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1Now this is the commandment—the statutes and 
the ordinances—that the Lord your God charged 
me to teach you to observe in the land that you are 
about to cross into and occupy, 2 so that you and 
your children and your children’s children may fear 
the Lord your God all the days of your life, and 
keep all his decrees and his commandments that I 
am commanding you, so that your days may be 
long. 3 Hear therefore, O Israel, and observe them 
diligently, so that it may go well with you, and so 
that you may multiply greatly in a land flowing with 
milk and honey, as the Lord, the God of your 
ancestors, has promised you. 
  
4 Hear, O Israel: The Lord is our God, 
the Lord alone.  5 You shall love the Lord your God 
with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with 
all your might. 6 Keep these words that I am 
commanding you today in your heart. 7 Recite them 
to your children and talk about them when you are 
at home and when you are away, when you lie down 
and when you rise. 8 Bind them as a sign on your 
hand, fix them as an emblem on your forehead, 9 and 
write them on the doorposts of your house and on 
your gates.  (Deuteronomy 6:1-9, NRSV) 
  

 

 
Some of you know that Esther and I just cleared out the 
nest two weeks ago.  After nearly 25 years of having 
kids at home, the last one graduated and moved out.  
Sometimes the silence, honestly, is a downer.  At other 
times it’s golden.  One nice surprise is that nearly 
everything in the house can be found exactly where I 
previously left it.  I enjoy that. 
 
As parents, our job is mostly done.  I know some of you 
will tell me that they always come back.  Maybe, maybe 
not.  Either way, with all four of our kids out of the 
house now, at least the day-to-day parenting is mostly 
over.  That’s led me to spend some time reflecting on all 
the hopes and dreams I’ve had for my kids along the 
way, and whether or not those hopes and dreams have 
materialized.  Those of you who have raised kids, or 
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even been invested in other people’s kids, have probably 
done the same thing once you see them launched.   
 
25 years ago, when we were brand new parents, and all 
along the way since then, what is it that I have wanted 
for my kids?  What values and knowledge and 
experiences have I tried to pass on to them?  The list is 
long.  I’ve wanted my kids to love the game of baseball, 
to enjoy backpacking in the wilderness, to develop good 
manners, to always offer a firm handshake.  I’ve tried to 
teach them to  appreciate classic rock, especially Bruce 
Springsteen.  I want them to have and be faithful 
friends, to be wise with social media, to excel in 
athletics, to expand their minds in education and go to 
college, to love and enjoy one another as siblings, to 
travel enough to see that the American perspective is 
just one perspective among many.  The list goes on. 
 
But the main thing I have wanted for my kids, far and 
away the main thing, is that they would know the love 
and grace of God in Jesus Christ, and decide to give 
their lives to trusting and following him, and to remain 
closely connected to his church wherever life takes 
them.  If this one thing becomes true for them, then 
most of the other things on the list are optional because 
I believe that as they follow Jesus he will work out the 
rest.  I know that many of you as parents would also put 
knowing and loving Christ at the top of the list, not 
only for your own kids but for all the kids of this 
church.   
 
With this in mind, here’s the challenge we face.  Many, 
many kids who are raised in the church these days, even 
the majority of those kids, end up walking away from 
the church and from their Christian faith when they 
become adults.  The statistics are sobering.  About two-
thirds of young people these days in America who grew 
up in the church walk away from the church at some 
point in their 20’s.1  That’s two our of three!  Though I 
haven’t totaled up the numbers, as I look back over my 
last 18 years here at Faith and think about the young 
people I watched grow up here, I’m afraid those 
statistics are as true in our context as they are 
elsewhere.  Yes, many of these young adults would say 
that they still believe in God, and most even retain 
positive feelings towards the church of their childhood.  

adults/#:~:text=Two%2Dthirds%20(66%20percent),from%20Nashville%
2Dbased%20Lifeway%20Research. 
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But as we’ve been making clear all year, Christianity 
isn’t merely about believing in God or having a good 
impression of the church.  It’s about an all-consuming, 
lifelong commitment to follow Jesus, which inevitably 
will lead to a close connection to his body, the church.   
 
