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Christian Education & Formation 

in the 21st Century

Super Saturday Fall 2017

Do you wonder if your church's families are getting the most out of the Christian education programming 
that you offer? Do you have difficulty finding enough Sunday School teachers and youth ministry leaders? 
Are you concerned that your Confirmation program may not be effective in forming your teens into an 
adulthood of faith? 

This document is designed to help you and your congregation examine your congregation’s goals for 
Christian education and faith formation, and brainstorm ways to meet them while adapting to the current 
cultural, digital, and commitment/priority shifts that your church families are experiencing.

Please contact me if you have any questions and suggestions, and especially if you have stories to share after 
implementing this process. This is a work in progress and your input will help me to revise and update it as 
we continue to navigate the shifts and changes in our church and secular cultures.

Blessings on your journeys together in faith.

Debbie Gline Allen,
Christian Education and Youth Ministry Consultant
Massachusetts Conference, United Church of Christ
glineallend@macucc.org
508-603-6601
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A Congregational Process for Passing On the Faith 
in the 21st Century
with a focus on intergenerational relationships

What follows is a suggested process for brainstorming and evaluating effective ways to pass on the faith to the 
children and youth in your congregation. Please adapt it to fit the personality and needs of your congregation with 
visioning exercises and other tools with which you are most comfortable.

Read
Read all of the information provided in this document, as well as the research results from Search Institute’s 
Relationships First study found at http://www.search-institute.org/blog/new-research-report, the research done by the 
Fuller Youth Institute (https://fulleryouthinstitute.org/stickyfaith/research), and any other research you may find on 
the effectiveness and critical importance of relationships and intergenerational connections. Invite the each member 
of your task team to select one book and one weblink to read from the list of resources (found at the end of this 
document) to report on and share with the group. You may want to invite them to share what they find in creative 
(and traditional) ways with your congregation. 

Pray 
Create prayer teams, prayer times, and/or prayers for the congregation to pray. Spend time sitting with your 
challenge(s), then come together to share how you believe the Holy Spirit is speaking to you and your congregation. 
(Be sure to continue your prayers throughout the following steps.)

How is God calling you to minister to the children and youth in your congregation? 
What sort of response to Jesus’ call to make disciples is emerging from this prayer time? 

Create or Revise Your Vision/Mission/Purpose Statement for Faith Formation in Your 
Congregation

• If you need to create a vision/mission/purpose statement from scratch, a simple template is provided near the 
end of this document. Or use a method of your own choosing with which you are comfortable. 

• Select a scripture passage or two to ground your work.
• Ask questions to guide you, such as:

What will this congregation look like and how will it behave when our vision/mission is being lived into?
What will the children and youth receive from this congregation and how will it enhance their lives as 
disciples of Jesus?
What is critical to our vision/mission? (What factors can we not afford to throw away?)
What is harming our vision/mission? (What factors are keeping us from achieving our mission/vision?)

Examine Your Congregation’s Strengths
List the strengths of your congregation. (These may or may not be related to children and/or youth.)

What does your congregation do well? 
What are your gifts/talents/strengths as a congregation?
What does your congregation do successfully?
What does your congregation do joyfully? 

The Christian practices and social events that your congregation does successfully and joyfully have great potential 
for becoming intergenerational events/practices, if they are not already. Use this list in the next step as you begin 
connecting faith formation with what happens intergenerationally in the life of your congregation.

Note:  While the research is showing that the Sunday School and youth group models of passing on the faith are 
no longer as effective as they were a few generations ago, this does not mean you should feel compelled to 
abandon them if they are working well at your church.

[continued on reverse]
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Examine Your Congregation’s Intergenerational Relationships

What relationships between generations are already formed and thriving in your congregation?
What relationships do the children and youth in your congregation have with the life of the church? 
Who are the children and youth connecting with in each setting? 
Are these relationships strong or casual? How do you know — how can you tell?
How can this congregation help to foster intentional relationships between its children/youth and adults?

Dream
If you had an unlimited amount of money, enough willing people, and all of the time in the world, what would you 
choose to do for the children and youth of this congregation in light of what you have learned and discussed? Use 
words and/or draw or paint images to show what the outcome of each of these dreams will look like.

Reflect
For each dream, ask the following questions:

In what ways would this dream impact the children? the youth? the families? the entire congregation?
How would this dream make disciples?
How would your vision/mission/goals be met with this dream? If they wouldn’t, what adaptations would allow 
them to?

