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Biblical and Theological
Perspectives on Children, Parents,
and ‘Best Practices’ for Faith
Formation: Resources for Child,
Youth, and Family Ministry Today
By Marcia J. Bunge
Abstract: One of the most important ways to strengthen the faith formation of children and young
people, and child, youth, and family ministries is by engaging and supporting parents or primary caregivers. This article seeks to address this challenge by mining resources from the Bible and Christian
theology about the roles and responsibilities of parents, the complexity and dignity of children, and
ways to pass on the faith. By taking into account theological perspectives on parents, children, and faith
formation, church leaders can better engage both children and parents, and they can strengthen all areas
of their work with or on behalf of children and young people, whether in children’s ministry, youth and
family ministry, religious education, or child advocacy.
Key Terms: parents, children, theology of childhood, faith formation

The Current State of Things
Although the church certainly cares about children
and young people, and offers a number of programs to serve them, there are many signs of the
urgent need to strengthen child, youth, and family ministries. The difficulties are well-documented,
well-known, and wide-spread. Programs for children
and youth are often underfunded, and leaders for
them are difficult to recruit and retain. The curricula of many religious education programs are often theologically weak. Even in excellent programs,
some children come only sporadically. Pastors and

church leaders struggle to develop and maintain
strong and meaningful confirmation programs, and
many young people who do affirm their baptism do
not return to church after confirmation. Although
some later return as members of a church when
they themselves have children, overall, membership
in many mainline churches continues to decline.
Furthermore, as recent studies have shown, and the
experience of many parents, pastors, and lay leaders confirm, even young people who attend church
regularly and are confessing Christians know very
little about their faith traditions, and have difficulty
perceiving or articulating the relation between faith
and their daily lives.1
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As many recent and innovative programs have
shown, one of the most important ways to
strengthen the faith formation of children and
young people, and also child, youth, and family
ministries, is by engaging and supporting parents
or primary care-givers. Practical theologians from
a number of denominations therefore are focusing
more attention on the importance of spiritual formation in the home.2 Institutes and centers devoted
to faith formation of children and young people,
such as the Youth and Family Institute, offer a
number of practical resources “to equip families
to pass on faith and live well in Jesus Christ.”3
Many conferences and training workshops are devoted to helping pastors and church leaders work
more closely with parents and families. Innovative
religious educational programs now include more
attention to the role of parents and other caring adults in faith development of children. The
importance of parents in the faith formation of
children is also often highly emphasized among
growing evangelical and non-denominational
churches today. All of these theologians, programs,
and initiatives recognize that faith is not really
taught but ‘caught,’ especially by speaking about
faith and carrying out religious practices in the
home.

