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Blessing the Next Generation
November 8th, 2009


When it was time for the Olympic games back in ancient Greece, athletes from all around the country would be handed a torch with a special flame taken from the Altar of Hestia in Olympia. 
· And with torch in hand, each runner would then run their leg of the race as hard and as far as they could, and then hand off the torch to another runner.
· And eventually the torch would make it to other alters in Olympia.  
· To them, the symbolism was a sacred… representing the light of spirit and knowledge and life that gets passed down from one generation to another generation. 
· You see, in ancient Greece, these runners were the keepers of the flame… the passers of the torch. 

In a sense, from the very beginning, God has handed His dreams of community to a human being, and then asks the leader of that covenantal community, Abraham, to hand that torch on to somebody else. 
· That’s why it was so important for Abraham and Sarah to have a child—someone to pass the torch of leadership to… from Abraham to Isaac to Jacob to Joseph. 
· And yet, this happens not just between parents and children. Moses will pass the torch on to Joshua… 
· and Eli will pass the torch on to Samuel. And David will pass the torch to Solomon. 

In fact... in Psalm 71:17-18, David shares his heart with God regarding all of this “passing of the torch.”
· He says, "Since my youth, O God, you have taught me and to this day I declare your marvelous deeds. Even when I am old and gray do not forsake me, my God, until I declare your power to the next generation, your mighty acts to all who are to come."
· These words of David are so powerful to me because they reflect so perfectly his heart to pass down to the next generation everything God has given to him.  

He says, "Even when I am old and gray, do not forsake me…"  And yet, it's clear here that he's not thinking selfishly of himself at all.
· Instead, he's crying out to God, saying, "Lord, don't let me leave this world… not even when I'm old and grey… until I've declared your marvelous deeds to the next generation… to all who might come after me."
· I'm sure that, to some degree… for every parent here… for every adult who's closely knit with a child…
· whether it's a niece, nephew, or the child of a close friend… these words of David's resonate deep inside of you.  

As a dad, I don't think there's anything that means more to me than my children discovering for themselves the love, nearness, goodness, grace, and power of God… 
· and from that knowledge… to live lives of rich friendship and intimacy with Him.  
· I mean, in this world, there are a lot of things that can bring a smile to my face, but, at the end of the day, nothing would mean more to me when I blow out the last candle on the last cake of my life…
· than knowing my kids have embraced that legacy handed down to them… not only from Joyce and I, but all of you, as their spiritual family. 

In the same way, as a pastor and as a member of this church, nothing would cause me greater joy in ministry than being part of passing on the torch… 
· Passing on, not only the truths of our faith but our passion for Jesus… to the next generation.
· So, as we consider just how we might do this as individuals and as a community… how we can pass on the torch so that the next generation can start off vibrant and full of adventurous, courageous faith… 
· I'd like to consider the unique challenges that face this new generation growing up in this ever-complex world of ours. 
· And, I'm going to do that by orienting this message around three observations regarding those passing the baton and those receiving it.

The first observation is really pretty obvious, though it’s surprising how easily people, and even churches, let it slip off their radars.
· The first observation is that it’s up to the older generation to figure out how to pass on our faith to the younger generation. 
· It is up to those who have been around awhile to own the burden, the task… of passing it on to those who have come after them.
· Now, on one hand… the idea of our watching over & equipping those who come after us has been sort of hardwired into us as human beings.

Even at 44 years of age, when I’m in the passenger seat with my mom driving… even though I’m a foot taller than she is…
· If, for any reason, she has to hit the brakes suddenly, do you know what she does with her right hand?
· Exactly.  It’s going out to protect me! Now, of course, if that’s my only protection, then there's no way I’m not flying through that windshield! 
· It’s just kind of hardwired into us to be concerned about those who are coming up behind us. 

