sentence.
Sometimes you may limit yourself to no more than a significant
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phrase or clause. Did you ever consider, for example, what you

could do on family visitation with an expression such as, "When

thou sittest in thine house ... " from Deuteronomy 6? Such examples

can be multiplied many times. And it is not difficult at all to

find appropriate passages from Scripture which are adapted to any

number of specific aspects of the Christian life on which you can

touch in family visitation.

In connection with these two suggestions, we may make a few

further remarks. For one thing, it is worthy of consideration that

you conduct all the visits in a year's family visitation with the

same sUbject in view. True, depending on the nature of the subject,

you may have to make some exceptions. You could not very well talk

about the home-training of children or about parental teaching-by­

example in homes of single persons or of aged couples. Hence,

adjustments must be made. Secondly, if family visitation is con­

ducted by various teams, rather than by the pastor and an elder,

it would be very well possible not only that all the teams concen­

trate on the same subject in their visits, but also that a consis­

torial seminar be held prior to the beginning of family visitation.

In the third place, thorough preparation is necessary. No

more than a pastor should ever go to the pulpit or the catechism

room with scant preparation, no more should he go on family visi­

tation with little or no preparation. The results will be in

direct proportion to the effort put forth. This preparation should

go in two directions. He should make a study, in as far as that is

possible, of the family to be visited. Of course, as a pastor be- .

comes established in a congregation, he will be better able to do

this. He will become acquainted with his sheep and their needs

and their weaknesses and their strengths. And he should study

these before he goes to visit them, so that he may be able to ad­

dress the Word of God in as personal and specific a way as pos­

sible. But the pastor (or elder) must also be thoroughly prepared

with respect to the passage of Scripture on which he expects to

concentrate. He must be master of his subject. He must be pre­

pared and alert to apply the Word as the opportunity arises, too,

in the course of the visit. He must be ready to provide those

peCUliar insights into the Word of God and into its applicability
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to the circumstances and condition of his shee~~that they will
feel keenly that the Word of God is being brought to them person­
ally. This cannot be emphasized too much. Family visitation in­

volves much hard work and much prayerful preparation. He who is

not ready for this could better stay at home and leave it to

others. A "lick and a promise lf in family visitation simply will
not do.

Then there are some practical hints. First of all, allow

yourself enough time--in most instances, a full hour for a visit.

Secondly, always begin the visit at the throne of grace, with

specific prayer for the Lord's guidance and blessing in the visit.

And do so promptly! Opening prayer will automatically have the

effect of shutting off the possibility of wasting fifteen minutes

or so on carnal and mundane things or on social amenities. Thirdly,
turn to the Scriptures; read a brief passage which includes the

text or segment of a text on which you wish to concentrate; and

from that point on conduct the visit as circumstances may dictate,

as we suggested above.

Perhaps you will be surprised at the results which you can ob­
serve even during the course of the visit. Perhaps the results

may not be so obvious. But rest assured that where the Scriptures

are the center of family visitation, there Christ speaks His own

effectual Word in His church and to His sheep.

By Whom Conducted

The chief question here would seem to be: should family visi­
tation be conducted by the pastor or by the elders?

We see no real problem here.

It is true, of course~ that in the Church Order family visita­

tion falls under the labor of the elders. It is also true that,

except in the case of very small congregations, if family visita­
tion were to be conducted as frequently as originally prescribed,
it would be impossible for the pastor to conduct all of the family
visitation and at the same time to do justice to his other tasks.

On the other hand, it must be remembered that ministers are

also elders, teaching elders; and in so far as they are elders,
the work of elders, including family visitation, falls to them.
This is plain both from Article 16 of the Church Order and from
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the Form of Ordination of Ministers. At the same time, it is
abundantly plain from both the Church Order and the Form of Ordina­
tion of Elders that the labor of family visitation belongs to the

ruling elders as to those who are charged with the labor of over­

sight and admonition,and to their task of serving "all Christians

with advice and consolation. I.

Hence, our answer to this question is very simple: both

should conduct family visitation.

To this we would add the following:

1. Except in the case of extremely large congregations, there

is no reason why a pastor cannot visit all the families at least

once per year. We emphatically agree with the statement of Van

Dellen and Monsma in The Church Order Conunentary p. 110: HMore­

over, effective ministerial work also requires close contact with

the Congregation through personal work. H He have little sympathy
with their next statement, iI •••• if they (ministers) are to do it

(preach and teach) correctly and effectively, it will require

nearly all their time,U--that is, if this is intended as an ex­

cuse for not conducting family visitation. We rather believe that

a pastol~ should over-extend himself--if that be necessary--in order

to conduct family visitation in addition to his other tasks. If

need be, let him be excused from some other labors temporarily-­

labors such as leading various societies. Family visitation

should have priority.

2. The elders should also conduct family visitation. They

should accompany the pastor by turns, of course. They should also

divide the work with the pastor in large congregations. But there

is also no reason why the elders could not conduct family visita­

tion in addition to the pastor's visitation. In this way every

family could be visited a minimum of twice per year. This would

easily be possible in most of our congregations. And it would be
beneficial if done correctly.

In conclusion) let me once more emphasize in answer to this

question, in the first place, that the pastor and elders should

labor in the consciousness of their office. In the second place,

family visitation should be conducted in obedience to the Word;
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the word of mere men is nothing. And finally, family visitation

should be conducted by those who are thoroughly prepared.
May we as Protestant Reformed Churches maintain thisinstitu­

tion faithfully, and may we strive to make it an increasingly
valuable instrument in the life of our congregations.
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