Lack of Faith Formation
in the Home
Despite the recognition of the powerful role of parents and other primary care-givers in the faith formation of children and young people, many congregations still fail to emphasize the importance of
parents in their children, youth, and family ministry programs. Religious education programs often
operate in isolation from the home, not as an extension of the home. Many parents do not know
what their children are learning in Sunday school
or confirmation, let alone participate in intergenerational or family religious education programs; and
parents also are not given the sense that they are
primarily responsible for the faith formation for
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children. Programs for youth rarely include parents; and when they do, it is more to ‘inform’
parents about youth activities than to engage parents in meaningful conversations with their children about faith or service activities. As a result,
we find that many parents within the church are
neglecting to speak to their children about their
moral and spiritual matters or about their beliefs
and values; and they are not carrying out central
religious practices that nurture faith with their children in their homes. One study of 8,000 adolescents whose parents were members of congregations
in eleven different Protestant and Catholic denominations found, for example, that only 10% of these
families discussed faith with any degree of regularity, and in 43% of the families, faith was never
discussed.4
Even those congregations that do emphasize the
importance of parents and care-givers in their children, youth, and family ministry programs find this
not an easy task for many reasons. Single-parent
and even two-parent families are broken and struggling in various ways. Many children even with two
parents live in poverty. Even economically sound
families struggle with the ‘time bind.’ They must
work longer hours for less pay, and they have little time to see their children. Children themselves
are often in a time bind, juggling their energies
among school, family, friends, and extra-curricular
activities. Furthermore, regardless of their familial structure or economic status, parents can be
self-centered and uninvolved in the lives of their
children. In addition, some parents in two-parent
families come from different religious traditions or
have little or no religious upbringing, and either
are unable to pass on the faith to their children
or feel ill-equipped to do so. Other children have
only one parent because of death, divorce, war,
neglect, or abuse. These single parents often live
in poverty, and must take on two jobs to support their children. There are also many children
who have no parents at all, or parents who cannot
care for them. The number of child-headed households and children being raised by grandparents is
rising here and all around the world. Other children are awaiting adoption in foster care homes or
orphanages.
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Faith Formation as a
Cooperative Effort
Despite and amidst these and other enormous challenges, as parents, youth leaders, and pastors think
about the future of child, youth, and family ministry, it is imperative that they include parents and
primary care-givers in their programs, and emphasize that faith formation is a cooperative effort between home and congregation. They must continue
to find ways to engage and support parents so that
faith formation is part of everyday life and practice. Supporting parents is also important because
the family has the most potential of any institution for providing for children’s basic needs and
for shaping their spiritual and moral lives.5 Clearly,
children are shaped by their genetic make-up and
influenced by their peers, neighborhoods, schools,
religious communities, and wider political and social contexts. Each of these influences plays a role
in shaping a child’s character. Nevertheless, parents
or primary care-givers often are still the most important shaping force (whether negative or positive)
in a child’s development.
As congregations and church-wide offices continue to find practical ways to incorporate and engage parents and care-givers in child, youth, and
family ministries, they can fruitfully build on and
incorporate some of the wisdom within the biblical
and theological tradition about parents, children,
and faith formation. Until recently, this wisdom
was largely untapped because contemporary theologians and ethicists, regardless of tradition, offered
little, if any, serious theological reflection on children and parents. They focused significant attention
on albeit related issues, such as abortion, human
sexuality, gender relations, contraception, marriage,
and reproductive technology, yet little on fundamental subjects regarding children themselves, such
as: the nature and status of children; parental obligations to children; and the moral and spiritual
formation of children.6 Contemporary theologians
and ethicists have tended to consider such issues
as ‘beneath’ the work of serious scholars and theologians, and as a fitting area of inquiry only for

pastoral counselors and religious educators. Thus,
theological discourse in many Christian traditions
has been dominated by simplistic and ambivalent
views of children and teenagers that diminish their
complexity and integrity, fostering narrow understandings of parenting and other adult-child relationships.

Theologies of Childhood and
Child Theologies
This is beginning to change, however, with the
rapid growth of childhood studies in the academy
overall, and with the development of both ‘theologies of childhood’ and ‘child theologies.’7 This
distinction is just emerging among Christian theologians and ethicists who are concerned about
children. ‘Theologies of childhood,’ on the one
hand, aim to provide theological understandings of
children and childhood and our obligations to children themselves. ‘Child theologies,’ on the other
hand, reexamine not only conceptions of children
and obligations to them but also fundamental doctrines and practices of the church. Drawing on
analogies to feminist, black, and liberation theologies, child theologies have as their task not only to
strengthen the commitment to and understanding
of a group that often has been voiceless, marginalized, or oppressed—children—but also to reinterpret Christian theology and practice as a whole in
the light of attention to children. Theologians and
practitioners who are helping to strengthen both
theologies of childhood and child theologies8 are
building upon and critically mining resources from
the Bible, their own theological traditions, as well as
the insights from the burgeoning interdisciplinary
area of ‘childhood studies.’
The aim of this paper is to highlight some of
the theological insights that are being mined from
the Bible and the Christian tradition about parents,
children, and ‘best practices’ for faith formation. As
church leaders attempt to integrate parents more
fully into their child, youth, and family ministry
programs, and as they discern the best approaches
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to take in their own particular congregations and
communities, they all will benefit by critically incorporating some of the fundamental insights from
the Bible and the Christian tradition about the
roles and responsibilities of parents, the complexity and dignity of children, and ways to pass on
the faith. By taking into account theological perspectives on parents, children, and faith formation,
church leaders can better engage both children and
parents, and they can strengthen all areas of their
work with or on behalf of children, whether in children’s ministry, youth and family ministry, religious
education, or child advocacy.

