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INTRODUCTION



Let’s be clear about one thing from the beginning of this book: I hate spiders. Like, “thought about choosing a different guiding metaphor for this book” hate them. I hate the ratio of body to leg, and how finding one is the worst kind of surprise.


Paradoxically, I also hate killing spiders. The anthropomorphic part of me kicks in and I imagine that the spider is all scared and confused to be in my house, surrounded by giant, stomping humans, and I can’t bear to smoosh it. So I don’t. I try to save it, scooping it up on a spare piece of paper, or trapping it in a handy cup and making for the nearest exit. One summer I worked for a camp and slept in a tent in the woods. Spiders entered our tent on the regular, and I still did not kill a single one, not even for the sake of a group of kids.


Every time I find myself separated from those tiny, creeping legs by nothing but a piece of junk mail, rushing to the door, I think, What in the world am I doing?


Whatever it is I’m doing, my kids seem to be catching on, at least a bit, because they now insist that I save the spiders who find their way into our home. So now I’m stuck. As much as my insides might be flip-flopping as the little legs scramble toward my hand, the fact of the matter is I want to save the spiders for my kids. With any luck, my Great and Noble Sacrifice will help my kids learn a bit of what it means to care for what God has made, big and small.


Parenting is full of these “I want to do this for my kids but wow does it make me uncomfortable” sorts of situations, some of which are far bigger deals than spider rescue missions. Perhaps you feel a similar discomfort when it comes to introducing your kids to God. You want to. It matters to you. But talking about the Bible (why, oh why, are the stories so confusing?); or praying out loud (why is my word-maker suddenly not forming the sounds?); or any number of other things you think “good Christian parents” do leave you thinking, What in the world am I doing?


Here’s the bad news (for me and any other spider-haters reading this): We are going to need to talk about spiders—or at least their webs—a fair bit more. Here’s the good news: A spider’s web may just be the very image that helps us embrace the discomfort and find our way forward in the important work of becoming a family that follows Jesus together. Fascinating things, webs, but more on that in the next chapter. First, let’s unpack that discomfort of introducing our kids to God a bit more.


“Miss Charlotte, we don’t do that in the four-year-old room,” I piped up from my spot on the sea of blue industrial carpet. The four-year-old room at church was my happy place, because we had a rocking boat toy that transformed into stairs when flipped upside down, and the snack was Goldfish crackers, which we didn’t keep at home. Charlotte Greenacre was faithfully present and unwaveringly gentle, with a voice so soft you wanted to snuggle into it for a nice, warm nap. She was a grandmother not only to her own family, but to our church family, especially my Sunday school class.


But when she went to lead prayer that day, she did it wrong. I don’t remember why. But I do know I told her so.


Apparently, I have always been opinionated about how to help kids meet God. (My parents may tell you I’ve always been opinionated about darn near everything else, too, but I digress.)


I suspect you might also have opinions about how your child meets God, and that those opinions have gotten a tad more complicated as your own journey of faith has moved well past the “eating Goldfish crackers in the four-year-old room” stage. Maybe your journey has included enough pain, uncertainty, and confusion that you’re not always sure who this God is that you want your child to meet. And, can this God even be trusted in the first place?


Perhaps you feel like God can be trusted, but the Bible is suspect, given how it’s been weaponized and how confusing it can be. Or maybe you’re good with the Jesus you find in the Bible, but it’s the church that’s unsafe, given how it has hurt you.


Maybe, after all you’ve been through trying to follow Jesus, you’re wondering how you can introduce your child to a faith they won’t have to heal from.


Parenting in real time while simultaneously working out how you want to follow Jesus can feel like riding in an airplane that’s just hit extreme turbulence. Disoriented and jostled, you need life-giving oxygen. Only instead of a pair of masks dropping—one for you and one for your child—there are dozens to choose from, and while many deliver clean air, you know that at least some carry toxic gas. You also know you’re supposed to put your own mask on first, but which one should you grab? And which one will give your child the clean air they need?



• I want to talk about the Bible with my kids.


• Let’s hold off on the Bible—it’s too confusing and age-inappropriate.


• I want my kid to attend church.


• I’m just not sure I can trust what a church is going to say to my kid.


• I want to pray with my child.


• It seems like prayer just sets them up to be disappointed when God doesn’t appear to answer.




