¥ili Your Children Have Faith
& setmon by Ted &tkinson, Minister, Oxford Presbyterian Church, Oxford, FA on August 28, 1985, the
i4th Sunday arter Penterost, Soripture Lessons: | Kings 2:1-4, 10~12; Psalm 121, Ephesians
&:10-20; Mark 7:1-2, 14-15, 21-23,

iN THE RAME OF THE FATHER AND OF THE SON AND OF THE HOLY SPIRIT. AMEN.

King David was dieing. As he drew his last bresth his foremost concern
waz that his son, Solomaon, might zhare his faith in the 1iving Lord. He
beckoned Solormon to come close and he whizpered, "Keep the charge of the
Lard your God, walking in God's ways and keeping God's statutes..”

I our Epistle Lesson St Paul 1el1s us to "put on the whole armaor of God,
that we may be able to stand against the wiles of the devil.” Echoes of
thal charge are found in the baptismal rite of our church where parents
renounce the wiles of the devil and all the forces of evil that draw us
away from God.

In our Gaspel lesson Jesus distinguishes between hurnan comrmandrments

e

~and traditions which are not binding- ori- us,-and the commandments of Gud o e

which sre. One of the tasks of Christian education in the church is to
examine all our traditions in the light of the Word of God so that we might
not leave the commandment of God, and hold fast human tradition.

Esch of these Scripture lessons says something to me about the
'impurtance of Christian education in the home and church. One of the
grestest challenges the church faces todsy is the challenge of Christian
education. 1'd encourage you to read sn srticle written by Thomas
Gillespie, President of Princeton Seminary, which appeared in the July
18th issue of 7he Freshyiarisn Guilaad . He notes the steady decline in
the membership of the Presbyterian Church over the past 25 years. Some
say the membership has declined becsuse people are turned of f by
controversial social stands the church has taken. Others say that we'rs
losing members to the more conservative independent churches. But

Rillespied of fers evidence that we're declining because we're no fonger
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participste in s confirmation class but only two responded, _ .

fulfilling the vows taken by parents end congregation at the baptism of
infants, to nurture the faith of the "children of the covenant”. The chief
cause of our merbership decline a5 a denomination, he says, is our
inability over the past quarter century to transmit aur faith to aur own
children.

That got me thinking sbout this particwlar church. We have huge Sunday
school classes for kids from kindergarten up to the teen-age years, then
we se2 8 dwindling off. The zecond and third grede classes last year were
so big that we're moving to & larger room this year. But when we get to
senior highs there's a precipitous decline. Last yesr | counted some 40
high-school young people who were baptized in this church yet only three
o four participated on & reqgular basis in the life and work of the church.

Last year | eat down with as many of themn as | could to encourage them to

On an average Sunday about 1/3 of our rmembers sttend the worship
seryice. That's nothing to brag about but it isn't too bad when you consider
the number of elderly people who are unable to attend. One third of all our
mermbers attend but only sbout one tenth of the teenaged children of the
covenant attend. And | confess that rarely do | take thern into sccount
wher 'm preparing a sermon. How few are the iltustrations and
applications that focus on teenagers. This is frightful when we consider
statistics | heard last week that 868 of adult active church members
rade a commitment to Christ as Lard and Savior & ihe time ihey were
/& gears ald. Vs not impossible to be converted after the age of 16 but
statistics show that the percentages are nat inour favor,

wWe're failing aur teen-age young people just at the age when they're |
contending against so many forces that threaten to destroy them

spiritually.  And so often they contend with these termptations and forces
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without the spiritus] armor which the church is able to provide.

This isn't the fault of Sunday School teachers. 1t isn't the fault of
parents who want to be good parents. As Paul zaid, "We wrestle not
against flesh and blooed”, but against & host of forces that are working
against us. To be a parent in the twentieth century is to be anxious and
often bewilderad.