Part One: Theological and
Biblically Informed Perspectives
on Parents and Children
Any strong Christian vision of children, youth, and
family ministry must be supported by a robust theological understanding of parents and adult-child
relationships.9 Although churches certainly honor
the work of parents, language about parents and
their role in the lives of a child’s faith formation
is sometimes weak. We commonly speak of parents
as ‘care-givers’ or ‘providers.’ Or we say that parents ‘chose’ to have their children. Yet this common
language does not reflect the important and sacred
role of parents. Mining some of the rich language
from the tradition regarding parents and their roles
can help strengthen youth and family ministry programs and help parents understand and articulate
the depth and importance of their task.
There are many ways that Christian theologians
in the past have understood the complex and sacred
task of parenting, and they have spoken meaningfully about it.
For example, John Chrysostom spoke about the
family as a little church or a ‘sacred community.’
For him, this means that parents should read the
Bible to their children, pray with them, and be
good examples. Being a little church also means
that the family reaches out to the poor and needy
in the community. Chrysostom ranks the neglect of
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children among the greatest evils and injustices. For
him, neglect of children includes inordinate concern for your own needs and affairs above those of
your children. He also believes that we neglect children when we focus on secular standards of success,
which at that time, as today, means mainly financial
success; or when we are preoccupied with accumulating possessions. In our own time, shaped globally by a consumerist culture and market-mentality,
Chrysostom’s words seem very contemporary.
Like Chrysostom, Horace Bushnell, a leading
Congregationalist pastor and scholar of the 19th
century, also speaks of the family as a “little
church.”10 Although he sees the important role of
the church in the faith development of children,
he believes that the primary agent of grace is the
family, not the church. “Religion never thoroughly
penetrates life,” he said, “until it becomes domestic.”11 His popular book, Christian Nurture, envisions spiritual formation as a natural process that
takes place not merely by reading the Bible and
teaching children aspects of the faith, but rather
through everyday practices and routines and the
examples of adults. Thus, he stresses the heroic importance of “small things” and claims that “it requires less piety . . . to be a martyr for Christ than it
does to . . . maintain a perfect and guileless integrity
in the common transactions of life.”12
Another way theologians have emphasized the
importance of parenting is by speaking of it as a
divine calling or vocation. Martin Luther reflected
deeply on the central tasks and responsibilities of
parenting, and he incorporated parenting into his
view of vocation or calling as a whole. Although
he knew that parenting could be a difficult task
and was often considered an insignificant and even
distasteful job, he believed parenting is a serious
and divine calling. Parenting is one of the particular
vocations that serves the neighbor and contributes
to the common good.
For him, parenting is a calling that is “adorned
with divine approval as with the costliest gold and
jewels.”13 In one often quoted passage, he says the
following:
Now you tell me, when a father goes
ahead and washes diapers or performs some
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other mean task for his child, and someone
ridicules him as an effeminate fool–though
that father is acting in the spirit just described and in Christian faith–my dear fellow you tell me, which of the two is most
keenly ridiculing the other? God, with all his
angels and creatures, is smiling—not because
that father is washing diapers, but because he
is doing so in Christian faith.14

Luther further underscored the importance of parenting by claiming:
Most certainly father and mother are apostles, bishops, and priests to their children, for it is they who make them acquainted with the gospel. In short, there
is no greater or nobler authority on earth
than that of parents over their children,
for this authority is both spiritual and
temporal.15

According to Luther, as priests and bishops to
their children, parents have a twofold task: to nurture the faith of their children, and to help them
develop their gifts to serve others.16 He also helped
parents in this task by preaching about parenting
and by writing “The Small Catechism,” which was
intended for use in the home.
Followers of Luther also spoke meaningfully
about the sacred task of parenting. August Herman Francke, the 18th century German Pietist from
Halle, claimed that the primary goal of parents is to
lead their children to godliness. They are to help
children grow in faith, empowering them to use
their gifts and talents to love and serve God and
the neighbor, and to contribute to the common
good.17
Amidst their recommendations for parenting,
Luther and his followers recognized an important
paradox. They believed that faith comes through
God’s grace and God’s activity. They were not as
certain as some theologians that good parenting
and a proper upbringing results in faith. Nevertheless, by providing very specific guidelines about
the goals and task of parenting, they believed that
nurturing faith in children is an urgent task, and
that faith results largely from the diligent work of
parents.18

