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The Lost Generation:  

Forfeited, Not Stolen,

INTRODUCTION



When I entered into pastoral ministry twenty-five years ago, the cultural experts were already speaking of the present generation, those born in the mid-sixties and early seventies as “the Lost Generation.”  We now would describe them as the first truly postmodern generation, which has, among other things, dropped out of the church at alarming rates.  What I would like to demonstrate in this seminar is that the Lost Generation was not so much lost by the church but was instead forfeited by the church, and we are continuing to forfeit subsequent generations in the same way.  I would also like to propose a quite simple, biblical way we can stop throwing our children to the wolves in the world and start to reclaim them.  


The church is always only one generation from extinction. Oh, we do believe that in God’s providence the church’s light may grow dim on the earth, but will never be extinguished. As the Westminster Confession states:  “The purest Churches under heaven are subject both to mixture and error; and some have so degenerated as to become no Churches of Christ, but synagogues of Satan. Nevertheless, there shall be always a Church on earth to worship God according to His will.” (XXV.5)  


But practically speaking, if one generation fails to transmit the faith to the next, then as that failed generation dies away, the church is lost. It may be shocking to discover that Western Europe has largely seen this specter become a reality. On average, less than 10% of Western Europeans attend church even once a month. What is striking is that the numbers of Americans in church likewise has plummeted in past few decades. Thirty years ago, four out of ten Americans were in church on any given Sunday, 40%. That has now dropped to less than 20%. Best estimates place about 15% of Americans as a meaningful part of Christian churches.  


What has caused this erosion? Part of it may be explained by the fact that the statistical figures of Christians in America never were all that significant. Certainly many Americans have been influenced by Christianity, but the number of committed followers of Jesus Christ has never been all that high. And there is also a powerful dynamic that has arisen over the past few generations which has had a diminishing effect on vital Christianity in our land. 


It has to do with the manner in which the faith is transmitted to the next generation. In the relay race of the Christian church, somebody dropped the baton. God has had a plan for passing on the faith for thousands of years. It is called the family. From the very beginning, God has called the family to do the heavy lifting when it comes to teaching the faith to the next generation. But in recent generations, this God-given responsibility has been increasingly given over to the church, a practice which is clearly unbiblical and which has had catastrophic consequences.
MISSING THE MARK
    


Let me illustrate how serious this is.  Do you know the #1 feature (according to surveys) that parents look for in a church?  Youth programs.  That’s the first thing they ask about:  not the church’s faithfulness to the Scriptures, nor its involvement in evangelism or world missions, nor its adherence to the historic creeds and confessions, but youth programs.  Now this tells us at least a couple of things.  First, happily, parents are still concerned about the spiritual well-being of their children.  But the second is not so happy:  namely, that we have completely lost the biblical perspective that FATHERS are to raise their children in “the training and instruction of the Lord.”  These parents have completely bought into the unbiblical idea that the church should do it, and sadly are shirking their responsibility.  


How did we ever get to this place?  Well here’s where we have to start looking back into our past to find out how it ever got this way.  We have to go back about 150 years to the heyday of the Sunday School Movement.  This was originally a well-meaning attempt to reach unchurched children.  Since many of these children worked in factories six days a week, the only time to reach them was Sunday.  And so Sunday schools were developed to evangelized unchurched children.  Of course, no self-respecting Christian parents would ever send their children to these Sunday schools because it would be a sign that their children were unchurched and that they as Christian parents were not doing their job.  


But the Sunday schools caught on, became very popular, and slowly began to attract even the churched kids.  First, these already churched children were only allowed to go to the Sunday schools; eventually they were turned over to the Sunday schools.  And so the parents said to the churches, “you do it.”  The churches replied, “OK, we’ll do it.”  And now we are to the point where the churches and youth ministries are saying in essence, “Listen, Mom and Dad, only we can do it.  Don’t try this at home because we are professionals.”


