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Kimberly and I have my class at Meadville-Lombard to blame for this workshop.  I 
teach RE for a changing world at our Chicago seminary, and am known to go off on 
story tangents.  These are known as Tandigents and I am sure you will be subjected to 
some in our time together.  

We had been exploring the purpose of church.  I posed the question, what could our 
congregations look like if they understood their core purpose as to equip families to be 
the primary religious community?  Many examples and stories of family as primary 
religious community followed. The class coined the term “Faithing Family.” Tell us 
another story about faithing family…

Another of my teaching strategies is zooming in religious educators from all over the 
Association. Kimberly Sweeney’s work Death of Sunday School is required reading for 
my class and so I zoomed her in. The energy was high in the room, as is often the 
case when Kimberly is present. Kimberly and I go way back and really, really enjoy 
working together.  And so I said, “hey Kim, the class wants us to offer Faithing Family, 
want to apply for a GA workshop?” Sure. When is the deadline?  In an hour.  Let’s do 
it!  That’s how we roll.
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I am sorry to say that Kimberly could not be with us today due to health reasons and I 
have a get well card going around for people to sign.  I’m going to try to channel her 
and present a lot of her material.  I hope I do my dear colleague justice. 

Faithing Family is an active orientation.  It’s turning what you probably already to into 
an intentional family ministry. Family Ministry is not asking our overwhelmed parents 
to do one more thing or attend one more event. Family Ministry is equipping our 
parents to identify how faith is present in the things they do already.  
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Here’s what we know:

Sociological and demographic changes have made a substantial impact on twenty-
first-century family structures and even the numerous ways the concept of family is 
named or defined. Families are often pulled in a variety of directions and experience 
no shortage of competition for their time. For many families, Sunday is often the only 
time of the week when they are all at home at the same time. 

Families report having to choose between spending time together or going to church 
and being separated. 

Research shows that “involvement in all-church worship during high school is more 
consistently linked with mature faith in both high school and college than any other 
form of church participation.” What is the best way to prepare high school–aged 
youth for attending worship? Establishing it as a practice in childhood. 

Knowing and being known by people of all generations needs to be an expectation of 
congregational life. There is clear evidence that young people benefit from multiple, 
sustained relationships outside of their immediate family. To grow up healthy, our 
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youth need to be supported and known by at least five adults in addition to their 
parents or caregivers who are willing to invest time with them personally and 
spiritually. 

A survey of parents by The Barna Group found that “close to nine out of ten parents 
of children under age 13 believe they have the primary responsibility for teaching 
their children about religious beliefs and spiritual matters.”

However, “a majority of parents do not spend any time during a typical week 
discussing religion with their children.” Instead, they “generally rely on their church to 
do all of the religious training their children will receive.” The report concludes that 
parents are not unwilling to provide spiritual leadership for their children, but they 
are ill-equipped to lead them in this way. They don’t know how.

We are in the midst of a decades long norm of relying on religious educators, 
volunteers and youth groups to pass on the faith. With the majority of our parents 
coming to us from other faith traditions or from the large percentage of those raised 
religiously unaffiliated, this is not a role they show up knowing how to fill.

One of the tough things about being a coming into a religious community is that you 
don’t have personal experience with raising children in that particular faith. It can feel 
a bit like fumbling around in the dark sometimes; it’s surprisingly hard to be a parent 
and have no frame of reference for what a UU childhood looks like.

If we are to take parental influence, whole congregation worship, and religious 
education as 3 areas that have an impact on the faith formation of our children and 
youth, we now know, that of the three, parental influence is the primary indicator of 
whether or not a child will remain connected to their faith in adulthood. In fact, this 
can happen without ever physically entering a congregation or participating in RE. It’s 
that powerful. 

Second to that, by way OF LASTING IMPACT, is participation in whole congregation 
worship, knowing and being known by people of all ages and being recognized as a 
full participant in the life of the congregation. 

And then finally, we have RE. Sunday school or RE programs alone, without 
participation in whole congregation worship, and without parental or family 
influence, are virtually ineffective in passing on the faith.

In a perfect world, we would do all three: support families, welcome the entire 
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community into worship, and offer RE opportunities. And while many congregations 
do attempt to offer all three, by way of RE, worship for all and support for faith 
development in the home, the allocation of resources (to include our time and 
energy) is heavily weighted in opposition to what can have the greatest potential 
impact.
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I want you to think about where we have focused our resources When it comes to 
children youth and families. When I’m talking about resources, I don’t just mean 
financial resources: but your own staff time and energy, what’s on the calendar, what 
is communicated/expected, etc. Nearly every congregational website I visit will have a 
section explaining RE. Many will talk about special worship services that include 
everyone. And remarkably few will mention explicitly supporting parents in their roles 
as primary religious educators in the home. Remarkably few. 

We tend to put the overwhelming majority of our resources toward Sunday morning 
RE even when all alone, the impact is minimal.

After that, we will put our resources towards whole congregation worship, either for 
15 minutes a week, once a month, or maybe just the high holy days. 

And finally, or not at all, we put our resources towards supporting parents in their 
role as primary religious educator.
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What might it look like, or what might the impact be if we focused our efforts and 
started putting the bulk of our resources towards equipping and supporting families 
in their faith practices at home and in the world? 