I heard about this elderly couple in their mid-90s who have been married for over 70 years. It’s actually a strange story.  Well…
· One day, they go see a lawyer and they tell him they want a divorce. 
· He says: "You guys are over 90 years old. You have been married for over 70 years. Why would you get a divorce now?" 
· They say: "Well, we didn’t want to hurt anyone, so we waited till all the kids died off." Ok… I told you it was strange! 
· But the point of it is… that it’s just kind of hardwired into us to protect those who come after us. 

We want to watch over, protect, care for and safeguard the lives of the ones that come after us.  And, the most tangible way we do that is to care for their physical well-being.  
· That's why you could be 50 years old and your mom will still tell you to wear a sweater.  
· And why? Because she doesn't want you to get a cold! 
· Nearly every night of the week… before going to bed… I walk into Rebecca and Sarah's rooms to check on them… just to make sure, one last time before I go to sleep, that they're ok.  
· Its’ always been hardwired into us… even though, now, that wiring manages to get fairly screwy at times.

But, in terms of what it takes to pass on spiritual life & faith… well… it seems as though that takes a little more focused effort. 
· In fact, how we’ve chosen to pass on the spiritual truths and practices of our faith varies enormously through the ages. 
· For example, in Moses’ day, he had people actually write down some of the things God had said to them on the gates and doors of their homes. 
· Then, with Joshua, the very next generation, God does a new thing. In fact, God’s always doing new things with new generations. 
· You see, unlike the last generation, He now allows the new generation of Israel to cross the Jordan River into the Promised Land.
· But before He gives them to green light, He asks them to wait: “Before you get on with your own lives, I want you to stop and do something for the generations that are to come.” 

So, God had them make a pile of 12 boulders that came out of the Jordan River… and then says to them in Joshua 4:21-24: 
· “In the future, when your children ask you what do these stones mean?” Tell them, “Israel crossed the Jordan on dry ground.” For the Lord your God dried up the Jordan before you until you had crossed over… He did this so all the peoples of the earth might know that the hand of the Lord is powerful and so that you might always fear the Lord your God."
· God says: I want you to interrupt your own lives, your own plans, and spend some time thinking about how you pass that faith on to your children… because you're the ones I'm setting apart to tell them. 

Starting back in the 16th century, both the Protestant and Catholic church began using the "Catechism" as a vehicle for passing the torch to the next generation.
· Most of these catechisms took on a question/answer format.  For example, in the Heidelberg Catechism (1546), the first question was: What is your only comfort in life and in death?
· Then children would learn the answer: That I am not my own, that I belong body and soul, in life and in death to my faithful Savior, Jesus Christ. 

In the Westminster Catechism, written about a hundred years later, they were asked, “What is the chief end of man?” 
· To which the children would reply, “The chief end of man is to glorify God, and to enjoy him forever.”  
· Along with catechisms, another way one generation in the Middle Ages could pass down the reality of their faith to the next was through the beautiful stained glass windows that adorned their churches. 
· They weren't just for decoration. Children were largely illiterate back then… but they saw those stories and fell in love with them. 

Later, in the early 19th century, the Sunday School movement was given birth in the UK.  
· That quickly made its way into the US and forever changed the landscape of the church. 
· Now, for those of you who grew up in the church, while you may not have experienced glorious stained glass windows, you no doubt remember a brand new technology called the “flannelgraph.” 
· Anybody here remember the flannelgraph? I mean, at one point in time, that was state-of-the-art technology!  In fact…

Let me just say a word to all of you teaching Sunday School… that what you're giving yourself to is WORTH every moment of your investment.  It may not seem like it.  
· Catechism teachers and Sunday School teachers of the past never had to deal with a fraction of the distractions kids face today.  
· Back then, those classes were the highlight of their week.  Today, we're competing with Sony, Nintendo, Disney Channel and Facebook… to name a few!  

But, as much as all that may present a challenge… please… see it as a challenge to be met.  These kids are worth your fighting for.  
· Embrace the challenge… to pass down to them not only the truths of our faith… but the passions of your heart.  
· Declare to them God's mighty works… tell them your story.  
· And, don't be discouraged if it doesn't always seem as though your efforts are bearing fruit each week. 