Perhaps you’ve already weathered the turbulence of your own changing and growing faith, and things are smooth again, though the view out the window attests that you’re in a new place. You may still feel a desire to help in your own child’s journey but also confusion about how to do so. If nothing else, it may be that you’re hoping to spare them from some of what you had to go through yourself.


Whether your faith feels stable or jostled, helping your child grow in knowing Jesus can feel challenging. With so many theological positions, and biblical interpretations, and church traditions to choose from, which way is most life-giving for you and for your child? What about your questions? Should you simply wait until you have answers of your own, and then pass those on? But what if that waiting for answers keeps going and going while your kid keeps growing and growing?


Two of my most dearly held opinions (which, as we’ve established already, is really saying something) are that the God of the Bible is a life-giving God, and that the Jesus we meet in Scripture can be trusted. I suspect you’re reading this because you agree, or at least want to agree, and because of that you wonder if you might introduce your child to Jesus now, before you feel completely ready.


So let me say these things up front: There is a way for you to introduce your kid to God, even when the God you were told about as a kid doesn’t totally align with who you believe God to be now. You can still talk about the Bible now that you know how mysterious and unwieldy a book it really is. You can offer answers to your child’s questions about faith even when you now have so many questions of your own. This book will help you learn how.


As I grew up, Miss Charlotte told me about that Sunday morning many times, always with amusement in her eyes. She was one of many adults who introduced me to a Jesus I could trust. As a parent and a pastor, I’m trying to do the same, and a spiderweb is helping me know how.


WHERE WE’RE GOING


This book is divided into two parts. Part 1 (chapters 1–4) lays out a variety of factors that contribute to how we nurture healthy faith for our kids. Chapter 1 shares why a spiderweb is our guiding image and explains the trust-based paradigm that informs the entire book. Chapter 2 will talk about unhelpful approaches to avoid and needed components to include, even as we expect to create something unique to our family. Chapter 3 will lay out a strategy for faith content. From Bible stories to doctrinal statements, how do we approach the information a child needs? Chapter 4 is devoted entirely to how to introduce the Bible with children.


Since our hope is to help our kids get to know who God is, part 2 (chapters 5–11) will focus on six attributes of God that anchor a strong but adaptable faith. We’ll answer the question: How might we help our children anchor themselves to the God who is [each attribute]? Each of the six attributes helps kids of any age to know who God is and to understand the story of the Bible. Even better, they can expand, deepen, and be added to as your child grows.


Maybe most importantly, I’ve included both reflection prompts and right-now ideas to help your family be able to actually weave that sort of a faith in your real lives, which I’d encourage you to explore as you go so that when you get to the final chapter you’ll be able to bring it all together. Chapter 11 will guide you through a process of deciding what comes next for you and your family that can serve you long after you’re finished with these pages.
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CHAPTER 1



Walls and Webs


In 2007, I sat down for a coffee I didn’t know would completely change the way I thought about my vocation. At a hightop table brightly lit by the sun pouring in through the window of our seminary’s bookstore/coffee shop, I met Brad Griffin. Brad is now a senior director at the Fuller Youth Institute (FYI), a preeminent research group housed at Fuller Theological Seminary that studies the faith development of teens. At the time, though, Brad was one of just three on staff at FYI, which had recently launched one of its first research undertakings, then called the College Transition Project. The name was later changed to Sticky Faith, which, you have to admit, was a good call. I asked if I could help as a research assistant, and Brad said yes. I’d never been a research assistant before, and it took me a while to learn how to actually be helpful to the project. It’s probably a good thing that I didn’t need to be paid.


Fast-forward a bit to when a small group of us were gathered around a gray conference table in a gray room with gray carpet, reviewing printouts of coded data from the study. By now I’d met the faculty members from the School of Psychology who were also part of the research team, and the doctoral students they had invited to be research assistants as well. It turned out that doctoral students in psychology, unlike yours truly, did know how to be helpful. And apparently, since this room was in their section of the school, they knew color was unhelpful.


The data we were reviewing related to how the young people in the study, who were a diverse-in-as-many-ways-as-possible contingent of youth group graduates from around the United States, described their faith across the transition out of high school. One word captured the theme: moralistic.


And we were not surprised.