Christopher Schlect, a one-time youth pastor, has come full circle in his understanding of youth ministry.   He writes:  
“It was in connection with my own employment as a fresh-out-of-college youth minister that I first began to question whether or not my work was biblically sanctioned.  I realized that I and others in positions like mine, though with good intentions, were providing a facility for fathers to abdicate their parental responsibilities.  I thus made it the long-term focus of my ministry to work myself out of a job and to get older men—especially fathers—to do what I was doing.”  (Critique of Modern Youth Ministry, p. 3)  


One of the saddest things I remember was when I was growing up, going to a vibrant, country church.  We had Sunday school first, before worship.  And one Sunday, between Sunday school and church, I happened to go outside.  And there I saw a string of cars lined up.  It was parents picking up their children from Sunday school.  The parents didn’t come, and didn’t stay for worship.  They apparently figured they had done their duty by getting their kids to Sunday school so they could get a good moral, church education.  They had completely given it over to the church.


I recall another sad memory from attending Promise Keepers rallies in large stadiums.  There were hundreds of fathers and sons sitting together.  It was explained that many fathers had brought their sons to the weekend seeking to “reconnect with them spiritually.”  Why did they need to RE-connect with them?  How had they LOST spiritual connection with their sons in the first place? Well, after years and years of turning their children over to the church youth programs to do it for them, what would we honestly expect?  And after years of virtually no spiritual connection with their sons, did they think they could re-capture and repair that in a weekend?  I’m sure most of those fathers (and sons) were deeply disappointed.  


My own father heard me speak about the biblical error of fathers turning their children over to the church, when the Bible actually calls fathers to “bring up (their children) in the training and instruction of the Lord.”   I was concerned what he might think.  He was raised in a home that largely turned the children over to the church to do it for them.  I was raised in the same way.  Everybody was, so it seems.  And here’s what my father said, “I have never heard that before.  But you’re right—that’s what the Bible says.”  Why had he “never heard that before?”  For generations now, the church has been making this serious error.  But we can no longer afford to keep on perpetuating it.  
SPIRITUAL CHILD NEGLECT

In his message titled, “Feminism, Youth Culture, and the History of the Sunday School Movement,” Pastor Doug Phillips, director of Vision Forum Ministries, explains the historic foundations of what he calls some of our most popular extra-biblical, family-fragmenting, modern church traditions. He also exposes the theological presuppositions behind practices widely embraced by the modern church. He notes that there have been two competing models of education in the church: the relationship-based vision of Hebrew, covenantal discipleship, and the efficiency model stemming from the Greek emphasis on youth and the Platonic ideal of separating children from their parents.   


He draws a distinction between the early, American, Puritan vision of family-integrated Sunday training on the one hand and the Sunday School as a family-fragmenting and evolutionary theory-influenced, late nineteenth century proto-feminist movement on the other. The Sunday School Movement, he says, was a well-intentioned “Social Gospel” outreach to children without Christian parents. But in its present form it has become an unfortunate substitute for father-directed discipleship of the children of Christian parents.  


Phillips quotes the scholar Otto Scott as he traces the evolution of this secular humanistic separation of ages in the church as the church copied the culture. 

Elementary school children were segregated from secondary schools along the lines of [humanistic] ‘observations.’ Twelve was the age of the break. The new fashion spread even into religion, and the clergy began to aim different lessons at special age groups: the Bible was too much for the young....There are many variations of this development — from youth gangs to the forced retirement. In fact, we have almost achieved a society nearly completely segregated by age in which the generations have been narrowed from the traditional thirty years to far fewer. Age now separates us more than ever before in any society; persons raised only a few decades apart find one another nearly incomprehensible.


Not only are the generations more and more fragmented by this process, the faith which was to be transmitted from one generation to the next through the Christian home has, in fact, largely been lost. And, due to younger people having less and less contact with responsible, adult role models in the church, a kind of immaturity and irresponsibility has been unwittingly reinforced by the church.  Instead of interacting with adults (or their parents, for that matter) on weighty issues of spiritual substance  the average, churched, young person today will more likely be found at the youth-group-sponsored “Jello Fight Night.”      
A FAILED EFFORT


And it is not working.  There is now wholesale abandonment of the church by the succeeding generations. The church, first in Western Europe and now in North America, is in freefall.  