Four Theological Perspectives
on Children
Any strong Christian vision of parenting or adultchild relationships also must be integrally connected
to a vibrant and complex theological understanding
of children and childhood. New scholarship already
has brought to light at least four important perspectives on children that are helping to build strong
Christian theologies of childhood. These perspectives are outlined briefly below; and I have discussed them and others more fully, and applied
them to a range of questions regarding children in
other publications.19 They are also echoed in some
of the excellent Christian theologies of childhood
now being written.20
Although these perspectives and others are found
within the Christian tradition, Christian theologians today and in the past often have viewed them
in isolation from one another, resulting in narrow
and destructive understandings of children and our
obligations to them. Theologians often have focused on one or two such perspectives alone, failing
to appreciate the range of Christian perspectives on
children, and resisting retrieving them into a serious
and full-blown constructive theology of childhood.
Thus, even though the four perspectives outlined
below are not exhaustive, they do remind theologians of the complexity and dignity of children, and
can help combat simplistic and distorted views of
children in Christian communities of faith and in
the wider culture. Furthermore, these four perspectives, when held together instead of in isolation, can
help guide emerging Christian theologies of childhood and strengthen the Church’s commitment to
children in a range of ministries.
First, and most basically, children are vulnerable
beings. They are orphans, ‘neighbors,’ and strangers
in need of compassion and justice; and therefore
they need parents and other adults to protect them
and provide them with their basic needs. Parents
should provide children with their basic needs of
food, shelter, love, and affection. When parents
are unable to take up this task, or if they have
died, then others in the community must help.
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Numerous biblical passages explicitly command us
to help widows and orphans—the most vulnerable
in society.21 The Bible depicts many ways that children suffer and are the victims of war, disease, or
injustice. In the New Testament, Jesus also healed
children. These and other passages clearly show us
that all children, like all adults, are our ‘neighbors,’
and caring for them is part of seeking justice and
loving the neighbor.
Second, the Bible depicts children as gifts of
God and sources of joy who are fully human and
made in the image of God; and therefore parents
and other caring adults are to respect them, enjoy
them, and be grateful for them. Many passages in
the Bible speak of children as gifts of God or signs
of God’s blessing. For example, Leah, Jacob’s first
wife, speaks of her sixth son as a dowry, or wedding gift, presented by God (Gen 30:20). Several
biblical passages indicate that parents who receive
these precious gifts are being “remembered” by God
(Gen 30:22; 1 Sam 1:11, 19) and given “good fortune” (Gen 30:11). To be “fruitful”—have many
children—is to receive God’s blessing. The Psalmist
says children are a “heritage” from the Lord and a
“reward” (Ps 127:3).
Related to this notion that children are gifts and
signs of God’s blessing, the Bible speaks of them
as sources of joy and pleasure. Here, too, there are
many examples. Sarah rejoiced at the birth of her
son, Isaac (Gen 21:6–7). Even in his terror and
anguish, Jeremiah recalls the story that news of
his own birth once made his father, Hilkiah, “very
glad” (Jer 20:15). An angel promises Zechariah and
Elizabeth that their child will bring them “joy and
gladness” (Lk 1:14). In the Gospel of John, Jesus
says, “When a woman is in labor, she has pain,
because her hour has come. But when her child is
born, she no longer remembers the anguish because
of the joy of having brought a human being into
the world” (Jn 16:20–21).
Children are also made in the image of God
and are worthy of human dignity and respect from
the start. The basis of this claim is Genesis 1:27,
which claims that God made humankind, male and
female, in God’s image. It follows that children, like
adults, possess the fullness of humanity. Regardless
of race, gender, or class, they have intrinsic value.
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Although parents nurture them, they are not made