Moralism, simply put, is the idea that the purpose of religion is to create moral humans. You know, good people. Being moral, upstanding, and virtuous is the aim, and religion is a tool to accomplish it. How does religion do that? First, by naming and reinforcing the value of being moral; and second, by communicating that the deity of that religion is pleased by your morality and displeased by your lack of it. It says, “You make God sad when you don’t pick up your toys.”


When I say these young people described their faith in ways that were moralistic, I mean that they believed God cared most of all about how they acted. They knew the “rules,” all the things they should and should not do. Keep your clothes on. Bring your friends to youth group. Don’t do drugs. Modify swear words into not-quite swear words. That sort of thing. They had those lists down pat. But more than that, they understood that these lists showed what a good Christian should and should not do. Being a good Christian meant being a good person. In other words, list management was the main practice of their faith, because the lists made them moral, right, and good Christians. And that made God happy with them.


I want to be as clear as I can: The issue is not the desire for our children to follow God in practical action and attitude. Nor is it a hope that we can guide them to wise choices and away from foolish ones, thereby sparing them some difficult experiences.


The issue is when adults tell kids exactly what fruit should look like in their lives instead of helping them get to know the Spirit who grows the fruit. It’s when we fail to recognize that fruit can be faked by a kid, especially if they fear the disapproval of a loved one. Fruit cannot grow in the soil of fear. That is true if the fear belongs to a child who wants us to affirm them, and it’s true if the fear belongs to an adult who can’t handle the long, slow, out-of-their-control process of helping children discover for themselves who God is. The issue is when we care more about the artificial fruit of compliance, or respect, or first-time listening, than the genuine, juicy fruit of coming alive to the love of the true God and the chance to share that love with the world.


In 2009, a landmark sociological study of religion and faith in American teenagers was published as the book Soul Searching.1 One of the key findings was that the faith of many Americans (it actually goes beyond just teens) can be summarized with a three-word term: “moralistic therapeutic deism” (MTD). When teens described their religious faith and practice in their own words, these three themes kept popping up. Their faith was moralistic—religion is about being a good person. It was therapeutic—religion is meant to make me feel better. And it was deistic—god is basically far away, but might make an appearance now and then when I need help. It is, in the words of Pastor Al Han, “be good, feel good religion.” Notably, MTD was not unique to a single religious tradition, but spanned nearly every group included in the study.


When Soul Searching was released, ministry practitioners were abuzz. The consensus was that this articulated what so many of us experienced in our local faith communities. How can we help young people move away from moralistic therapeutic deism? This was the problem to solve!


Unfortunately, little has changed in the decade or so since MTD was first named, perhaps because it was seen as a threat from the outside instead of a flaw on the inside. Church curriculum and family resources alike continued with models that elevated obedient behavior, raising kids in ways that were aligned with, not distinct from, this framing. In fact, the influence of certain brand-name pastors, who are loud on social media, has created the impression for some that an obedience-centric approach to faith is the only biblical model, and that since obedience is right, a parent needs to focus on it most of all.


That day around the conference table, as we were puzzling over the factors that had resulted in these young people’s faith collapsing into list management, I realized something. See, I was the person in the group whose background was in children’s, rather than youth, ministry. I’d been involved in teaching, writing lessons for, and designing programs to serve kids and families for almost ten years by then. What I realized was this: If the faith of teens was mainly moralistic, that hadn’t started in youth group. It had started in Sunday school.


THE PROBLEM WITH RAISING “GOOD KIDS”


From ages two through twelve, roughly, most kids who attend church are told Bible stories and play Bible games and eat Bible snacks and make Bible crafts. Each week they are taught exactly what to do to obey God. These messages are echoed at home as well. And maybe also at school.


“Well, what’s wrong with that?” a Christian parent may ask. “Obedience is taught all throughout the Bible. God wants people to obey.”


This is a fundamental question: Is obedient behavior what God most wants from, and for, children?


“Of course,” this Christian parent continues, “Jesus’ final commission to the disciples was ‘[Teach] them to obey everything I have commanded you.’”2 But what Jesus commanded them regarding kids was “Let the little children come to me, and do not hinder them…”3


Jesus wanted children to be able to come to him. Not to follow his rules, but to know him.