For all of you teaching our kids in Sunday School… we want to thank you for your great gift to our children and to this church.  
· Truth is, we have Sunday School teachers and nursery workers from their mid-teens… passing what they've already been given to those even younger…  
· to those in their 60s and 70s and every age in between… passing down the torch to the next generation.  
· To all of you… thank you so much. It means more than you’ll ever know this side of heaven.

Right now, we have three teachers in each of our three Sunday School classes. That means they're teaching one week out of every three. 
· But, guys… we need more teachers… and our teachers need more helpers.
· So, if you're up for it… men and women… please go back to the Vineyard Kidz’ Table and speak with Joyce after the service today.  

With out moving to the new building… itsis never been more important for us to investing in our children
· I promise… investing in those who come after us… is something that will always be worth your investment of time. 
· It is something God is so deeply passionate about… it's something He's calling us to embrace.  Are you willing to step up to the plate? 

So, the methods change from one age to another, but the burden, the passion to get it done… that must remain a constant. 
· And yet, it sometimes gets lost in churches today. Sometimes one generation decides that all their energy should be invested only in themselves. 
· They forget there’s another generation already in place.  

They forget that God is wanting work through their generation to do new thing with the generation that follows them. 
· You see, every generation must face this question: How committed are we to passing on the faith to those who come after us? 
· What price will we pay? What sacrifice will we make so that they can know Jesus and walk more passionately with Him?

It leads to a second observation: Growing up receiving the faith, living Godly lives, is not getting easier for this new generation. 
· Sometimes it’s tempting for generations to feel as though they’ve sort of had things tougher than those who’ve come after them. 
· I mean, come on! Back in my day, I had to walk 20 miles thru the snow, with all my books in one hand, and my little sister in the other hand!  
· Actually… have you noticed that kids don't really even walk to school any more?  
· I take the girls to school three days a week… and if ever you wanted to see the "dance of the minivans," it's then!  
· Me… and two hundred feisty women… trying to let their kids out at the same five-foot spot of sidewalk that's closest to the school door!  

But, why aren't suburbia kids walking to school any more?  It's that moms and dads are no longer convinced that it would be safe for them to walk… 
· because their kids are growing up in a different world… a world not quite as safe as the one we grew up in, where you could just walk or ride your bike all over the place.
· Truth is, we need to understand more about this world our emerging generation is growing up in… 
· because we’ve all got to understand and own our calling as relevant torchbearers to those who’ve come after us. 

For our young people today, there’s certainly a consensus amongst sociologists regarding how adolescence is beginning earlier and lasting longer than ever before in the history of the human race. 
· Let me ask you… show of hands on this one. How many of you have ever been through puberty? Raise your hands for a moment. 
· How many of you really enjoyed it and you’d love to have another shot at it? Well… it’s starting earlier than it ever has before. 

We're told that, because of advances in medicine, health care, diet, let alone the growth hormones in the food we eat…
· physiologically, the onset of puberty is literally years earlier than it was 150 years ago in the middle of the 19th Century…
· And psychologically & socially the onset of puberty has reach our children several years earlier than it had just two decades ago.

I think we know that our kids are making serious, life-impacting decisions… about their sexuality, about the use of alcohol, about the abuse of drugs… to a degree we never had.
· Now, we can say that we faced those same issues… but their making those decisions not just in high school… but often in their first years of middle school. 
· They are facing these decisions younger than ever before. 
· Through television, through movies, through the Internet… our iGeneration kids are being relentlessly bombarded by the popular culture’s idea of success, maturity, performance, appearance, and belonging… not to mention our culture’s ideas regarding sexuality.  

And, it's all happening in a more pervasive and persuasive way than I could have ever imagined it when I was growing up. 
· You see, they need those who have come before them… to not just throw up their hands in permissive defeat.  
· They need us modeling a different kind of life... they need us to be anchors in their often confusing world. 
· Truth is, we need each other. In a way, I think the younger generation can help us navigate better through this world of exponential change…
· While they need us to serve as anchors amidst all this change. 