in the image of their parents but in the greater
image of God. The sense of the integrity of each
person, including children, is also grounded in a
view of God who intimately knows the number of
“even the hairs of your head” (Mt 10:30), forms
your “inward parts,” and “knit” you together in the
womb (Ps 139:13).
A third dimension of the view of children in the
Bible and the Christian tradition is that they are
also developing beings, sinful creatures, and moral
agents in need of instruction and guidance; and
therefore parents are to nurture the faith of children and help them use their gifts and talents to
love and serve others and contribute to the common good. Parents and other caring adults are to
nurture, teach, and guide children, helping them to
develop intellectually, morally, emotionally, and
spiritually. Several biblical passages speak about
these responsibilities. For example, adults are to
“train children in the right way” (Prov 22:6) and
bring up children “in the discipline and instruction of the Lord” (Eph 6:4). Parents and caring
adults are to tell children about God’s faithfulness
(Isa 38:19) and “the glorious deeds of the Lord”
(Ps 78:4b). They are to teach children the words
of the law (Deutt 11:18–19; 31:12–13), the love of
God with the whole heart (Deutt 6:5), and doing
what is right, just, and fair (Gen 18:19; Prov 2:9).
Fourth, the Bible also depicts children as models
of faith for adults, sources of revelation, and representatives of Jesus; and therefore adults are to listen to children and learn from them. Many Gospel
passages turn upside down the common assumption
held in Jesus’ time and our own: children are to be
seen but not heard; and the primary role of children is to learn from and obey adults. In contrast,
the New Testament depicts children in striking and
even radical ways as moral witnesses, models of
faith for adults, sources or vehicles of revelation,
representatives of Jesus, and even paradigms for entering the reign of God. In the Gospels we see
Jesus embracing children and rebuking those who
would turn them away, healing them, and even
lifting them up as models of faith. He identifies
himself with children and equates welcoming a little child in his name to welcoming himself and the
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one who sent him. “Unless you change and become
like children, you will never enter the kingdom of
heaven,” Jesus warns. “Whoever becomes humble
like this child is the greatest in the kingdom of
heaven. Whoever welcomes one such child in my
name welcomes me” (Mt 18:2–5). He adds, “Let
the little children come to me, and do not stop
them; for it is to such as these that the kingdom
of heaven belongs” (Mt 19:14).
The perspectives on children found in the
Gospels continue to be as striking today as they
were in Jesus’ time. In the first century, children
occupied a low position in society, child abandonment was not a crime, and children were not
put forward as models for adults. Even today,
we rarely emphasize what adults can learn from
children.
However, as followers of Christ, Christian parents have a responsibility to listen to children and
to learn from them. They should take their questions and concerns seriously. They also are to pay
attention to the lessons that children can teach
them. Viewing children as models for adults or
vehicles of revelation does not mean that they are
creatures who are ‘near angels,’ ‘closer to God,’ or
‘more spiritual’ than adults. However, these passages
and others do challenge parents and other caring
adults to be receptive to the lessons and wisdom
that children offer them, to honor children’s questions and insights, and to recognize that children
can positively influence the community and the
moral and spiritual lives of adults.
When incorporated into Christian theologies of
childhood and held in appropriate balance and
tension, these four perspectives have tremendous
implications for combating simplistic and destructive conceptions of children and strengthening the
commitment to them within Christian communities. For example, when held in tension, these perspectives could strengthen spiritual formation and
religious education programs, restructuring them
in ways that not only cultivate children’s growing
moral capacities and responsibilities but also honor
their questions and insights. Such programs would
recognize the importance of teaching children the
faith as well as the role of children in the spiritual maturation of parents and other adults. Taken