I trust you see the problem.  If education was our 
number one priority for our kids, and most of our kids 
were dropping out of high school and never again 
investing in learning, we would call that a crisis.  That’s 
what’s happening with younger generations in the 
church.  What we most want for our kids is not being 
realized in far too many instances.  This is a problem 
not just for our kids, but for the church.  As has been 
said before, the church is always one generation away 
from extinction.  It’s why Martin Luther, all those years 
ago, wrote, “If the church is to flourish, one must begin 
by instructing the young.”2  I hope you agree. 
 
So what do we do?  What can we do?  Well, as a 
starting place I want to look at one of the most 
foundational passages in the whole Bible because I 
believe we find powerful guidance here.  As we do, keep 
this question in mind.  What do we want most for our 
kids?  And are we doing everything we possibly can to 
see it come to pass? 
 
The passage we just read from Deuteronomy 6 comes 
just after God has given Israel the 10 Commandments.  
To set the context, God had recently delivered Israel 
from Egypt where they suffered under brutal slavery 
for 400 years.  Now free to live as his people in a 
promised land he was about to give them, God gives 
them the law so that they can know how to live there as 
his people.  But notice the order; it’s crucial.  God does 
not give them the law first and then tell them, “Listen, 
if you prove your faithfulness to me by keeping the law, 
then I will deliver you and claim you as my people.”  
No.  God chooses them as his people first,  and delivers 
them first, before they even have the law, or the ability 
to keep the law.  And so the law is really a gift, given by 
a God who has already demonstrated his grace, love 
and faithfulness, meaning that if the people keep God’s 
law, life will go better for them in the end.  That’s 
crucial to understand.  God’s law, God’s ways, don’t 
keep us from flourishing in life, but rather help us 
flourish in life.   
 
That desire in God to see his people flourish is woven 
all though this passage.  In verse 2 we see that it is 
God’s plan that the days of his people would be long.  In 
verse 3 they are told that things will go well for them if 
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they keep the law, that God wants them to “multiply 
greatly in a land flowing with milk and honey.”  I 
think of Psalm 1, where we read that those who delight 
in God’s law are like “trees planted by streams of 
water, which yield their fruit in its season, and their 
leaves do not wither.  In all that they do, they 
prosper.”3  By contrast, those who foolishly neglect 
God’s ways are like “chaff that the wind drives 
away.”4   
 
The point here is that God wants the best for us, and 
that we will find that best if we trust him and his ways.  
In fact, there is nobody else, nothing else, in all creation 
that can lead us into ultimate flourishing.  That’s the 
not-so-subtle message of verse 4, the most famous and 
sacred verse in the entire Old Testament.  “Hear, O 
Israel: The Lord is our God, the Lord alone.”  This 
is a bold declaration, that there is only one God, only 
one giver and sustainer of life, only one Savior, only one 
way to salvation.  There is nobody else.  But the good 
news is that this one Lord is our God.  Not just Israel’s 
God, but through Christ he is the God of all who would 
trust him.  There may be only way to find ultimate 
flourishing in life, but one way is all we need since it has 
been opened to us all!   
 
If we’re honest, we all know that somewhere in the core 
of who we are, in the deepest recesses of our hearts, we 
long for this flourishing, for a deeper peace, deeper joy, 
deeper contentment, deeper purpose in life that isn’t 
constantly subject to changing circumstances.  In a 
recent podcast series dedicated to exploring the claims 
of Christianity, Pastor Tim Keller outlines how there 
are three ways to approach this innate desire in all of us 
to find deep satisfaction in life, this flourishing that our 
one God promises those who trust him.5   
 
Keller says that the ancients concluded – this is the first 
way - that such deep and lasting satisfaction is simply 
not possible in this life, even though we long for it.  It’s 
an illusion they said, so you should stop searching for it 
and learn to suppress your desires for it.  The Greek 
philosopher, Epictetus, once put it this way: “What 
harm is there that while you’re kissing your child in the 
morning you should murmur softly to yourself, 
‘Tomorrow you will die.’”  Perhaps not the guy you 
want tucking your kids in at night!  But he’s far from 
alone in this approach.  Some of you know that 
Buddhism, even today, totally embraces this idea, that 
it’s an illusion to think that ultimate flourishing can be 
found in this life.  Buddhists would say that the world is 
simply dew, and that we are all dew drops, someday to 

4 Psalm 1:4 
5 Questioning Christianity podcast, Timothy Keller, “Satisfaction”, May 17, 

2022.  Listen at https://qcpodcast.gospelinlife.com/e/satisfaction/  
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be consumed into the larger ocean of existence.  Not a 
very hopeful way to live, to say the least.   
 