Draft Your Proposal and Plans
Take this time to admit that you are afraid to do anything different than “the way we’ve always done it before.” (This 
is human nature.) Take this time to admit that with change comes risk. Take this time to admit that you are afraid of 
failure. Then go back to your prayers and remember and trust that God is in the midst of this holy work. Call upon 
God’s guidance as you plan for the future of your children and your congregation.

Move Forward in Faith
Moving into a new paradigm will require some changes. 

How is the culture of your congregation receptive to truly incorporating the children and youth into the life 
of this church? 
What work will need to be done to assist your congregation in your new proposal?

Create small steps to move forward. (The use of small steps can’t be emphasized enough.)
Make plans for continual and effective communication about your progress with the congregation.

Evaluate
Your Vision/Mission/Purpose Statement should paint a picture for you of the end results you hope to achieve.

How is your vision/mission functioning in this new plan?
What parts are not working as you had hoped? What changes need to be made for success?
What parts need to be celebrated? Celebrate them!

Lather, Rinse, Repeat
Revisit as many of the above steps as often as needed to nurture and maintain the effective relationships and 
subsequent faith forming practices you’ve created within your congregation.
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Items to Consider and Discuss 

Due to the rapidly shifting secular and church cultures of today, there is good news and bad news for the 
passing on of the Christian faith to the next generation(s).  First the bad news:  There are no longer any 
effective quick fixes for creating the perfect Sunday School, youth, or Confirmation programs — no magic 
box of packaged curriculum materials that will meet the needs of your children, youth, and families. Nor are 
there any effective models of education that will make a difference in the way that we’ve been providing 
children’s and youth ministries for the past 70 years. 

But this is not a reason for becoming disheartened and throwing in the towel. The good news is that there 
are many non-traditional ways to reach your congregation’s children, youth, and families by looking at faith 
formation in other ways than solely through the education lens. So the real question is, is your 
congregation ready to risk making changes that will keep your children, youth, and families coming to 
church and engaged in the practices that will guide them in a life of Christian discipleship?

Be aware that I am not advocating you abandon all educational models (such as Sunday School, youth 
groups, Vacation Bible School, Confirmation, and the like), but I am strongly urging you to stop using them 
as the only way to raise children and youth in the Christian faith. The information and questions that follow 
will help you to start thinking out of the “Sunday School box” (the educational model) and look at how 
faith is more effectively formed through an intentional focus on relationships, intergenerational ministries, 
and worship that is meaningful and engaging for all ages.

Current Realities of Today’s Families
What are the goals you have for your ministries with children & youth — what do you hope that your 
children, youth, & families will receive from being a part of your church? 
Do you believe your goals and outcomes are being met? In what ways? Or in what ways are they not 
being met?
What are the current realities for your families that impact their involvement in the church, both 
positively and negatively?
How do the realities of today’s families impact your hopes and dreams for passing on the faith to the 
next generation?

The “Good Old Days”
By the turn of the 20th Century, the culture of the Protestant Church in America had:

A Protestant ethos and atmosphere
Little mobility in families
Public schools that were “Protestant parochial schools”
Community churches
Popular religious periodicals
Faithful tithers
Blue Laws
Less technology

based on material from Westerhoff, John H., Will Our Children Have Faith?

Share stories from your grandmother (or other friend or relative who lived prior to 1960) that sheds light on one or 
more of these early 20th Century traits.
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It’s All About Relationship

It’s All About Relationship
“To grow up healthy, our youth need to be supported and known by at least five adults in addition to their 
parents or caregivers who are willing to invest time with them personally and spiritually.” 

–Eugene C. Reohlekpartain, 
Building Assets, Strengthening Faith: 

An Intergenerational Survey for Congregations, 
Minneapolis: Search Institute, 2003

Why Relationships Matter
Young people who experience strong developmental relationships are more likely to report a wide 
range of social-emotional strengths and other indicators of well-being and thriving.
Young people with strong relationships are more resilient in the face of stress and trauma.
Young people do better when they experience a strong web of relationships with many people.

Relationships First: 
Creating Connections That Help Young People Thrive, Search Institute  

(http://www.search-institute.org/blog/new-research-report)

Intergenerational Stickiness

“By the time our adolescents graduate from high school, they will have become so much a part of their 
entire church family that when they’re out on their own they will want to seek out a similar church family 
to enfold and nurture them (and vice versa) in adulthood.

“This cannot happen if their youth group experience — even in the strongest youth program — operates 
in isolation from the rest of the church/faith community. Because then, in adulthood, they will seek out 
types of relationships they had with their peers rather than the types of relationships they could have 
formed with all of the ages in the entire congregation, and they will never find a church that ‘feels like’ the 
youth group they remember.”