What’s more, if we turn to the Bible’s treatment of obedience, what we find is that the obedience God invites people into, both then and now, is a response to trusting God. Again and again in the Bible, Yahweh God goes first, acting with power and love on the people’s behalf. God calls Abram, frees the Hebrews from enslavement in Egypt, sends manna and water in the wilderness. God becomes a human like us in Jesus, who goes first as he stops beneath Zacchaeus’s tree, goes first in speaking to the woman at the well, goes first in offering his body and blood at the table and then in reality.


These actions reveal to God’s people what this God is like (as compared to the many other deity options called by many other names). As God goes first, they grow in knowing, loving, and trusting Yahweh God. As they find this God to be trustworthy, they change their actions. Did you know the very word translated as “faith” in English refers not to what one believes in their mind, but whom one trusts, in the ultimate sense? The story of Scripture revolves around this trust, often by making a case that God is trustworthy, and the gods of the nations are untrustworthy.


Trust is always the precursor to obedience. The people’s obedience is not the first course of action they take, but rather a responsive action based on their determination that yes, indeed, Yahweh God of Israel can be trusted.


Yes, obedience is talked about a lot in the Bible, but obedience is not our goal, because, ultimately, it is not God’s goal.


Trust is.


The Ten Commandments offer one helpful example. Often viewed as a list of dos and don’ts, a guide to being obedient, they cannot be separated from the larger story of God freeing the Hebrews from slavery, leading them to safety, and promising them a future. The Ten Commandments are found in Exodus 20, with the reminder of how they continue the exodus story and of who this God is who has saved them and is now making them a community: “I am [Yahweh] your God, who rescued you from the land of Egypt, the place of your slavery.”4 What’s more, when we rewind the story a bit, we first see this in Exodus 14:31: “When the Israelites saw the mighty hand of [Yahweh] displayed against the Egyptians, the people feared [Yahweh] and put their trust in [Them5] and in Moses [Their] servant” (NIV).


But trust only happens, for kids and adults alike, when we can come to Jesus. We all need the opportunity to explore whether or not God can be trusted. Just like the people from the world of the Bible, we need to discover what this God is like, because just like those people, we have many other deity options, both in terms of formal religions and less formal ones, like money, power, or status. And just like them, as we find this God to be trustworthy, we change our actions. Trust changes us. It shapes our identity, our way of being in the world. If healthy obedience ever happens, it’s because it’s animated by trust.


When it comes to our kids, we have to be clear: It’s backward to ask a child to obey a God they do not know. Childhood is for getting to know God, so kids can discover if God can be trusted.


When we bump obedience to the number one spot over trust, we deny children the chance to experience the same process that God’s people were offered. Instead of a process, they get lists. Even if the actions included on the dos and don’ts lists are precisely the things God wants for us, by dictating them to children, we have set them up for a moralistic faith that says what God cares about most is that they follow the rules and be good kids. We end up using the Bible as if it were a morality-producing manual, instead of the story that reveals who God is. What often gets called obedience is actually moralism, teaching kids to be good rather than helping them get to know the God who is good.


PARENTING FROM A TRUST-BASED PARADIGM


This book operates from a trust-based paradigm, rather than an obedience-training one. In a trust-based paradigm, my goal as a parent when it comes to faith is to offer my child time, space, and experiences to help them get to know who God really is. My hope is for my child to discover that because of who God is, God can be trusted. I’d love for you to consider what it would be like to nurture your child’s faith from a trust-based paradigm as well. For many reasons, this could be challenging: if you’re still wondering yourself if God can be trusted or if you’ve been hammered so hard by obedience-is-everything that the trust-centered model feels precarious, for instance. But shifting to a trust-based paradigm, seen through the long view, is the first step in nurturing a faith your child won’t need to heal from.


On the wall of my kitchen are two framed quotes from Julia Child: “Fat gives things flavor”; and “If you’re afraid of butter, use cream.” Butter is amazing. Yet, more times than I’d like, I flat-out forget to add it to our Friday pancakes (a ritual in our home). Sometimes I never even get it out of the fridge. Other times I melt it in the microwave and leave it there. Leaving things in the microwave is something of a theme in my life. More often than I care to admit my coffee sits in there so long that I just have to re-re-heat it when I finally look around and wonder where my mug is and realize it’s been in the microwave all this time.


But back to pancakes. Let me tell you: Butter-less pancakes are inferior to pancakes with butter. Butter may be simple, not top-of-mind when you think pancake, perhaps. But it is an essential ingredient.