Maybe this is why many modern people and 
philosophies have taken an opposite approach.  Many 
people today believe that flourishing and deep 
satisfaction are available in the things of this world and 
life, and so they should be wholeheartedly pursued.  
The problem with this approach, of course, is that it 
always turns out to be an empty pursuit.  You find what 
you think is the perfect soulmate, the perfect job, the 
house of your dreams, more money or recognition than 
you ever dreamed possible, and it does satisfy for 
awhile, but then eventually the satisfaction wanes.  We 
all should know this by simply looking at people in our 
world who seem to have made it, achieved it all, and ask 
ourselves if the rich and famous among us generally 
seem like a deeply contented bunch.  We should see 
this, but many people don’t, and instead double down on 
their efforts.  I think of that famous response tycoon 
John D. Rockefeller gave to a reporter one day when 
asked how much money was enough.  “Just a little bit 
more,” he said.  Pursuing ultimate satisfaction in the 
things of this world is like an addiction that can never 
be satisfied.  And each hit numbs you so that you need a 
little more with the next hit to get that same high.  But 
the high always wears off, and leaves people frantic, or 
depressed, or deeply cynical.   
 
But there is another way, a third way.  It’s the claim of 
the Christian gospel.  God has come into our world in 
the person of Jesus Christ to make all things new and 
bring us into the sort of life we have always sensed we 
were made for.  The ancients were wrong; deep 
satisfaction is possible.  But the moderns are wrong as 
well; it cannot be found in the things of this world.  We 
find it in God, the God we know in Jesus Christ who 
claimed at one point, “I came that they may have life, 
and have it abundantly.”6  Saint Augustine, the 4th 
century North African bishop, spent many years in 
pursuit of the this abundant life.  It was only out of 
desperation that he eventually turned to Christ.  In 
doing so he finally found what he had been looking for 
all along, and eventually summed it up with this famous 
prayer, “You have made us for yourself, O Lord, and our 
hearts are restless until they rest in You.”   
 
Anyone here who has been following Christ for some 
time knows that this rest does not come all at once.  It’s 
a process, a journey, as God over the course of years 
God works to transform us from the inside out.  But we 
taste it now.  And we know it is real.  And we know that 
one day this abundant, flourishing life we now taste and 
glimpse will come in all its fullness when we meet Jesus 
face to face.  And so, as we talked about last week, we 
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gladly give ourselves wholeheartedly to following 
Jesus, trusting him in all things, reorienting our whole 
lives around his ways, because we know he is the only 
one who can lead us into the abundant flourishing we 
all know we were made for.   
 
This is why Jesus pointed to Deuteronomy 6:5 as the 
most important commandment of all: “You shall love 
the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all 
your soul, and with all your might.”  As we do so, we 
begin to live as people of hope, people of peace, people 
of joy, sent out into a world where these things seem 
unattainable to many.  Loving God is to be the 
gravitational center of our whole lives.  Why would it 
not, if it is in him and him alone that we finally find rest 
from our restlessness?   
 
All this leads us back the question at hand, as to why so 
many young people have walked away from the church 
and are, in far too many cases, not pursuing Jesus with 
such wholehearted devotion, if even pursuing him at all.  
Could one of the reason for this be that they have not 
seen this devotion in us?  Princeton Seminary professor 
Kenda Dean, who has spent much of her life wrestling 
with these questions, concludes that instead of 
presenting this compelling vision of abundant life in 
Christ, we have too often presented a cheap imitation to 
young people in the church, an imitation she calls 
Moralistic Therapeutic Deism.  A god exists who 
watches over the world.  He wants us to be nice to each 
other and become good people.  The goal of life is to be 
happy and feel good about yourself.  God is glad to get 
involved in my life when I need his help, and then also 
happy to let me go on my way at other times.  Good 
people go to heaven when they die.7  That’s a summary 
of Moralistic Therapeutic Deism.   
 
