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Matthew 18:1-6 – Spiritual Generations
Riverside believes that the spiritual development of children is one of the most sacred tasks of a church.  And we thus invest a great deal of resources in the development of children.  Promiseland advertises that it wants to be the best time of your child’s week and we take this seriously.  From intentional teaching to brightly colored classrooms and teaching aids we want to communicate the Gospel in clear and age appropriate ways.  (check out the hallways downstairs that continue to be transformed)  And we purchased the white house (or as the LT likes to refer to it following the Riverside theme – the boat house) to free up more space for our growing Children’s Ministry.
If you don’t know how our Children’s Ministry is structured, we have two hours that they kids meet.  Obviously, right now the kids are downstairs in what we call Promiseland Children’s Church.  During this time kids sing songs, watch a video, do crafts, and play games, all with Christian messages.  And actually starting next Sunday, Children’s Church will begin at 10:15am rather than after the offering.  While we are singing up here, the kids will sing downstairs.  This will help to ensure that we have enough seats for everyone.  If you really value worshipping as a family during that time in the sanctuary though, please feel free to have your kids stay with you.  You don’t have to take them downstairs, it is just an option.

The other hour in our Children’s Ministry is at 9am.  And this is really the heart of our Children’s Ministry.  This is called our Promiseland Discovery Hour.  During this time each child is taught age appropriate Bible lessons from our Willow Creek curriculum.  We are going to talk about this importance of this time more, but we believe that hour is the most important Children’s Ministry offering that Riverside has.  Dedicated teachers provide lessons designed to help your student grow in their faith.

Sometimes I am asked why we don’t switch those hours and have the real teaching time during the service rather than at 9am.  The primary reason is that during Children’s Church, the teachers rotate weekly, but during Discovery Hour we have several dedicated teachers that believe children learn more effectively with a consistent teacher each Sunday.  Thus, if we had their teaching time during the service, they would never be able to attend.  Having the Discovery Hour at 9am permits our teachers to teach our children each Sunday and then to be fed spiritually by worshipping together at 10:15am.
Read Matthew 18:1-6.
Last week Dave discussed Parenting and today we are going to discuss a similar thing and that is the spiritual development of children. But even if you do not have kids, I want you to focus this morning on the importance of the spiritual formation of children you are in contact with, whether it is nieces or nephews or children of friends. We all have an obligation to them, a responsibility for their development.

It's fashionable in our culture these days to downplay this responsibility. We sometimes say things like, “I want my kids to develop their own faith.” “I want my children to make their own way in the world without my input.” “I don't want my kids to just believe what I believe, I want them to come to their own conclusions.” And all this sounds great and it clearly emphasizes our cultural need to emphasize individuality, but it makes little sense.

What I find most interesting is that we never say similar things about other aspects of raising children. I don't say, “Dana we should not teach the girls about the importance of eating a balanced meal or force them to eat their vegetables and fruit. Instead we should just let them choose for themselves. I don't want to impose our preferences on the kids.” And we don't say, “Let's not push too hard on our kids saying “please” and “thank you.” We want them to make up their own mind about whether they want to be polite or not. No, what we do is teach our kids to eat healthy . . . we teach them to be nice and to have proper manners, because we believe that they must be taught these things. Because we believe that these things are essential to them developing into the people that we want them to become. If we let Adelaide eat whatever she wanted there would not be enough lolly pops in Indiana to satisfy her cravings.

One theologian and ethicist, Stanley Hauerwas, says “that the refusal to ask our children to believe as we believe, to live as we live, to act as we act is a betrayal that derives from moral cowardice. For to ask this of our children requires that we have the courage to ask ourselves to live truthfully.” His point is a good one. Those that choose not to pass particular things on to their children, or to adopt qualities and convictions similar to themselves, do not firmly believe in their way of life. To teach a child something is to be wholly committed to that thing. We care about an ideal, a characteristic, a belief so much that we impress it upon a future generation. In a sense we make it timeless by passing it on beyond our death. If we really believe something to be essential to what it means to live, then we cannot resist passing that on to our children.

What is the point of having children? The theologian and ethicist, Stanley Hauerwas, that I just quoted was teaching a class at Notre Dame on family and marriage a few years ago and asked his class, “what reason would you give why one should be willing to have children?” He said the students responded, “children are fun,” or “as an expression of a couple's love for one another” or “because it is just the thing to do.” We would likely have similar responses to why we have children, but they lack a developed understanding of God's purposes for our bearing of children. The value of children is not just in our enjoyment of them or in their usefulness to us. We shouldn't have kids just because we need intimacy, closeness, or a nice family to retreat to when the world feels too harsh.