The strategy of simply turning our children over the church for their education in the way of Christ has a multi-generation history.  We could rightly say that it is an established tradition.  In fact, without the Word of God to correct us, we might think that this is the way it should be because it is the way it has always been.  But, of course, this is a strategy that now has a proven track record for shocking and heartbreaking failure as we have virtually lost a generation or two to the world.


Because Christian parents, especially fathers, have given over this responsibility to the church, according to Dr. John Piper, “We do not have to look far, then, to explain the church's weakness and the fun-oriented superficiality of many youth ministries and the stunning drop-out rate after high school.”  


But let me remind you why this strategy is so flawed and so doomed to dismal disappointment.  


1.  For one thing, it is just not enough time.  Sixty minutes of Sunday school a week:  that’s good, but it’s just not enough.  When we stack that up against 420 minutes a DAY of school and another 100-200 minutes a day of television, movies and video games, there’s just no comparing.  The church only has your kids for about an hour a week.  You have them much longer.  It is foolish to think that an hour a week can make disciples of Jesus Christ.  Parents, you must take the lead here.


2.  For another thing, Sunday school class is not in a life situation.  The Christian faith is not merely a collection of facts to be learned.  It certainly involves that, but the faith is a way of life to be lived.  Sixty minutes in a classroom cannot transfer a way of life to others.  It’s a good start, but woefully inadequate.  


3.  And for another thing, this is certainly not what God intended.  Children are entrusted to parents not to churches.  You will search the Scriptures in vain to find any hint that the church is to teach and train children in the way of Christ, while the Bible speaks with clear voice about the fathers’ and parents’ responsibility.


And the fact is that this flawed strategy has utterly failed.  The data is in, and it is not encouraging.   


Distinguished Professor of Sociology at Chapel Hill University in North Carolina, Christian Smith, recently completed the largest and most detailed sociological study of teenagers and religion ever undertaken. It was called, “The National Study of Youth and Religion.” His conclusion was that most teenagers in America follow the same religion, whatever the brand-name:  Lutheran, Evangelical, Baptist, Presbyterian, Methodist; Protestant or Roman Catholic, even Mormons and Jews. The term he coined for this religion was “Moralistic Therapeutic Deism.” He declares that Moralistic Therapeutic Deism is the largest religion among teenagers in America today. He summarizes the unwritten beliefs of most American teenagers in his 2005 book, Soul Searching (Oxford University Press, 2005): 

1.  A God exists who created and orders the world and watches over human life on earth.

2.  God wants people to be good, nice, and fair to each other, as taught in the Bible and by most world religions.

3.  The central goal of life is to be happy and to feel good about oneself.

4.  God does not need to be particularly involved in one’s life except when God is needed to resolve a problem.

5.  Good people go to heaven when they die. (162-163)


Moralistic Therapeutic Deism is the religion that follows these beliefs.  


First, Moralistic Therapeutic Deism is about inculcating a moralistic approach to life.  It teaches that central to living a good and happy life is being a good, moral person.  That means being nice, kind, pleasant, respectful, responsible, at work on self-improvement, taking care of one’s health, and doing one’s best to be successful… (163)


Moralistic Therapeutic Deism is, second, about providing therapeutic benefits to its adherents.  This is not a religion of repentance from sin, of keeping the Sabbath, of living as a servant of a sovereign divine, of steadfastly saying one’s prayers, of faithfully observing high holy days, of building character through suffering, of basking in God’s love and grace, of spending oneself in gratitude and love for the cause of social justice, etcetera.  Rather what appears to be the actual dominant religion among U.S. teenagers is centrally about feeling good, happy, secure, at peace.  It is about attaining subjective well-being, being able to resolve problems, and getting along amiably with other people…. (163-164) 


Finally, Moralistic Therapeutic Deism is about belief in a particular kind of God:  one who exists, created the world, and defines our general moral order, but not one who is particularly personally involved in one’s affairs—especially affairs in which one would prefer not to have God involved.  Most of the time, the God of this faith keeps a safe distance. (164)  