If this is what is presented to young people who grow 
up in the church, no wonder they walk away.  If they 
see adults around them treating Jesus like a hobby, a 
good thing but not essential to all of life, then they will 
engage or not engage with Christ the way they do with 
all of the other hobbies they see in adults, cherry-
picking the ones they like and leaving the rest behind.  
They end up seeing the church as a positive place, but 
largely irrelevant.  And that’s a problem.  C.S. Lewis 
once wrote, “Christianity, if false, is of no importance, 
and if true, of infinite importance.   The only thing it 
cannot be is moderately important.”  When we present 
the Christian faith to our children as something of 
moderate importance, we effectually present it to them 
as something of no importance. 
 
We have committed this entire year to thinking 
carefully about what it means to be a disciple of Jesus.  

7 Dean, 14.   
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But it can’t just be one year.  This must remain the 
main emphasis of our life together as long as we are 
together.  We are not just called to believe in Jesus, but 
to follow after Jesus, that we might become like Jesus.   
 
What do you think might happen to young people if 
they grew up in a church surrounded by adults who 
have become captivated by the treasure of knowing 
Christ and following him in this life, adult who have 
learned to love in radical ways, not only one another 
but across all sorts of boundaries, and practice radical 
and joyful generosity and hospitality, and increasingly 
display a depth of peace and contentment even in the 
midst of hardship and scarcity, and essentially live their 
lives with the intent of giving themselves away for the 
sake of others?  Would two-thirds still walk away?  As 
Kenda Dean puts it, “I suppose that young people are 
more likely to recognize Christianity as being 
significant if we don’t treat it like an extracurricular 
activity.  Kids are pretty smart.  They understand the 
difference between something that is kind of tacked on 
at the end of the week and something that organizes 
your life.”8  Think of the impact if kids saw a whole 
community of people organizing their entire lives 
around Jesus! 
 
But I would say to you that modeling the Christian 
faith as disciples, though essential, isn’t enough.  Both 
as parents, and as a congregation, we also have to 
intentionally disciple our kids, to go to great lengths to 
pass on to them this most important thing in life.  This 
begins at home, of course, as the family has been called 
“the laboratory of the soul.”9  And so if you are a parent 
with kids still at home, or a grandparent involved day-
to-day in the care of grandchildren, I want to encourage 
you, first by reminding you that nobody in the world 
has as much power to influence your kids as you do.  I 
know that sometimes it doesn’t feel like this is true, 
especially when our kids become teenagers and rarely 
come to us saying, “Hey Mom, hey Dad, I’m really 
looking to you for guidance in my life right now, and 
I’m especially interested in what you have to say about 
anything and everything so that I can know which 
pathway to follow.”  Words never once spoken by any 
of my children when they were teenagers.  But it’s still 
true.  We think peers have more influence on our kids 
than we do, or media, or these days social media.  And 
these can be powerful influencers, but only when parents 
neglect or relinquish their influence.  I firmly believe this, 
that God has wired children, even through their 
teenage years, to look to their parents in all matters of 
life.   

                                                           
8 From an interview by Albert Mohler entitled “Almost Christian? A 

Conversation About Adolescents and Christianity With Kenda Creasy 
Dean”, September 12, 2011.  To gain a more in depth understand of how 
she sees this problem and outlines solutions, listen to the full interview at 
https://albertmohler.com/2011/09/12/tip-kenda-dean  

Did you notice that as soon as God gives us the 
command in Deuteronomy that leads to life, the 
command to love God with all of ourselves, he 
specifically tells us to keep this command in our hearts 
and, “Recite them to your children and talk about 
them when you are at home and when you are away, 
when you lie down and when you rise.”  The 
Christian faith is formed as much around the dinner 
table as it is in the pew, or in the Sunday school room, 
or at youth group.10  More so, actually!   
 