As with pancakes and any other culinary creation worth making, parenting from a trust-based paradigm depends upon a simple, unflashy, but nonetheless essential ingredient: taking the long view. Whatever short-term choices we might make come from the long view. In the long run, I want to help kids know and follow God for a lifetime. I hope they come to value life in a local faith community. I want them to experience being known and loved and part of the people of God. I hope they understand their own spiritual gifts and offer them for the good of the world. I hope they trust Jesus wholly.


Though I wish it were different, the truth is much of what happens in the long run is outside of my control. My child is their own person, and their relationship with God is, and always will be, their own. But even though I know this, I’ll still admit I have at times been a bit too confident that if I do it all just right, I can do over the course of my kid’s childhood years what is actually the Holy Spirit’s work to do over a lifetime.


What is mine to do, though, is to intentionally craft short-term strategies that support my child in their faith journey. Ultimately, this entire book is devoted to helping you determine what those strategies will be for your child and your family.



WALLS AND WEBS


Once we’ve settled on the goal of helping our kids discover that God can be trusted based on who God is, we then face a new challenge: The fact that who God is, is not simple. Sometimes we act as if God is, or should be, simple, but it shouldn’t be surprising that God is at least as complex as human beings are. Since we’re a bundle of seeming contradictions, competing priorities, and conflicting desires, we ought to expect God to be similarly intricate.


But it never fails to catch us by surprise when the God we thought we had a handle on doesn’t seem to match up with the God we see in Scripture, or that others talk about, or that a pastor describes. When confronted with this sort of disorientation, there’s a natural temptation to respond by latching on to and overemphasizing certain attributes of God (the ones we like best, of course), which inevitably leaves us with an incomplete, even unhelpful understanding of God and ourselves.


As much as we might wish it were different, there’s no getting to know God without confronting tension.


God is mystery. And yet, God comes near to us and makes Themself known through the Bible, through Jesus, in nature. Both are true. God is mystery. God is knowable.


The Bible is full of these seeming contradictions and competing themes; all true, but impossible to hold in one simple picture. Our brains want to simplify, to make things understandable. So we hold on to one side and push the other away, only to end up with distortion, which leads to confusion when we are confronted with the reality of a fuller picture of God.


God is love, we say; that’s what’s true. So… what is all this violence about?


God is justice, we say. So… why don’t bad people get what they deserve?


And this tension brings us, of course, to philosophy (bear with me for just one minute; I promise it’ll be helpful).


Let’s talk about a branch of philosophy called epistemology. Or, in words actual humans use: the question of how knowledge works. How do we know what things are true? There was a long era (dates for this sort of thing get fuzzy, so let’s say roughly from the 1600s to the 1900s) when philosophers looked around, presumably at a cathedral or something, and said, “Aha, knowledge is like that!”


In modern philosophy (what this era is often called), knowledge is like a wall. I lay a sturdy foundation of knowledge and facts, and then I can build on top of that layer with another layer of knowledge, and then another. Each layer follows from and rests upon the layer before.


If we’ve thought that faith, too, is like a wall, and that the purpose of childhood is to “give kids a firm foundation,” it’s due in large part to the way modernity has influenced our understanding of knowledge.


But somewhere in the 1900s (again, the dates are fuzzy), postmodern philosophers came along asking whether another image might better describe the way our minds, and the world, actually work. Maybe knowledge is more like a web.


In a web, the things we know are like the strands, all interconnected, rather than being built on top of one another. There are still anchor points that hold the web in place, but the structure is flexible, pliable, able to endure stress and even certain amounts of breakage while still surviving.


Did you make it through? Excellent! Let’s turn to faith, then. Here’s the key question: Is our faith more wall or web? As a parent, am I helping my child build a wall, or weave a web?


If my faith is a wall, then I begin by selecting foundation stones, key doctrinal statements, perhaps, or traits of God upon which I build my beliefs. And then I build another layer of beliefs on top of the foundational beliefs, and then another layer on top of that one. But then, because this is the not-at-all-simple God we’re talking about here, one of those beliefs gets exposed as not being true, or one of those competing themes that are all through the Bible appears. Even something as good and true as “God is love,” if it is seen as a foundation stone for a wall, built brick by brick, will have to confront other true attributes of God—like justice.