And listen… we don't have to understand every aspect of their lives to be able to speak into it.  
· They need help making the difficult choices being thrown in front of them each day.  
· And they need this help not just from their parents, but from their spiritual family as well. We can't do it alone.
· Though I bear the weight of responsibility for my children… I depend upon all of you… to join with me in declaring God's love and relevance and goodness and power to them…  
· To model with me a life, with all its ups and down, dedicated to Jesus.

This is part of what Jesus was up to in giving birth to this incredible family called the church… 
· That together we have the potential to become the kind of redemptive community that can truly become an oasis in a sea of insanity… 
· To be that unique community of hope in a very complex, hurting world… 
· a world facing its pain apart from a God who loves them enough to have made the ultimate sacrifice for them. 

So adolescence is beginning earlier and lasting longer than ever before. You know, around fifty years ago, the average marital age was 22 for men and about 20 for women. 
· Within a few years of graduating from high school, the expectation was that folks would probably get married… 
· probably enter into a stable job that would run its course through their entire career… and probably begin to have children. 
· Today that whole era of life between the ages of 18 and 30 has taken on a whole other dimension.

As a sociologist at Notre Dame, Christian Smith may just be the leading expert on spirituality & young people in our day.  
· He says that, due to a variety of reasons, because the complexities of entering into adulthood is more challenging than ever before, it’s therefore taking longer for young people to emerge into adulthood. 
· Education takes longer. Finding a career is much more complex than it ever has been. 
· Financial pressures are heavier. Marriage happens later… sometimes much later. Spiritual journeys are more complex.  
· And, because of all this, we're actually seeing, these experts say, the development of a whole new stage; a whole new season of life.

In Biblical times there was no such thing as the concept of adolescence. Adolescence is as much cultural as it is physiological. 
· In ancient Israel, for example, you were a child… and then you entered into adulthood. That’s true of many, particularly tribal cultures, today.
· But, with the rise of the Industrial Revolution came this notion of “adolescence”… that interim period between childhood and adulthood. 
· And yet, as I said, experts today have identified an entirely new developmental stage lasting from about 18 until about 30… a stage that’s being called “Emerging Adulthood.” 

Now, there are tons of implications to this. One clear implication for us as a church  has to do with their spiritual development. 
· For example, leaving high school has now become a whole new challenge for our teens.
· Research indicates that somewhere between 65 to 90% of young people who were part of a church when they are in high school will walk away from the church when they hit college. 
· Just let that sink in. Between 65 and 90% of young people drop out of the church as they head off to college. 

There’s no way we can just accept that. And so, we clearly have to rethink what it means to minister to children and to students… 
· not just in terms of getting them up to 18, where we can just set them out on their own… but how we can be part of their ongoing spiritual development… 
· from childhood to adolescence to emerging adulthood to adulthood.
· We have to start asking the tough questions... like, “How do we help them grow through these stages… with a strong & vibrant faith in Jesus… and a strong commitment to be a part of a community of Christ followers?”

Now, I'm not saying that this idea of separating from church once you enter college has never been with us. It's been around a long time. 
· It used to be that the biggest enticement to return to church was getting married and having kids…
· because when you have kids, you become so desperate that you’d sign up for any kind of help! 

But listen… 50 years ago that gap between high school and married with kids was generally 5 years or so. Now it's 10 years or 15 years or even 20 years. 
· And so, if we continue to ignore those people living in this gap between "high school" and "married with kids," then understand that, from a spiritual point of view, we've just thrown our hands up in defeat… 
· Allowing a precious generation… a generation who could, as effectively or more effectively than any other generation before them… change the world with the love and forgiveness and power of Jesus Christ.

Not only that, these young people being raised in the faith are living in a culture that has grown increasingly negative, skeptical, & suspicious of Christianity. 
· In a book published by The Barna Group, called “UnChristian,” researches have sought to uncover the primary associations that people outside the church have with the word “Christian” in our day…
· Here are the six main themes. Folks outside the church, especially younger folks believe that:

· Christians are hypocritical,
· Judgmental,
· Anti-homosexual,
· Proselytizers who are not sensitive to others,
· Out of touch with reality, and
· Political in ways that are unthinking and abrasive.