The fact iz that the church, as a whole, simply hasn't brought to bear
the tremendous resources God has given us to meet the challenge of youth.
Az & denamination we've Tailed to keep our high-school young people. At
synod school this year [ heard sormeone say thet the Presbyterian church
hazn't had & nationwide youth and college ministry since the old
‘westmister youth fellowships went out about 25 years ago. Presbyterian
churches, on the whole, aren't knewn for their youth ministries. | believe

we should bl

Our tesn-aged and college aged young people dor't, for the most part,
end up going to other churches. They end up without sny commitment to
Christ through the church. Gillespie writes, "that the youth of our church
have been reared and educated in & cultural milieu that encourages therm to
believe that knowledge and morality sre thoroughly conditioned by history
and culture and thet values are self-generated.” That means no one can
credibly claim to know 24eé truth about anything or to know right and
wrong. "In such an environment,” he writes, "it is at 1east understandable
whiy & growing number of our young people find it difficult, if not
impossible, to believe in the one we confess to be the truth and commit
thernselves Lo a particular religious commur;itg, the Presbyterian Church
(U.5.4.)"

Traditionally the Fresbyterian church has supported public schools and

| hope we continue to da so. U'm proud of the fact that members of our
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church serve on the Oxford School board end many of you are public school
teachers. I'm also proud of the fact that ['ve been azked to serve as the
president of the Bart-Colerain Parent-Teachers Organization. | believe in
public education. But for too long the main line churches have depended on
pubilic schools to do what the church should do. John wWesterhoff pointed
nut this summer at the Pittsburgh School of Religion that most public
zchoals were besically Protestant parochial schodls up until about 25
ljears ago.

when | was in high schoaol the state of Delaware required religious
opening exercizes. The resding of the Bible, bath 01d and New Testaments,
was mandatory. ‘We all recited the Lord's Prayer.

when | was in fifth grade a Jewish class-mate was excused for the day
to attend religious services. Our teacher explained, in her sbeence, that
we must respect Jewish people beceuse Jesus was 8 Jew and that the main
difference between Jews and «s was thet they don't believe that Jesus is
the Messiah as we do. W& we go'/ There was ah implicit understanding
that we were &1 Christians except for & few obstinate or deluded
hold-outs.

| played on the Mewark High School Tootball tearm. Before every game
we'd kneel in the locker room and aur assistant coach, CViff Browning,
would lead us in prager asking that we might be good spartsmen, play our
best and be spared injury "through Jesus Christ our Lord.” | grew up in g
Protestant culture that supported the main line churches whose yauth
programs at that time we“ﬁursting with activity.

Those days are gone forever and we can't turn back the clock. The
Church can na longer depend upon & Protestant Establishment to do aur
work for us, The fact is that the church depended on the public schools to

do what God has called the church to do and we're paying the price for it
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now. Dr. Jehn MoKay of Princeton used tao say, "Let the church be the
church.” One of the greatest tasks of the church is to nurture our penple,
fyoung and old, to know, love and trust desus Chirist as Savior end Lord. One
of the grestest tasks of the church is to nurture our young people sa that
they will grow up having & private snd s pubdic faith in Christ within the
fellowship of the church.

| believe that children still need to hear and learn the staries from the
Bible and that's not going to happen unless it happens in our homes snd in
aur Sunday Schools and worship services. | want to encourege both
parents and children to ettend Sunday School and to worship regularly and
came to the Lord's Teble together. Dr. Westerhoff has said, "As & young
parent, | accepted the liberal position on child-resring which told me that
tny children were not to s#eremy life of faith; they were only to aéseryve
it. | thought all that mattered was that /pray, worship, study, and
perform good deeds. Mow it troubles me that while | was doing all those
eligious acts, | was ignoring my children.”

Will our children have faith in Christ? mmg%mmmm

. f 2 have faith snd are faithful -
ﬁs a QMJA a—ch as W&uc%
o can-brnet-and-hepe-thatBoth we and our rmldren will have Christian

faith wheh we join with others in s worshiping, learning, witnessing

Christian comraunity of faith.
Alren

Let us pray . Gracious God, bless the Chriztian Education that takes place in your church and in this
ofe in particular; for the choirs, the youth groups, the Sunday schonl classes, the informal Bible studies
that take place in homes. May wse alt be instrueted in your word to know and shey your Son our Lord.
Let your truth be manifest from genetation to generation, and all the families of the earth rejoice in
your mercy ; thtough Jesus Chi-ist the Saviour of the World, Aben.
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