And so if you are a parent let me encourage you.  Yes, 
use your considerable influence with your kids to teach 
them manners, how to have a firm handshake, how to 
throw a curveball or dribble a soccer ball, how to solve 
algebra problems, how to appreciate good music.  All 
these are good things.  But don’t miss the main thing.  
Your main job as a parent is to reflect the love and 
grace of God in Christ to your kids, to do everything in 
your power to help them see, by your example and by 
your teaching, that there is no other pathway in life that 
will ultimately satisfy, that without Christ our hearts 
will remain perpetually and eternally restless.   
 
There’s a whole other message here, but let me at least 
point out a few things I think this involves.  First off, 
read the Bible with your kids, starting when they are 
very young.  Let the scriptures guide you when you 
teach them about money, and sexuality, and 
forgiveness, and justice, and friendship – all aspects of 
life.  Pray with your kids, and for them.  There is 
unmatched power in prayer.  Talk with them openly 
about your faith, even your questions and doubts when 
it’s appropriate.  They don’t need to see in you a perfect 
example of a follower of Jesus, they just need to see a 
living example.  And don’t just do these things on 
Sunday mornings, but do them all throughout the week 
at ordinary times and ordinary places, around the diner 
table, at bedtime, as you drive to and from practice or 
school.   
 
But then also do make worship on Sundays with the 
gathered church a high priority.  In fact, far too many 
parents give up making this a requirement.  Instead of 
insisting that being in worship each Sunday is just 
something our family does, when kids resist we cave in, 
afraid that we might turn them off from God if we 
require them to come to worship.  But we don’t do this 
with our kids when they don’t want to go to school, and 
I’ve never heard any parent worried that requiring their 
kids to be in school and study will turn them off to 
education!  So trust me, you will not harm your kids’ 

9 Marjorie J. Thompson, as quoted in Mark DeVries, Family-Based Youth 
Ministry, (InterVarsity Press, 1994), p. 84. 

10 DeVries, 83. 
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faith if you set similar expectations for participation in 
the life of the church, and for sitting under your 
instruction in the Christian faith.  In fact, it’s when you 
don’t maintain these expectations, that you send a not-
so-subtle message to your kids that the Christian faith 
really isn’t all that essential.   
 
I’m so encouraged by the fact that I see many of you 
parents here at Faith committed to intentionally 
discipling your own kids, taking seriously the promises 
we as parents make at baptism to guide and nurture our 
children towards faith in Christ.  Do not grow weary in 
keeping this main thing the main thing in your 
parenting.  I’m well aware, of course, that many of you 
are done raising your kids, and perhaps feeling right 
about now some level of regret or sadness because you 
did not make faith development a priority in your home, 
or you did and your son or daughter walked away 
anyway.  I want to encourage you as well, because God 
is not done.  Though we must take a different posture 
with our adult children, we should never stop loving 
them unconditionally, praying for them regularly, and 
sharing with them what Christ is doing in our lives 
when the opportunity to do so presents itself.  Do not 
give up hope that the seeds planted, however few you 
think they might have been, can someday bear fruit.  
I’ve seen it happen countless times.   
 
But at this point, let me be clear that this is not the job 
of parents alone.  You all know the old African proverb 
that says it takes a village to raise a child.  I believe it’s 
equally true that it takes a church to raise a follower of 
Jesus.  And so I love the fact that when we baptize 
children here at Faith, we not only ask parents to 
promise do everything in their power to raise their kids 
to know and trust the love of God in Christ, but the 
whole congregation makes a similar promise.  
Specifically, the rest of us promise, alongside parents, to 
“guide and nurture our children and youth, by word and 
deed, with love and prayer, encouraging them all to 
know and follow Christ and to be a faithful members of 
His church.”  We must not underestimate the formative 
power a whole congregation can have in the lives of its 
young people when they honor these promises year 
after year. 
 