We have children because we believe we have something useful to pass on, whether it is genetic material for future generations or belief in the God who came to us in Jesus Christ. When we bear children, we add to the story our lives are telling, the stories we are a part of. To have a child is to say, “I believe in more than myself, in more than my own narrow experience, my own limited existence.” To bear and rear children for any other reason than to pass on your wisdom, your love of God, your hope for the future, your compassion for the world, is to miss the central moral element of the community, the church, the family, and the self.

It is the family that tells us who we are, that gives us an identity, a story. We all know this. Whether for good or bad, we are in many ways the families that raised us. We are affected by our upbringing and shaped by what our parents did or did not do. No one is morally formed in a vacuum, but is molded by their environment. What we know has been given to us by others that believed in something enough to teach it to us.

This can be a scary reality for us as well. A couple weeks ago my blog post on the church's website was about the fact that our kids see and hear what we do and say. It is scary. The story I told was of Adelaide saying “crap” at the kitchen table on night. And as I was about to ask Dana where she picked that up from, I dropped something and exclaimed “crap.” Now, there are far worse things she has likely picked up from us, but this small incident emphasizes the point. We are social beings. We learn by watching and listening to others. So not just what I actively teach our kids matters, my daily life, what I do and say, are always teaching our kids. 

This is why Hauerwas says it is cowardice not to pass your faith on to your kids because it simply means you don't care enough about it. You cannot not pass things on to kids. They are sponges. Not passing anything on to them is passing something on to them, namely that you don't think anything is important.

This process of passing things on to our children is as old as time. In the Old Testament it was a great tragedy not to have children. The Jewish laws went to great lengths to make sure that a “name was raised up” for a man who had died childless, even to the point of requiring a dead man's brother to attempt to impregnate his widow. The bible makes it repeatedly clear that children were for the future, they were to carry the name and the memory of their parents into the next generations. Through children we share in God's plan for the human race, finding a king of immortality through what we pass on to them. 

The biblical story of Abraham and Sarah are a clear example of this. How would Abraham become, as God promised, a great nation, give his name to future generations if he had no children of his own? Isaac was clearly their hope for the future, their only hope. He would carry their name and the mark of their commitment to their God in the form of circumcision into the next generation. He was born not as a freestanding individual able to make his own choices and go his own way in the world. He was born as part of a family chosen by God to be a people. He was to be taught, molded, developed within this community to follow its ways and love its God. His identity came not from his isolated convictions and peculiar vision of the world, but from being part of a people called and chosen by God. He could reject his heritage, but he could hardly avoid having it. 

We generally acknowledge as Christians that our spiritual health is important, but what I really want to focus in on today is our spiritual responsibility to others and particularly children. In many ways we find it difficult to think about the spiritual development of kids. We hardly have things figured out in our own minds, how could we be expected to confidently pass anything of value onto our children? And the minds of children are simply not as well developed cognitively, and older kids have such limited experiences, they often just don't get the complexities of life. Not to mention all the cultural competition that we have from television, movies, the internet and other elements.  Listen to some of these statistics that illustrate the uphill battle that exists in raising children. 

Twelve percent of all websites are pornographic websites and 68 million daily pornographic search engine requests (or 25% of total search engine requests made)

Consumption of pornography accessed on mobile phones by kids and others is doubling every year.

Nine out of 10 children aged between eight and 16 have viewed pornography on the Internet.

63 percent of teens said they know how to hide what they do online from their parents.

Why is this such a risky thing for kids . . . because 40 million U.S. adults regularly visit Internet pornography websites, and 10% of adults admit to Internet sexual addition

----------

The average American child will witness 200,000 violent acts on television by age 18.
Studies show that kids who view violent acts are more likely to show aggressive behavior towards others but also fear that the world is scary and that something bad will happen to them.

What makes the viewing of violent acts especially dangerous is that many violent acts depicted are perpetrated by the "good guys," whom kids have been taught to emulate. Even though kids are taught by their parents that it's not right to hit, television says it's OK to bite, hit, or kick if you're the good guy. This can lead to confusion when kids try to understand the difference between right and wrong.