What would happen if we completely flipped everything around….still putting 
resources toward whole congregation worship, and still offering religious education 
(maybe even on Sunday morning!)
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I’m not talking about doing away with Religious Education or Sunday School. That is 
still a vital piece of the puzzle. “What do I mean by the death of Sunday School? I 
mean the notion that Sunday School, ALONE, is not an effective way to pass on the 
faith. Once more for those in the back: KIM SWEENEY DID NOT SAY TO KILL SUNDAY 
SCHOOL. THERE IS STILL A PLACE FOR RELIGIOUS EDUCATION. But without the other 
pieces in place, whole congregation worship and intentional faith practices at home, 
it’s impact is minimal at best. 
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In preparing for this workshop I asked the Facebook group UU Parenting the question, 
“What makes your parenting “UU Parenting” and not just “parenting”?  Take a 
moment and think about that yourselves.

Many people in the UU Parenting FB group sited the 7 principles, mindful eating, 
trying to be good people. One person said they had a family covenant, to which I say 
bravo!

Then I went over to the UU religious educators FB group and posted, “Question for 
ONLY the born-and-raised UUs... What, if anything, did your parents do to form and 
encourage your Unitarian Universalism? Do you have any advice for parents trying to 
raise life-long UUs?”

Any guesses what the common denominator was?  Over and over people said their 
parents brought them to church and participated actively in leadership and other 
service.  It was a family expectation. 

9



10



11



We learned some things about COA… there are tools that people leave that program 
with.  A credo statement is one of them.  When your children leave your home, what 
will be the hallmark gifts they will have and embody when they are launched?
Credo statement
Articulate core family values
Hymns for good times, hard times, sleepy times
Scripture for good times, hard times, in-between times
Spiritual practices good time, hard times, in-between times
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Tandigent:  My children’s lullabies could be found in the gray and team hymnals.  I 
remember the first time I took one of my tiny ones to a district assembly.  He was 
sleepy and I was rocking him during the closing hymn. Blue Boat Home.  He perked up 
in amazement, “How do they know my song?” He started to learn that he belonged 
to a people. There was a direct, limbicaly charged connection between home and 
faith tradition.

Reading books, watching movies, listening to podcasts, listening to music
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Adrienne Summerlot (UU Church of Bloomington) My crazy dream, is honestly us just 
holding space in some marvelous ways....
For example right now, end of the school year, if we could shut down the church from 
all usual business for a few hours and offer some quiet spaces, sustaining snacks, 
chair massages, etc for seniors in high school, busy parents, exhausted teachers-
that's ministry.

One of the areas I struggle with, is wanting to give parents tools to bridge the gap in 
what they know, what they don't know and what they don't know they don't know, 
but they are so hard to reach- they are drowning in information and schedules and 
busyness. I want to help them be able to choose what they want and need, instead of 
what they feel obligated to, but trying to even grab 5 minutes of undivided 
conversation is so hard.

Some things I am hoping to work on this year:
-Keeping OWL issues front and center- little small chunks that fit in 30 minutes with 
time for a little discussion between services.

-Difficult Conversation Series: Death, Money, Illness, Navigating the Holidays as a 
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Parent when visiting your parents with your children.

-Spiritual Practices in everyday life. (building with legos, drive time, music, walk, 
gardening, lite brite can all be spiritual practices- and if families shift their thinking, 
they will be more intentional about these things)

Dayna Edwards (UU congregation of Rockville, MY) Created a 6-session series called 
"Parenting Faithfully" with topics like "Parenting Faithfully in the Age of Lock-down 
Drills" and "Parenting Faithfully in the #metoo Movement" etc.
~~~

Parents Night Out is catching on all over the place.  Drop the kids off and go.  
Another version is Parents Night In where food is provided for a large inter-family 
meal.  Some of the congregations I’m helping to plant don’t look like traditional 
church, they offer an intergenerational supper liturgy. It’s glorious.
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Host a social justice story hour for children, featuring stories of justice and inclusion 
from authors with marginalized identieis.

Sponsor a local children’s sports team and offer a blessing at the beginning of the 
season and a conversation with children and parents about playing with respect, 
compassion and dignity.

Sponsor an ad in each and every playbill when your congregaiton’s children and youth 
are in a local play or performance, stating your congregation’s support.
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Have members of your congregaitons show up to a tournament, performance, 
debate, exhibit to cheer for your congregaton’s children and support their families.

Contact your local Gay Straight Alliance and Student of Color Alliance and over to 
have pizzas delivered to their next meetng.

Partner with special educator/ and or area interfaith colleagues to offer a sensory 
friendly worship experience for children and familes with special needs.
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7. Offer half hour HOME VISITS

to families with children involving them in a chalice

lighting, joys and concerns and a story.

8. Contact your local schools and ask if your

congregation can PROVIDE VOLUNTEERS

or mentors for specific ongoing activities or one

time events.
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9. Provide FREE CHILDCARE 

when schools are closed due to weather, strikes, or other unplanned situation

s.

(Use some of that RE curricula!)
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