There’s a modern term I’ve heard that points to this 
truth.  The term is convergence, and it’s a simple idea.  
When kids go through adolescence and move towards 
adulthood, it’s a bit like stepping out on a tightrope.  
Kids who hopefully grew up in the safety and security 
of their parent’s nest, generally trust in the values and 
beliefs of their parents when they are younger.  But at 
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delivered by Chap Clark at the Presbyterians For Renewal Youth 
Workers Equipping Conference 2001 (Atlanta, GA). 

some point they have to begin stepping out of that 
nest, pulling away not necessarily from mom and dad, 
but from dependence on mom and dad.  That’s a critical 
time, even a frightening time, out there on that 
tightrope between the safety of the nest and a firm 
establishment in adulthood.  Which one of us would like 
to go through that time of our lives again?  Not me!  It’s 
hard!   This i the time when many young people walk 
away from the church and from their faith, even in cases 
where parents have nurtured those same kids in the 
faith all along the way.   
 
Convergence is then the idea that when young people 
get out on that tightrope, if there are some other adults 
outside their family who have already converged upon 
them, and if those adults speak, and more importantly 
live out, the same truths of the Christian faith that their 
parents instilled into them along the way, then those 
kids will more likely be able to validate and experience 
for themselves what they first learned at home.11  In the 
church we sometimes think that it would be great if we 
could get one adult to invest in every five kids.  But 
research has shown that it’s actually the other way 
around, that each single kid needs five adult in the 
wider church who will converge alongside him or her 
along the way as a loving and gracious presence, 
collectively serving as a constant reminder that this is 
what it looks like to follow Jesus in this life.12 
 
Before I finish, let me pause and affirm what I see in this 
church.  I have been here long enough to know that 
when you make those promises at the baptism of a child 
or young person here at Faith, you mean them.  We 
recently had a graduation party for our youngest, 
Bereket.  At one point in the party I sat and looked 
around the backyard at the people who where there.  
Many of those present were people from this church 
who have, over the last 14 years since we baptized her 
here, faithfully fulfilled the promises you made that day 
by loving her with the love of Christ and modeling for 
her up close how that love transforms a life.  That 
convergence in her life, and in the lives of my other 
kids, and in the lives of other kids in other families here 
at Faith, has had, and continues to have, a powerful 
impact.   
 
In the end, each young person has to decide for himself 
or herself whether or not to love and follow Jesus in life.  
I understand that.  But I’m grateful to be in a church 
that takes seriously the reality that we are a family, 
meaning that each child here has countless aunts and 
uncles, grandparents, older brothers and sisters, each 
invested in doing whatever we can do to help each 

12 Dean, in the Mohler interview. 
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young person here eventually find what it is that we 
want most for them in life, what it is that leads us into 
the abundant flourishing we were created to enjoy.  
 
Amen. 
 

  


 

The Next Step 
A resource for Life Groups and/or personal 

application 
 

1. Re-read the passage again from Deuteronomy 6:1-9.  
This may be a very familiar passage for you.  What 
do you notice this time as you read through it?   
 

2. Jesus said the command given in verse 5 is the most 
important commandment of all.  Why do you think 
he said this? 

 
3. What are we being told to do in verse 6-8?  What 

does this look like in day-to-day life? 
 

4. Statistics tell us that about two-thirds of kids who 
grow up in the American church leave the church, 
and often their Christian faith, in their 20’s.  Why?  
What’s your assessment of the problem? 

 
5. Consider again C.S. Lewis’ words: “Christianity, if 

false, is of no importance, and if true, of infinite 
importance.   The only thing it cannot be is 
moderately important.”  Is it possible we have 
presented a Christianity to younger generations 
that is only moderately important, and this is the 
reason they have been inclined to walk away? 

 
6. These are the baptismal vows we make as a 

congregation whenever we baptize a child: “We 
promise to guide and nurture our children and 
youth, by word and deed, with love and prayer, 
encouraging them all to know and follow Christ 
and to be a faithful members of His church.”  What 
do these promises mean to you?  How do you carry 
them out? 

 
7. Augustine famously prayed, “You have made us for 

yourself, O Lord, and our hearts are restless until 
they rest in You.”  If he is right, how do we pass 
this on to our kids? 

 
 
 
 
 

8. How are you inspired by this message, either as a 
parent or a member of a congregation with plenty 
of children and youth, to invest in helping our 
young people to know and trust Christ?  What 
specific step(s) are you being called to take?   

 
 
 
 Table to Table: A Question for kids and 

adults to answer together. 
 

What is the most important think God wants parents to give 
to their kids? 