----------

Kids in the United States see 40,000 commercials each year. From the junk food and toy advertisements during Saturday morning cartoons to the appealing promos on the backs of cereal boxes, marketing messages inundate kids of all ages.

Now it would be wrong to conclude that the internet or TV or movies were bad because of these statistics, but it would be equally as bad to say that they have no affect.  The question is not whether children will be taught what they should or should not do . . . they will be taught no matter what . . . the question is who will teach them.  Will we dedicate ourselves to raising disciples of Jesus Christ . . . kind, compassionate, confident and humble kids or will we let others teach them to take commitment out of sex, to use violence and aggressiveness to resolve disputes, to seek happiness in more and more stuff . . . 
There are four points I think are vitally important for us to understand when it comes to children.  

First, children especially matter to God.  Now this might sound quite obvious at first, but I am not just saying God loves children like everyone else, but that children have a special place for God.  Our passage from Matthew this morning is a perfect example of this.  The disciples come to Jesus because they want to know who is the “greatest in the kingdom of heaven?”  They are expecting to hear about a spiritual giant, someone with an exemplary life . . . perhaps someone that could list off a laundry list of achievements and accomplishments.  Jesus, however, responds by inviting a child to stand next to him.  He then tells his disciple that to enter heaven they must be like a child and he tells them that they must not cause children to stumble, but must protect them from sin.  It is the vulnerability and humility of children that constitute their greatness.  
Your child does not belong just to you.  He or she belongs first of all to God.  Children are set aside for a special purpose.  They are set aside to be like Jesus.  

This leads to my second point: we are responsible for their spiritual development and maturation.  In the past we have talked about making disciples and impacting our friends and coworkers for Christ.  Discipleship always begins in our families, though.  Unless we sufficiently model the Gospel in our own homes and with our own families, we cannot expect to have any positive influence on others.  You need to teach your children how to pray.  You need to teach your children the importance of the Bible.  You need to teach your children how to forgive others, how to be slow to anger, how to be just, what love is and how to do it.  You need to help them to develop character and the ability to make right choices when you are not around.  You need to model for them what it is that you desire for them.
I don’t think we can say it more clearly.  If Jesus Christ is your Lord and Savior, then you need to help your children know him too.

My third point should be a comfort to you.  The responsibility for the spiritual development of your children does not only rest on you . . . it rests on us, Riverside, this community of believers as well.  And we take this task seriously.  Riverside has an obligation before God to help you to raise your children, to instruct them and to model for them so they can truly follow Jesus.  One of the chief purposes of the church is to guide children into a mature faith in Christ.  This is why just over a year ago we hired a full-time Youth Director, Becky, to spend time with your Junior High and High School students.  To get to know them and invest her life into their spiritual development.  This is why we have Dar, our Children’s Ministry Director.  She organizes activities and curriculum and teaching aids for the sole purpose of helping your kids to grow in Christ.

The church is your partner.  We are each others resources in walking this journey together.  We are continually trying to come with new ways to help you.  The distribution of these children’s bibles is designed to give you tools to use at home.  Dar actually has information on the various stages of a child’s development and what you can do to help foster their faith depending on their age.  The friendships your kids make at church are important too, because they see that they are not alone in their faith journey.  Others are walking with them.

You must take advantage of this partnership though, and it will take sacrifice on your part.  I know that 9am on Sundays is early when it is your day off, but you must honestly ask yourself how you are doing in developing the faith of your children.  Who is winning the battle of their formation?  Are you demonstrating to them your priorities?  Do you get up early for sports events and practices on Saturdays, but sleep in when it comes to faith on Sundays?  Do your children see you taking advantage of our adult Bible studies or our adult Discovery Hour?  Your children are watching and listening . . . what are they learning.

I can’t guarantee that if you take the faith development of your kids seriously that they will turn out exactly as you planned.  Kids will ultimately choose to accept or repudiate faith, but your demonstrated faith will be extremely influential.  Will they see an authentically lived out faith or Sunday dress up?

I have one final point that I want to make.  Not only do we have a great deal to teach our kids, but we have a great deal that we can learn from them.  We need to learn from our kids’ humility and dependence as Jesus instructs in our passage this morning.  Their dependence, their neediness, their inability to care for, to save, themselves models how we are to receive the kingdom.
Our kids are precious commodities.  Let’s give them the care, time and dedication God calls for.
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