What’s clear from this is that young people today are growing up in a society where skepticism and negativity about Christianity have reached levels that, I know, I never had to face when I was their age.  
· To follow Jesus today requires, on the part of the emerging adult generation, a level of courage and nonconformity that was just not required of me.
· And so, I want to say to those of you who are under 30 following Jesus… we’re genuinely proud of you.
· We’re challenged and encouraged by your faithfulness… and hope that we can, in some tangible way, serve as spiritual mothers and fathers and brothers and sisters, as we purpose to cheer you on...  
· To be a community you can feel at home in… a community that will offer love and support and encouragement and ownership. 

But, for everyone else… if we’re going to get there… if we’re going to make good on that promise… 
· then we need to ask some important questions of ourselves…  like, “How are we doing at helping to equip that emerging generation?”
· It’s a tough question, isn’t it?  But, we need to start by being honest. Now, the good news is that our opportunities here as a church are so rich. 

Within just a few miles of us are places like Farleigh Dickerson University, St. Elizabeth College, and Drew University.  
· Between them, there are over 5400 undergraduate students.  
· We need to consider what it is we can do as a church to engage the unchurched students attending these schools? 
· We need to consider how we can help re-engage the churched kids attending these school… kids living away from home. 
· The good news is that there are a lot of opportunities!

But on the downside… we have a ways to go. Truth is, the lowest percentage of adults attending our church are those between 18 and 30. 
· So, what do we do about that? I think it starts by caring for those in this age group already in our church.
· What’s important for them is connection… they don’t need you have all the answers… they don’t need you to “fix” them. 
· They don’t need you to be cool… you just don’t have to Bono to connect with them.  They just want you to be real… and to invest the time.  
· So, if you’ve ever noticed anyone here that seems to be part of this “emerging adulthood” generation… someone you don’t know…
· Would you make sure you learn their names? Would you keep them in your prayers? Would you take them out to lunch one Sunday?

Listen… we know what God’s calling us to. Our dream has always been to be a multi-generational church where those who have come after us and those who have come before us can all come together just as they are & belong. 
· Where our young people can continue on their increasingly complicated journey while anchored to a loving, authentic community.  
· To be a place where our seniors are welcomed and respected and listened to. 
· To be a place where our singles believe that they are as integral to the life of this church as anyone else.

A place where parents can come and know that not only they, but their kids are going to be loved and invested in. 
· Where, across the generations, everyone is loving and connecting and learning from each other…and giving and receiving wisdom and mentoring… 
· Where one generation declares His works to another as the Psalmist wrote in Psalm 145:4-5 when he said, “One generation will commend your works to another; they will tell of your mighty acts. They will speak of the glorious splendor of your majesty.”
· The word will just go out. There’s a place you can go to that’s real… that looks honestly at life and what it means to walk with God. 

Then… one last observation, which I want to address primarily to parents. Now, I’m going to challenge you here… and it might come off a little strong.  
· But understand that I’m speaking to myself as much as I’m speaking to you. 
· You know that the general trend in families these days is for parents to turn large chunks of what they’ve historically done themselves… over to the “professionals.” 
· If we want them to learn about music, for example, we’ll hire music teachers. If it’s a tutor our kids need, we’ll hire a tutor. 
· If they need some extra “coaching” to bring them to the next level in their sport-of-choice, we know that finding the right expert  is just a Google away. 

Now, of course, that’s not an altogether bad thing… though, guys, it’s just possible that we may have thrown the proverbial “baby out with the bathwater” here! 
· You see, the problem with our tendency to outsource a lot of stuff to the experts is that it’s impacted too heavily in the area of our kid’s spiritual formation. 
· In other words, we’ll get a coach to help them with their batting… and a music teacher to teach them how to play the piano… and a tutor to help them along at math… 
· And, when it’s time to teach them about God, then we just send them to Sunday School… hoping that their spiritual development is taken care of. 
· The problem is that this just isn’t God’s primary plan for our children’s spiritual formation.

