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I.  Biblical References 
 

Prov. 22:6 ~ Train up a child in the way he should go.  Even when he is old he will not depart 

from it.  NASV 

 

Deut 6:4-9 ~ Hear, O Israel! The LORD is our God, the LORD alone.  And you must love the 

LORD your God with all your heart, all your soul, and all your strength.  And you must commit 

yourselves wholeheartedly to these commands I am giving you today.   Repeat them again and 

again to your children.  Talk about them when you are at home and when you are away on a 

journey, when you are lying down and when you are getting up again.  Tie them to your hands as 

a reminder, and wear them on your forehead.  Write them on the doorposts of your house and on 

your gates.   NLT 

 

Prov 6:20-23 ~ My son, obey your father's commands, and don't neglect your mother's teaching.  

Keep their words always in your heart. Tie them around your neck.  Wherever you walk, their 

counsel can lead you. When you sleep, they will protect you.  When you wake up in the morning, 

they will advise you.  For these commands and this teaching are a lamp to light the way ahead of 

you. The correction of discipline is the way to life.  NLT 

 

 

II.  Many Paths  
 

For at least the past 100 years in the United States, the spiritual formation of children has been 

left primarily to the church.  Within Protestant churches this responsibility has fallen primarily 

upon each church’s “Sunday School.”  The Sunday School is an American creation.  According 

to one source, “the first Sunday School was started in Lexington, Mississippi, by Professor L.W. 

Lee in 1908.  Professor Lee was the Principal of the College at Natchez, Miss.”
1
   But before that 

date, children somehow learned the faith in other ways.  

 

Some churches have another format of spiritual formation that they call “Confirmation,” or 

“Catechism” classes.  These approaches have become so entrenched in many churches, that it is 

assumed a child cannot understand the faith, and may not even be a Christ-follower, without 

going through the course.  In some denominations it is also assumed that once a child has gone 

through the class, they are ipso facto, a Christ-follower and are guaranteed eternity in heaven 

with God. 



 

Yet in spite of the tens of thousands of churches offering Sunday School, Confirmation, and 

Catechism classes, each successive generation of America’s children is reported as being less 

attached to both Christ and his church.  This is to say, the “system” is not working very well.  

While there will always be families who require their children to jump through the religious 

hoops of their denomination, and while there will always be children who will try to please their 

parents by doing so, the fact remains that this system is losing ground. 

 

There are at least three reasons the “system” is failing.  First, the objective of the system in many 

churches is to teach religion.  It might be Lutheran religion, or Catholic religion, or Baptist 

religion, or Methodist religion.  But it’s religion.  Now if anyone actually said that to a pastor of 

one of the churches offering these classes, the pastor would disagree.  He or she would say, 

“We’re teaching faith in Christ!!” 

 

To make this point clear, simply ask what is the goal of many churches’ Sunday School, 

Confirmation, or Catechism classes?  Is it to lead a child to Christ and then take him/her along 

the path of Christ for a few miles (A.K.A. “discipling” the child) ~ to teach servanthood, 

humility, self-sacrifice and compassion?  In some cases it is.  However, in many churches, the 

factual goal seems to have more to do with teaching the child “how we do religion” as Lutherans, 

Catholics, Baptists, Methodists, or whatever.  Complicating this, we’re now in a culture that 

doesn’t care much about what flavor a particular church is.   

 

A second reason the system is failing us is that many children coming from self-described 

“Christian homes,” are not seeing credible Christian leadership from their parents.  Many parents 

hand faith formation over to their church, an act which in some ways discredits what the church 

hopes to accomplish in the first place since many parents don’t do much to personally share their 

faith with their kids.  It’s probably safe to say that most parents don’t do much in the way of 

leading their own children in faith formation. 

 

A third reason the system is failing, is that faith formation has become an academic exercise 

rather than an applied experience.  For example, going through ten years of Sunday School, or a 

year of Confirmation or Catechism, almost never has anything to do with feeing the hungry, 

clothing the naked, caring for the sick, visiting people in prison, welcoming strangers into one’s 

home, actually forgiving one’s enemies, etc.  That is to say, it is the application of faith, not the 

academic memorization of religious tenets, which provides the credibility of faith in Christ.   

 

And many churches’ academic approaches don’t teach children to pray in ways that lead children 

to the heart of God.  Prayer has become something to be studied, not something to be desperate 

about as one launches their soul toward God and cries out, “Oh Father, I am sinful, but in Your 

great mercy please forgive and cleanse me!!”  So the system fails our children, by teaching that 

faith = academia, not personally applied spiritual relational  experience with God.  This 

phenomenon was Isaiah’s first word of complaint against Israel, as seen in Isaiah 1:3: The ox 

knows his master, the donkey his owner’s manager, but Israel does not know, my people do 

not understand.  It is a 21
st
 Century reflection of the same dynamic that plagued Israel hundreds 

of years before Isaiah.  In Judges 2:10, scripture states, After that whole generation had been 

gathered to their fathers (that is, after Joshua and his generation died), another generation grew 



up, who knew neither the Lord nor what he had done for Israel.  Then the Israelites did evil in 

the eyes of the Lord and served the Baals.   
 

There’s a mathematical thing to understand.  A church may have a child for an hour a week.  In 

most cases it’s less than that, but in a good case we’ll say an hour a week.  By…. 