– Chap Clark, Sticky Faith

Share stories about your own (grown) children or other young adults you have watched grow up in your 
congregation that shed more light on the data presented above. What was the quality of the relationships they had 
with the adults in this congregation during their childhood and teen years?

Relationships are already being built within your congregation. What changes will you make to place an 
intentional focus on how your children and youth are included in the life of your church community and 
with each other?
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The Critical Importance of Intergenerational Ministries

✤ Young people possess innate gifts, just like adults, which should be shared for the mutual growth and 
learning of the whole congregation.

✤ Thirty years of research: The active presence and engagement of an intentional and consistent adult 
relationship (parent, grandparent, mentor, minister) is the single greatest influence on a young 
person’s faith.

✤ Sticky faith: Personal relationships form a heart-connection to the desire to grow in one’s faith. (See 
www.StickyFaith.org)

✤ “Faith development does not occur in a vacuum, but rather is cultivated intentionally by a 
community of faith-filled people.” (Cynthia Woolever and Deborah Bruce, lead researchers for the 
U.S. Congregational Life Survey)

✤ Many of today’s parents do not feel equipped to model prayer, worship, and biblical understanding 
for their children. Thus the support and commitment of all ages to follow their congregational 
baptismal vow — to raise children in the Christian faith — must be present in congregational life.

✤ Faith is caught more than it is taught.

What Children “Know”

✤ Between the ages of 2 and 6 or 7, the child’s subconscious centers of the brain are taking in and 
storing everything they see and experience, unfiltered, so that 90-95% of the subconscious choices 
they make as adults are based on what happened during those formative years of childhood. The 
Jesuits were aware of this programmable state and proudly boasted, “Give me the child until he is 
seven, and I will give you the man.”

✤ Children learn best by doing and observing, so engaging them in worship and traditions/rituals of 
the church community is best “taught” through participation. 

✤ A child’s sense of wonder is open to the concepts of God and miracles, etc.

✤ Children love rituals and repetition (worship, seasons of the church year, etc.)

✤ Children learn best using all five senses (Communion, Baptism, art, architecture, music/singing, etc.)

✤ Children understand that things have meaning such as serving others and sharing meals together, as 
well as singing and praying in worship, etc. 

✤ Children know when they are wanted and needed...and when they are not.

✤ Children acquire the “language” of worship and congregational life by listening to and observing the 
adults around them, especially when they feel welcomed and engaged.
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Using Concepts from Godly Play in Corporate Worship

Adapted from, “Preaching Homilies for Children,” a lecture given by Dr. Ann Garrido, associate professor of homiletics 
at the Aquinas Institute of Theology

✤ Children learn stories best by telling/hearing/playing them. (Provide visuals, manipulatives, “worship 
bags.”)

✤ Children, even preverbal children, already have a relationship with God; they just aren’t able to 
verbalize it yet. Thus it is our job to help them recognize and name it.

✤ Children absorb the environment around them like sponges, thus the environment will be more 
important than words.

✤ Children are full of wonder and the questions that spring from it.

✤ Children are also capable of engaging mystery, such as who God is, life and death, where humanity 
came from, etc.

✤ Children are drawn toward what is essential, and can and want to be calm and focused while 
engaging it.

✤ Beauty evokes wonder in children (and adults). This is just as true with beautiful words and language. 
Lift up all that is beautiful in the sanctuary and in worship.

WARNING!

Do not invite children into corporate worship until you have prepared the space for them — physically, 
hospitably, developmentally culturally, (the attitudes and behaviors resulting from having children in the 
entire service of worship every Sunday).

Brainstorm ways to enhance your service of worship that will accommodate both children and adults. 

Hint: There is no need to “dumb down” anything; children will learn the language of faith through exposure, 
in much the same way they learn their native tongue. There is a need, however, to incorporate all five of the 
senses in each service of worship.  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Intergenerational Worship Is Not…

• a separate worshipping opportunity for the 
children held at the same time as worship for 
adults.

• glorified children’s church with (silly songs, 
Goldfish crackers, and the like).

• an hour wasted on the children, especially if 
worship practices that engage the senses and 
the arts are promoted.

• something new. Children were brought to 
worship during the centuries prior to the end of 
WWII.

• in danger of becoming dumbed down when 
children are present.

• an opportunity for entertainment due to the 
presence of children.

• a quiet time for personal meditation; rather 
worship is a time for the Body of Christ to 
worship and praise God.