The central Old Testament text in Judaism is called the “Schema,” taken from the first word in Deuteronomy 6:4.
· The passage speaks about how people were to be formed as followers of God.  
· Here’s God’s plan told to us in Deuteronomy 6:4-9. “Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God, the Lord is one. Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength. These commandments that I give you today are to be upon your hearts…
· “Hire professional faith instructors to teach them to your children. Have volunteers and youth Rabbis talk to them in Sunday School classes and youth group; Yea verily I tell you to outsource the spiritual education of your children.” 
· Is that what Moses is saying? No! What Moses really says is:

… These commandments I give you today are to be upon your hearts. Impress them on your children. Talk about them when you sit at home, and when you walk along the road, when you lie down, when you get up… Write them on the doorframes of your houses and on your gates.”

In other words we just can’t outsource the spiritual life of our children. It’s our deal. The ball is in our court. 
· Now, I want to anticipate at this point what a number of you parents are thinking.  Some are saying… “But, I need help!”  
· Well… we know that.  We want to help… we’re here to help.  In fact, I think we can help a lot!
· Others are saying, “But, I’m just so busy… I’m already so overwhelmed.” 
· To that, I just want to say that I get it… me too… it’s not easy.  

But, guys, this is the most profound, lasting investment we’ll ever make in our lives. 
· All we can do is our very best… knowing that there’s a community that stands with us… 
· and a God who surrounds us with more grace than we could ever imagine.
· David writes, in Psalm 46: “They looked to Him as their rock of refuge, their helper, their defense, and their very present help in time of trouble.”

Then others of you are just thinking about how inadequate you feel… how unsure you are of yourself… whether you’re really up to the task or not.  
· Guys… let me just tell you… there are too many things that I do not know. There are too many questions that I cannot answer. 
· There’s too much about the Bible that I do not understand. My own spiritual life is too under-developed. 
· And to tell you the truth, talking to my kids about spiritual life stuff, can still be so awkward at times.

Truth is… in this crazy world, who wouldn’t feel incompetent and uncomfortable talking about some of these things? 
· I have stood up and talked about faith and God for years now… and yet,  not a week goes by that I don’t think, “God, I don’t know enough, I’m not clear enough, I don’t believe enough, I’m not good enough…
· And, man… I talk such a better game than I really live.”

But, nobody knows your child like you. Nobody can monitor and impart to your child like you. Nobody loves your child like you.  
· And, like it or not, the reality is that, one way or another, we are shaping their spiritual lives…
· We are shaping their beliefs about God and prayer and what matters and what to do with money… 
· How we value relationships or view sexuality, injustice, or a concern for the poor. 

One way or another, like it or not, we are shaping their spiritual lives! So, we might as well do it purposefully… 
· And we might as well do it together… talking together… praying together… supporting each other.  Helping each other do it better. 
· My prayer this morning is that we would collectively embrace God’s heart to help a new generation start strong. 

But we’re still a young church ourselves.  For “the church” to carry out this part of our vision & mission we’ll need to first understand that…
· when we speak about “the church,” we’re really speaking about one another.
· One of my deepest wishes for our Vineyard Kidz ministry, for example, is that the hour our kids spend in Sunday school each week be the best hour of our kids’ whole week.  
· But again… it’s not something “the church” can do unless you understand that you are “the church!”

We can get there… but, guys, it really will take the “whole village” to make it happen! 
· It will take our entire community to help raise up that new generation that loves and honors and follows God with all of their heart, mind, and soul. 
· But… we can do it… and, the truth is, working together… we can have a lot of fun doing it!
· So, are you willing? Are you willing to invest together in this mission? 
· Will you cry out with David, "Since my youth, O God, you have taught me and to this day I declare your marvelous deeds. Even when I am old and gray do not forsake me, my God, until I declare your power to the next generation, your mighty acts to all who are to come."
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