together, these four perspectives on children also
challenge Christians to renew their commitment to
serving and protecting all children. If the church
begins to view all children as made in the image
of God, as fully human, and as orphans, neighbors, and strangers in need of compassion and justice, then it will more readily treat all children,
regardless of age, race, class, or gender, with more
dignity and respect. The church will no longer tolerate or ignore the abuse or harsh treatment of
children, including abuse that occurs within the
church itself. Furthermore, it will work more diligently to become a stronger and more creative advocate for children in this country and around the
world.
This article provides only a brief sketch of a
few biblically and theologically informed views of
children and parents, yet even these few perspectives remind us that one can build a strong view of
parenting and adult-child relationships only by cultivating a vibrant and complex theological understanding of children and childhood. For example,
on the one hand, if we think of children only or
primarily as sinful and disobedient, then our view
of parenting will be narrowly defined as punishing
and physically disciplining children. On the other
hand, if we think of children primarily as models for adults or sources of joy, then our view of
parenting will be narrowly understood as learning
from and enjoying children, and we will forget the
responsibilities of teaching and guiding them. The
Bible and the tradition give us a much richer view
of both parents and children.

Part Two: ‘Best Practices’ for
Nurturing the Moral and
Spiritual Lives Of Children
If parents have a responsibility to help nurture the
moral and spiritual lives of children, then how do
they best carry it out? And if children are models
of faith and fully human but also vulnerable and in
need of teaching and guidance, then what activities
and practices are important in their faith formation?
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The Bible and various Christian traditions also
emphasize what we might call ten “best practices” and responsibilities of parents for nurturing
the moral and spiritual lives of children. Attending to these ten practices and responsibilities is
not a guarantee that children will “turn out OK”
and be faithful, service-oriented, and compassionate adults. Christians generally agree that despite
any child’s upbringing (whether good or bad), children continually surprise us, and God is at work
in their lives regardless. However, Christians from
various traditions have used these ten particular duties and practices to foster the moral and spiritual formation in children. Recent sociological and
psychological studies on moral or spiritual development also confirm the value of these kinds of
activities for children and young people today.
These are ten valuable ways of creating a space
for the Holy Spirit to work in the lives of children and adults. Although perhaps the first four are
most familiar and most emphasized in the Christian tradition,22 all ten have been important in
the tradition for cultivating faith and service to
others.

Reading and Discussing the Bible
with Children
Chrysostom, Luther, John Calvin, Friedrich
Schleiermacher, Bushnell and many other Christian theologians have emphasized the importance
of reading and discussing the Bible with children.
Regardless of their view of biblical authority or biblical interpretation, so-called conservative and liberal Protestant Christians today all agree that the
Bible is the central text for the Christian church,
and contains truths and stories that parents or caring adults need to tell and to teach children. Adults
will read different Bible stories to children in different ways, but no matter what their approach, they
should cultivate in children the practice of “religious reading”—reading and re-reading the texts,
“digesting” them, and viewing the Bible as a vast
and abundant gold mine of wisdom that can never
be fully excavated.23
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Praying and Worshipping
Theologians also have emphasized that parents
should worship regularly with their children. They
should “remember the Sabbath and keep it holy,”
and participate in corporate worship. Rituals of
worship and prayer at home are also important.
Many theologians have emphasized praying daily
with children, and have written special prayers that
can be said before and after meals and at bedtime.
They also have carried out particular rituals and
family traditions during seasons of the liturgical
year, such as Lent and Advent.

Introducing Children to Good Examples
Christian theologians have recognized the importance of good examples in the lives of children. In
general, being a good example means that parents
or care-givers are believers themselves and strive to
live out their faith in their everyday lives. Other important examples for children are teachers, coaches,
and other adults who have cared for children and
taken an interest in them.

Participating in Service Projects and
Teaching Financial Responsibility
Christian theologians also have encouraged parents
to serve others in the community with their children and to reach out to those in need. The family is not understood as an isolated, self-satisfied,
or enclosed entity; it is not a fortress but rather a
community that reaches out to those in need. Parents and other caring adults teach children much
about their faith and values when they find ways
to help the poor or to carry out service projects
together with children. The value of this kind of
mutual service was underscored in a survey that
found that “involvement in service proved to be
a better predictor of faith maturity than participation in Sunday School, Bible study, or worship
services.”24
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Because service is related to financial responsibility, and because we do live in a consumer culture, it
is important for parents to speak to their children
about money and financial responsibility. In the
United States today, we now have more shopping
malls than schools, the favorite activity of 95% of
high school girls is shopping, and the number one
reason that students must drop out of college is
credit card debt. Parents must realize that financial
responsibility goes along with service to and love of
others: knowing how to spend money wisely and
to use it to help others.