What now?


If my faith is a wall, there are two options: I can explain away the new information that doesn’t fit in the wall I’ve built, or I can take out a stone. The wall will hold for a while, with holes here and there. But what happens to a wall when too many stones get removed? The whole thing topples over. In other words, I can either ignore reality or see my reality crumble to the ground.


The problem with seeing our faith as a wall is that when one of the stones gets exposed as not being true, or not being true in the way we thought it was, we think we need to tear the whole thing down and start over again. Worse, unless we’re really good at ignoring reality, the wall falls whether we want to tear it down or not. We find ourselves standing amid the rubble of our former faith, wondering how we will ever rebuild.


Perhaps we can summon the energy to search for better foundation stones. Perhaps the destruction is too great to even imagine rebuilding.


But what if our faith, like other kinds of knowing, is not a wall? What if our faith is a web?


“And then there’s funnel webs, and tangle webs, and sheet webs, and orb webs. And…”


Our younger son hadn’t even clambered up into his car seat yet and he was in full flow. He had learned about spider webs at preschool that day, and so now, as is always the case when he learns something new, every precious drop of information was rushing out in a torrent of words. Who knew there was so much to say about spiders’ webs?


As I learned that day, webs can take on an astounding variety of shapes, while still sharing some common features: anchor strands that hold the web in place, internal strands that give it shape and texture and beautiful complexity. I trust you have, at some point in your life, looked closely at a spider’s web. It’s fascinatingly intricate, seemingly so fragile, and yet it’s a spider’s home, its source of nourishment, its protection. A web is a spider’s way of adapting to the endlessly complex, maddeningly unpredictable, frighteningly unstable world in which it lives. And that’s what makes it such a helpful image for our faith.


A web anchors itself at many points, with strong strands that provide its basic structure. Each anchor thread is upheld by tension and expects to be stretched. Meanwhile, the internal strands make up the body of the web so that it has its own unique shape, texture, complexity, beauty. Anchor threads and internal threads combine to create something incredibly resilient. You may not have known, but spiders’ webs are considered incredibly strong, not because they rigidly withstand the elements, but because they can bend without breaking in the face of them.


Perhaps our faith works in a similar fashion. Anchor threads affix to who God is, including the attributes that live in mysterious, dynamic tension with one another. Internal threads—habits; less essential, but still important beliefs; faith practices; life rhythms—give our faith its unique shape.


Then there’s what happens when breakage does occur. A web is designed with the expectation that strands will break, and with resources for repair. When the web does break, it’s not because the spider failed; the web was made for this. Unlike a wall, which topples over if too much wind comes along, webs are designed so that if the wind blows extra hard, or a stick falls through it, a few of the strands will break, but the web will stay together. In fact, the rest of the web will be stronger after the few strands break, more able to flex without breaking so as to withstand the added stress. The spider, then, will only have to go back and repair the broken parts.


Put another way, the whole structure doesn’t need to be deconstructed and then reconstructed, because there was nothing wrong with the whole structure; there was just something wrong in that one, localized spot. The spider—and you may relate to this—doesn’t have the energy to start all over, again and again, every time one strand fails. So, too, our faith can be expected to change, in ways big and small, as our understandings of God, the Bible, and the world grow over time.


If our faith is a wall, and we learn something new that contradicts our old beliefs about God, we may think the whole thing needs to come down. But our faith isn’t a wall; it’s a web, and sometimes strands break and need to be replaced because they just aren’t true, or because they just don’t work anymore. We realize our ways of seeing God don’t match reality. Our ways of experiencing God don’t work like they used to. Our versions of gathered community and collective worship need reimagining. Those strands break, and we can rebuild new strands based on the other parts of the web that are still true, because the whole thing hasn’t unraveled.


We may have grown up being told the Bible was trustworthy because of its literal accuracy. But then we hear sermons suggesting that biblical events are told in a style reflective of the ancient Near East, with its distinct literary styles and genres, meaning perhaps some events did not literally occur as described. The strand of literalism may break, but other strands—Scripture can be trusted, the God we meet in Scripture can be trusted—keep our web intact while we reweave our biblical perspective.


