
Spiritual Development Path “Signposts on the path to a missional life” 
 Raising children to be adult followers of Jesus Christ has been going on for a while now, say about 2000 
years, so you would think we have a pretty good idea of how it is done. But the same thing might also be said for 
raising children in general, and that still seems pretty difficult even with more experience to look back on. So 
what makes it so hard? One pretty clear reason is that our culture is constantly changing, so the way to raise a 
child in a changing culture is constantly changing. Trying to find out how 17th century parents handled “screen 
time” is not going to bear a whole lot of fruit.  
 One could say that passing on our faith to the next generation should be different, though, because our 
God isn’t supposed to change and our Scriptures haven’t changed.  So why do we need to change any of our 
discipleship plans? Why can’t kids learn the faith the same way generations have learned it for centuries? Well, 
one answer to that is that there has been no uniform plan of discipleship over the years, and for proof of that 
we only need to look at the expansion in denominations over time. We also would be wise to admit to ourselves 
that our faith is not something we can separate and hold outside of our culture. We all walk our spiritual path in 
a context, and for many observers it seems that the children growing up in this century are in quite a different 
context, at least in this part of the world, than even a generation ago. 
 Throughout the centuries of Christianity, there have been faithful followers who have taken the good 
news of Jesus Christ and done their best to adapt it to the context/culture that they find themselves. So it should 
not surprise us now, as we are moving into a new era with a lot of “posts” (post-Christendom, post-modern, 
etc), that we need to take another look at how we go about raising up the next generation of followers of Jesus.  
 I’ve decided to use a little bit of a metaphor that I’m sure has been used many times before. Faith is like 
a journey we all go on. The question is not really if you have a faith path, but rather which path you will take. 
One of the good things about this path is that it is not taken alone.  
 For our purposes here I am going to look at each child taking their faith journey in a car, and it will have 
to be a pretty big car because like I said, this is not a solo project. Now I won’t be able to describe every possible 
road and turn in our little illustration, so don’t think that if you are late or maybe started out on a different road 
that you are forever lost. One of the beauties of the Jesus Road is there are always on-ramps from all directions.  
 On this road of faith we come across many signposts that can be a guide for us as we strive to stay on 
the right path. Not everyone will cross all the signposts at the same speed or even in the same order but in the 
following illustration, I want to point out a few to keep an eye out for.  
 For this illustration we will start with a new baby born into a home of Christian parents who are part of a 
church. One of the things I love about the RCA and other churches who baptize babies, is that we are saying God 
loves this child now and the child belongs to God even before they know anything else. Infant baptism is also 
saying that this child is a part of our church family now and they are welcomed into this big family of spiritual 
aunts, uncles, grandpas and grandmas.  
 The main role for the child in this first stage of life is to absorb that they are a child of the Father who 
loves them. It is as though they are bundled up safe and secure in their car seat in the back being cared for and 
taught about the God who creates everything, is everywhere, and wants to communicate with us. They learn all 
of this through their loving parents and through loving church experiences, like nursery and worship services. 
They also start to learn the rhythms of worship through things like Worship and Wonder and Wee Kids, where 
they learn about the Bible, prayer, and who Jesus is. Through the teachers and other adults they interact with 