Singing Together
The arts, especially music, have always been an
important vehicle of moral and spiritual formation in the Protestant tradition. Martin Luther, for
example, believed that music was not simply an
ornament for worship service but rather a vital element of human existence, an instrument of the
Holy Spirit, and a powerful vehicle for spreading
the gospel. He emphasizes the value of music in
these bold words, “Next to the Word of God, music deserves the highest praise.”25 Because of the
vital role of music and the arts in spiritual life, he
specifically encourages Christians to sing with children and to train them in music and the arts. For
example, in one passage Luther claims, “I would
like to see all the arts, especially music, used in
the service of Him who gave and made them. I
therefore pray that every pious Christian would be
pleased with this [the use of music in the service
of the gospel] and lend his help if God has given
him like or greater gifts. As it is, the world is too
lax and indifferent about teaching and training the
young for us to abet this trend.”26

Cultivating a Reverence for Creation
There are many examples within the Christian tradition of how close contact with the natural world
has been a source of spiritual growth and inspiration. Many biblical passages emphasize the beauty
and goodness of creation and the importance of go-

ing to the wilderness for spiritual renewal, cleansing, or insight. Early in the Christian tradition,
monks retreated to the wilderness to meditate and
wrote eloquently about the insights they gained
about God’s creation and their place in it. The important relationship between the spiritual life and
the natural world is also found in the works of
Celtic Christians, medieval mystics, St. Francis, and
many contemporary Christian writers today, such
as Leonardo Boff or Wendell Berry. Many young
Christians today attend Bible camps or wilderness
retreats, and such experiences not only help cultivate a love of others but also a love and respect for
the natural world.

Education and Vocational Discernment
Many Protestant theologians, such as Luther and
Francke, would add that we nurture faith in children by helping them discern their gifts and talents, and by providing them with a good liberal
arts education so that they can better use their
gifts to love and to serve others. Both believe a
strong liberal arts program will help children develop their God-given gifts and talents, enabling
them to serve both Church and society.27 Parents
and caring adults are to help children find their
vocation: not just by helping them see what is fulfilling or earns the most money, but how they can
best use their talents to make a difference in the
world and to contribute to the common good. In
a letter to the councilmen, Luther underscores the
importance of education by saying:
Now the welfare of a city does not consist
solely in accumulating vast treasure, building
mighty walls and magnificent buildings and
producing a goodly supply of guns and armor. Indeed, where such things are plentiful,
and reckless fools get control of them, it is
so much the worse and the city suffers even
greater loss. A city’s best and greatest welfare, safety, and strength consist rather in its
having many able, learned, wise, honorable,
and well-educated citizens.28

Given their views of education and vocation,
both Luther in the 16th century and Francke in
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the 18th, in contrast to many in their time, were
advocates of excellent schools and education for all
children (including girls and the poor). They promoted real educational reforms that continue to
influence German schools today. As Luther stated,
“We must spare no diligence, time, or cost in teaching and educating our children” to serve God and
the world.29 In the Jewish tradition, too, one of
the major responsibilities of parents is to provide
their children with an education that prepares them
for a trade or a profession. Thus, many theologians
and religious leaders in both the Jewish and Christian traditions have started or supported schools
and colleges, fought for educational reform, and
demanded that all children be given an excellent
education.30

Fostering Life-Giving Attitudes toward
the Body, Sexuality, and Marriage
Although the Christian tradition has a somewhat
ambivalent legacy regarding the body, the Jewish
and Christian traditions both affirm the goodness
of our bodies and our sexuality, and the goodness
of the natural world in general. Because of this conviction, and because young people and even very
young children today are bombarded with messages
about sex in the media, parents and other caring
adults therefore should help children understand
from an early age that taking care of their bodies is part of honoring God and God’s gifts to
us. They also should help children understand the
proper context for the expression of sexuality and
speak to them about Christian understandings and
expectations of marriage and sexual activity.
Christian theologians in the past also have typically encouraged parents to do more to help young
people think about and find a mate. Luther considered this to be one of the central duties of parents.
Jews today also consider this to be one of the primary duties of parents.31 Today, theologians do not
tend to speak about this as a parental duty, since
they want children to choose their own partners.
But helping children find a partner is not the same
as promoting forced marriages. It is simply saying
that just as we ‘make sure’ our children have good
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friends or a good education or music lessons, we
need to ‘make sure’ we talk to them about sex and
marriage, help them learn from both our mistakes
and positive experiences in relationships, introduce
them to potential partners, and ensure that when
and if they become engaged, they take advantage
of strong premarital programs offered in the church
today.