We might read Paul’s words that “there is no longer Jew or Gentile, slave or free, male and female. For you are all one in Christ Jesus” (Gal. 3:28 NLT). But then we notice our church operates with hierarchy on the inside and also works to keep the wrong sorts on the outside. The “how church should work” strand faces stress as we discern whether we should stay and advocate for more inclusion, or go and change what form of community we’re part of.


Or we may have grown up believing that “the ground is flat at the foot of the cross,” and all are equal. But then we hear liberation theologians talking about God being especially on the side of the poor and the oppressed. Our wall didn’t topple over; some needed tension got added to our web.


We may have a faith that includes God being a God of order, who commands us to respect laws and pray for government officials and such. But then theologians of color presented a God who desires to overturn the corrupt and oppressive structures of empire. Well, a few strands might need reweaving there.


Whatever tensions or breakages have occurred for you, a web reminds you that those occurrences are not only to be expected, but just might be an asset. Just as, according to our friends at MIT, “a spider web gets its strength from silk strands working together and their ability to stretch when stressed,”6 so it is with our faith. New questions, information, experiences, both positive and painful, will cause strands to break. It’s inevitable. They weren’t working anymore. But the spider doesn’t tear down the whole web and start a new one. It strings new threads where the old used to be, fresh and strong, and yet elastic.


If you feel stuck and unsure about what to build for your kids, it may be because you are thinking about structures. You feel like you have to give your kids a “firm foundation” that will never fail them.


But strands, not structures, are more aligned with how we actually know, and live, and change. They are more aligned with the complexity of our real world, and our real God. In the midst of your own changing faith, it may be time to see yourself as simply needing to reconstruct some, maybe even a lot, but not all, strands in a meant-to-stretch web. When a spider does that, they take time, methodically attending to a seemingly tiny and nearly invisible section. Perhaps your own expectations for scope and time could use that kind of scaling-down.


Moving away from the image of a structure has an additional benefit. See, when I set out to build a structure, I follow a blueprint, and it needs to be followed exactly. Blueprints are predetermined and the structure reflects that. For far too long, families have been given blueprints to create obedient, good children: daily dinnertime devotionals, extended bedtime prayers, weekly Sunday school attendance. The blueprint promises to build the exact right faith (and if a child does not become obedient and good, it follows that the parent is failing to effectively “disciple” them).


Most books like this focus on helping you move from blueprint to reality. They assume the blueprint, and the structure it will create, are good and will yield the right “results.” The point of the book, then, is to help you get with the one-size-fits-all-families program, to give you tips for following the blueprint better. It focuses on precisely how your family should build.


This is not that book, because it is focused on who you are helping your child get to know, but assumes that how you do that will be shaped by who your child and your family are. There are many right ways to be a family of faith, but the right way for your family is the one that works in your actual lives. So in this book, we are going to talk about ways to weave a web that will be as unique as your family is.


I’m not saying nothing in your life will ever have to change for the sake of Jesus and the world he loves, but if the only people who can truly experience the promise of the gospel—freedom, joy, peace, justice, life, and more—are the ones with enough time, space, or money, the ones with kids who can sit still and memorize their verses, well, then a lot of us are out of luck. Far too often, the blueprint claims to be one-size-fits-all, when in actuality it’s one-size-fits-some-mythical-family-with-lots-of-resources-and-privilege.


Our faith is a web, not a wall, and as such it gets to take on its own shape—a relief to many of us who didn’t know there were tangle webs until just now, but can kind of picture one based on the name and know that’s the shape our family needs.


Your role as a parent is to help your child weave their own web of faith, anchored to who God is, but with internal strands that take on the shape and texture that reflect your kid and your family, and this book can help you do just that.


Let’s start weaving.


Footnotes


1 Christian Smith, Soul Searching: The Religious and Spiritual Lives of American Teenagers (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005).


2 Matt. 28:20 NIV


3 Matt. 19:14 NIV


4 v. 2 NLT


5 When I’m speaking of God, I sometimes use the singular They and Them, which I’ll note by capitalizing it. If I’m speaking of Jesus, I use he and him. I find the singular They can be one helpful way to (a) use language that reflects the fact that God is not male; and (b) remind me that God is more expansive than and distinct from human beings.


6 Steven W. Cranford, Anna Tarakanova, Nicola M. Pugno, and Markus J. Buehler, “Nonlinear Material Behaviour of Spider Silk Yields Robust Webs,” Nature 482 (2012): 72–76.
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