they start to learn that they are a special creation of God. We hope they also come to know other adults in the 
MRC family through Oasis groups and other events like Family Nights. Children at this stage are often open to 
having Children’s Bible stories read to them and reciting prayers together with their family.  It is a good time to 
point out the awesomeness of God’s creation, or in other words, keeping the windows clean in your faith car.  
 Even though there is no hard and fast break between stages of faith, I’m going to make a transition here 
from being a child of the Father to being a student of Jesus. In our illustration it would mean moving from the 
car seat in the back to sitting in the front and starting to learn about how one actually drives.  You, the parent, 
are still driving (making choices) but you are apprenticing them to understand how the road works and making 
them more aware of all the other ‘cars’ out on the roads.  
 Along this section of road we come across signposts that point more to how we are saved by Jesus, and 
how it is Jesus who reconciles us to God and shows us how to love others. This stage still has all the love and 
care of the previous child stage but also involves looking beyond ourselves with love in areas like compassion, 
kindness, and generosity. Through the stories of the Bible we strive to teach them patterns of faithfulness. These 
patterns are not some kind of test to find out who is good and moral but are ways to teach the students the 
ways of Jesus that lead to the life he offers us.  
 At this stage it is often a good time to introduce communion and have discussions about what it means 
to be a Christian, with the goal of having them be able to communicate some of what they believe with others. It 
can be a good time to invite friends to come along to church activities to help reinforce that our faith is for 
sharing. Practicing generosity and thankfulness are also important parts of this part of the road. Serving others, 
memorizing scripture, and sharing prayer requests as a family and as a church are important signposts in a 
child’s faith at this stage also.  
 In the third stage of our illustration it is time to let the child (probably a teen) take over the wheel but 
you are still in the car as a driving instructor, hopefully with one of those fancy cars with a passenger side 
emergency brake. If the first stage is called the Child of the Father stage, and the second is the Student of Jesus 
stage, the third is the being led by the Spirit stage.  
 In this stage we are giving more responsibility to our children while still being there right beside them to 
instruct and encourage along the way. This can be tricky because many fall too far to the extremes and either try 
to wrestle the wheel away at every little bump or just give in to the crazy driving and jump out.  
 What we hope to encourage, teach, and demonstrate to teens at this stage is that it is in listening and 
being guided by the Holy Spirit that we find true life. We hope that through many loving relationships with 
people of all ages that teens will come to learn the practice of discernment and wisdom. In the second stage, it 
would be fair to say that the students have a lot of interactions with ‘teachers’ but at this third stage we hope 
that the adults in their lives look and feel more like ‘mentors’.  
 At this stage youth group nights, mission trips, and retreats are all ways where caring adults can help 
teens figure out how their faith affects their whole life; in other words, how to integrate their faith and their day 
to day life. It can be a time of lots of questions about faith, and life in general, so it is all the more important to 
surround them with people who care enough to listen and support them along the way. We hope they start to 
appreciate the calling on their lives to work for God’s Kingdom - essentially, how to live their life on mission, sent 
by God. This is not an easy time at all with all the competing messages that they are bombarded with from all 
kinds of mediums. And while we wish we could protect them from all danger and problems, it is not our role as 



parents or as the church at this stage. What is important for us to do is to be there in both the good times and 
the bad times right in that passenger seat.  
 So that is a quick synopsis of what kind of road we hope a child follows as they grow up here at MRC. 
Overall, helping families along this path is the reason Family Ministries exists. Now that you have a little idea of 
that path, I would like to share a few things that are necessary attributes to our Family Ministry here.  

1. Intergenerational: It truly takes people of all ages to help guide the next generation on their road of 
faith. This means that the 82 year old widows, 22 year old singles and everyone else in the church body 
is needed on the journey, not only because it helps the children grow in faith, but because the adults 
involved are affected too.  

2 Holistic:  Every area of life is affected by our faith journey and our faith is affected by every area of our 
lives. MRC Family Ministry is whole person focused, which means that we are called to more than just 
“spiritual things”. We are called to raise followers of Christ whose faith affects their intellectual, 
physical, emotional, social, and moral lives.  

3.  Biblical: We have been given the gift of the Scriptures which are the inspired collection of writings that 
tell us the Story of God and His people. We learn from the Bible that He has always been a “sending” 
God, from Abraham to the Apostles to today, and we use the Bible to guide us as we raise the next 
generation of sent ones.  

4.  Kingdom oriented: The Kingdom is anywhere where Jesus is King.  We believe that we have a calling to 
work for the “Kingdom come on earth as it is in Heaven”. We believe in the Good News that Jesus came 
to earth to usher in His Kingdom and we have the privilege of being a part of that mission.  

5.  Justice producing: If the Kingdom had a “necessary attribute” list, Justice for all, would be high on the 
list, and so as Kingdom people we need to be about justice for those who are on the margins of our 
society. We see over and over again in both the Old and New Testament that we are to care for the 
widow and orphan and bring release to the captives.   

6.  Experiential: We believe that following Jesus means more than just signing on the dotted line of a 
statement of beliefs, it means a faith that is lived out in thought and deed. Not only that, the best way to 
be discipled in the faith is to not only learn facts, but to practice our faith through experiences like 
serving, caring, and giving.  

7. Open to questions: There are many pot holes and distractions on the road of faith and the way to be 
faithful in those situations is not to ignore those issues and try to convince others that they aren’t there, 
but to be open to tough questions and be willing to experience doubt. The key is that in the midst of 
those questions and doubts that we lean on our church family, so we can face these things together. 
Children/Students in our Family Ministry might have doubts and questions about the God they can’t see, 
but they should never doubt the love given to them by those pointing them to this God. 

 