• merely making space for children as an 
afterthought; worship-planning must use 
forethought to make it clear that the children 
are welcome and wanted.

Intergenerational Worship Is…

• a time for the entire Body of Christ to worship 
together.

• a time for wonder, for both children and adults.

• a time for both children and adults to learn 
about faith and praising God together through 
story, ritual, drama, singing, art, praying, giving, 
sharing, etc.

• children learning about worship and God from 
the adults around them AND adults learning 
about worship and God from the children 
around them (Matthew 18:3). 

• an opportunity for children to acquire the 
“language” of worship in much the same way 
they learn their native tongue.

• best learned by children through participation 
and observation. 

• the time for children to acquire the practices 
and memories that will keep them coming to 
church for the rest of their lives.

• an opportunity for children to build 
relationships with trusted adults other than 
their parents.

• the feeding of the spiritual hunger of both adults 
and children.

• where God and Jesus are welcomed. (“Whoever 
welcomes one such child in my name welcomes 
me…[and] the one who sends me.”   Mark 9:37)  

Children are great imitators. So let’s give them something great in worship to imitate!  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Creating a Mission Statement 
or 

Statement of Purpose

Definitions
Vision: Why your existence is important; what you see when you’ve accomplished your   

mission.
Mission: What you do in light of your vision (purpose).

A mission statement should be:
• No more than a single sentence;
• Easily understood by a middle schooler; and
• Able to be recited when asked (i.e. memorable, engaging, exciting)

Mission Statement Template
Please adapt to your specific wording and needs.

“The {purpose, mission} of 
____________________________________________________________________________
                                                   (your organization/group)

is to

____________________________________________________________________________,
(up to three simple 1-3 word action statements that represent your core values)

____________________________________________________________________________, 

____________________________________________________________________________, 

and

____________________________________________________________________________ 

{to, for, with} 
____________________________________________________________________________.

(whom)  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Resources for Passing On the Faith

Books 
Beckwith, Ivy, Formational Children’s Ministry: Shaping Children Using Story, Ritual, and Relationship, Grand Rapids: 

Baker Books, 2010 

Berryman, Jerome W., Becoming Like a Child: The Curiosity of Maturity Beyond the Norm, New York: Church 
Publishing, 2017

Caldwell, Elizabeth F., I Wonder: Engaging a Child’s Curiosity About the Bible, Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2016

Csinos, David M. & Ivy Beckwith, Children’s Ministry in the Way of Jesus, Downers Grove, IL: IVP Books, 2013

Fairless, Caroline S., Children at Worship: Congregations in Bloom, New York: Church Publishing, Inc., 2000

Kelcourse, Felicity, ed., Human Development and Faith: Life-Cycle Stages of Body, Mind, and Soul, St. Louis, 
Chalice Press, 2004 

Miller-McLemore, Bonnie, In the Midst of Chaos: Caring for Children as Spiritual Practice, San Francisco: Jossey-
Bass Publishers, 2007

Powell, Kara E. & Chap Clark, Sticky Faith: Everyday Ideas to Build Lasting Faith in Your Kids, Grand Rapids, MI: 
Zondervan, 2011

Westerhoff, John H., Will Our Children Have Faith? (Third Revised Edition), Seattle, WA: Morehouse 
Publishing, 2012

Yust, Karen Marie, Real Kids, Real Faith: Practices for Nurturing Children’s Spiritual Lives, San Francisco: Jossey-
Bass Publishers, 2004

Websites
Blog on welcoming children in worship:  http://worshipingwithchildren.blogspot.com 

Blog on ministering to children and families:  https://refocusministry.org/author/christinamembree/

Blog on faith formation for churches, children’s/youth ministry, & families:  http://www.buildfaith.org

Children’s Messages:  http://www.buildfaith.org/the-childrens-sermon-5-dos-and-donts/

Conversing with children in worship: “Preaching Homilies for Children” http://www.bc.edu/content/dam/
files/schools/stm_sites/c21online/minicourses/Preaching%20Transcripts/TS_Special_Children_final.pdf

Godly Play:  http://www.godlyplayfoundation.org

Multiple free webinars and resources for faith formation in the church:  http://www.prcli.org (esp. the 
recorded webinar, “The Changing 21st Century Sunday School”)

Intergenerational ministries resources:  https://www.genonministries.org

Resources for celebrating church, family, & secular life milestones:  https://milestonesministry.org

Christian resources for families:  http://www.faithink.com and familiesatthecenter.com

Comprehensive Christian education blog:  https://rowsofsharon.com
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