Listening to and Learning from Children
Adults also cultivate faith in children by listening to their questions, insights, and concerns.
Parents should recognize that children also can nurture, deepen, and challenge the faith of adults. As
noted above, this notion is built on the Gospel
passages that depict children as moral witnesses,
models of faith for adults, sources or vehicles of
revelation, and representatives of Jesus. The idea
that children can be teachers, bearers of revelation, or models of faith has often been neglected in
Christian thought and practice. However, throughout the tradition and today, we do find theologians who have grappled seriously with these New
Testament passages, forcing them to rethink their
assumptions about children and exploring what
adults learn from them. For example, Friederich
Schleiermacher emphasized that adults who want
to enter the kingdom of God need to recover a
childlike spirit. For him, this childlike spirit has
many components that we can learn from children,
such as ‘living fully in the present moment,’ being
able to forgive others, or being flexible.32

Recognizing the Limits of Parental
Authority
Another part of a parent’s role is taking up a
Christ-centered approach to discipline and parental
authority. Although some Protestants today equate
‘disciplining children’ with physically punishing
them, true discipline has much more to do with
becoming followers and disciples of Christ.
Furthermore, although most Protestants claim
that parents have authority over children, they also
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recognize that this authority is never absolute. It is
always limited. Theologians generally qualify absolute parental authority because they recognize parents are always sinful, and sometimes unjust or
just plain inept. They also recognize that as children grow and develop, their moral capacities and
responsibilities also grow and develop, and children
must be prepared to challenge the authority of their
parents and even political and ecclesiastical authorities if they lead to injustices. Thus, parents are
given authority over their children, but this authority is limited, and it is never an excuse for treating
children unjustly or unkindly.
Although Luther, for example, compared the authority of parents to God’s own authority, he gave
examples of the abuse of parental authority. Building on Scripture, he believed that even though
children should generally tolerate the injustices of
their parents and obey them, they could under certain circumstances and in good conscience act contrary to the will of tyrannical or unjust parents.33
He believed, for example, that parents should neither force nor hinder the marriage of their children
and asserted:
Parental authority is strictly limited; it does
not extend to the point where it can wreak
damage and destruction to the child, especially to its soul. If then a father forces
his children into a marriage without love,
he oversteps and exceeds his authority. He
ceases to be a father and becomes a tyrant
who uses his authority not for building up—
which is why God gave it to him—but
for destroying. He is taking authority into
his own hands without God, indeed, against
God. The same principle holds good when
a father hinders his child’s marriage, or lets
the child go ahead on his own, without any
intention of helping him in the matter.34

These ten are not the only important practices;
there are others. However, this list of ten can serve
as a guide for church leaders and parents themselves
as they seek to nurture faith in their children. In
addition, although children best thrive when these
and other ‘best practices’ are carried out in the
home by two loving parents within the covenant
of marriage, in a fallen world, this cannot always

happen. Nurturing the faith of children is and must
be a cooperative task, and these kinds of practices
can and should be carried out not only by parents
in the home but also by relatives, friends, mentors, godparents, grandparents, and church leaders
in formal and informal settings.

Conclusion
This article has highlighted just a few of the resources that could be mined from the Bible and
the tradition for strengthening child, youth, and
family ministries today. As pastors and church leaders evaluate programs and seek to engage children
and parents, they can encourage parents by pluming some of the wisdom and language from the
tradition regarding the importance of parents and
their sacred calling. Regardless of the youth and
family program they decide to use in their congregations, they also can strengthen that program
by keeping in mind the full humanity of children
as well as their need for guidance; their spiritual
wisdom as well as growing moral capacities; and
their strengths and gifts as well as their vulnerabilities and needs. Furthermore, they can encourage
practices in the home and in the congregation that
nourish faith, and they can remind all members of
their congregations that all of us, whether or not
we are parents ourselves, need to work diligently on
many levels and in many ways to nurture the faith
of children in our midst; and, at the same time,
to be open to the all of the ways that children
themselves nourish and strengthen the spiritual formation of adults.
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