Smith is careful to note that this Moralistic Therapeutic Deism is not an organized religion but cuts across organized religions in America, and that most of its followers would not recognize it by that name. Nonetheless, after his extensive surveys and interviews, he is convinced that this is the religion followed by most American teenagers whatever the brand name they use.  And the two sources for this pervasive, sub-Christian religion embraced by the vast majority of religious, American teenagers are the generic youth group model and the generic, “lowest common denominator” educational materials.  
THE CHURCH’S TEACHING MINISTRY


So what about the church’s educational ministry?  Surely the church, to be the church, must have a ministry of teaching.  In fact, that’s the first quality of the church we find in the early chapters of the book of Acts, just after the Holy Spirit has been poured out on them on the day of Pentecost.  We considered earlier the summary description of the church in Acts 2:42:  “And they devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and fellowship, to the breaking of bread and the prayers.”  And how often did they eagerly devote themselves to this teaching?  Verse 46 tells us that they gathered “day by day, attending the temple together….”     


Now, of course, they were only obeying the Lord Jesus’ command which was still ringing in their ears as the watched him ascend into heaven:  


And Jesus came and said to them, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you. And behold, I am with you always, to the end of the age.”   

And to this endeavor, Christ promised his unfailing presence and help:  “And behold, I am with you always, to the end of the age.”  (Matthew 28:18-20)


Let me present you with an explosive idea, one that has the potential of being quite shocking and revolutionary today, even though it is also very old.  And it is this:  for generations now the larger church in America has made an assumption that is quite unbiblical, and so is a serious mistake.  For some time now the church has assumed that it was responsible for teaching children the way of Christ, and yet this is no where taught in Scripture.  In fact, something quite different is found when we go back to the Bible.  It is not the church’s responsibility, it is the parents’ responsibility, and to be more specific, Dad, it is your responsibility.  Dad, the buck stops with you (or I should say, “Us”).    

TEACHING IN THE NEW TESTAMENT


The new converts in the early church undoubtedly needed instruction in the faith.  Jesus said so; he commanded it in the Great Commission.  And that’s precisely what we find.  Why were these new believers devoting themselves to the Apostle’s teaching every day?  Because the Christian faith was entirely new to them.  They had some catching up to do.  They had largely understood the Judaism in which they had been raised.  But this truth about Jesus as the Son of God and Messiah, about salvation on the basis of grace alone through faith alone, this took some instruction and understanding.  


The point is that these new convert parents did not yet understand the faith yet well enough to be able to teach their own children at home.  So these newly converted parents met together daily in order to be trained in the faith, so that they, in turn, could train their own children at home.

That was the first generation in the church. But what about the next generation? Did they simply wait for their children to grow up as untaught pagans and then try to evangelize them? Did they instruct their parents to turn them over to the church for Sunday School, children’s church, and youth group? Not exactly.  


Here’s what the Apostle Paul writes to Christian parents regarding the spiritual nurture and training of their children in the faith:  “Fathers, do not provoke your children to anger, but bring them up in the discipline and instruction of the Lord.” (Ephesians 6:4)  Fathers. The spiritual teacher in the home, the one who is charged with bringing up their children in the discipline and instruction of the Lord, is the father of the household. What about the youth pastor? (What youth pastor?) 


You mean the father was to shoulder the responsibility on his own? Mostly, yes. The parents did, of course, bring their children to worship where they heard the Word of God explained and preached to them. But the father was to be his children’s primary pastor and teacher.  


Where did the Apostles get this notion? The fact is that this was God’s plan all along, from the very beginning of the nation of Israel. The book of Deuteronomy was God’s instruction for covenant life in the Promised Land. And God’s plan was for countless generations to be raised up and to grow mighty in that good land. But how was the faith to be transmitted to each new generation? It was to be accomplished by the parents. True, each community was to have Levites or pastors who would instruct the people and lead them in worship. But it was primarily the parents who were to learn from them and then translate and transmit the truth to their children.

In fact, this is precisely what we find later on in the early church, in Paul’s letter to the Ephesians, for example.  When Paul wrote to the believers in Ephesus, the church had already been in existence for some ten years or more.  Paul had personally stayed there over two years teaching and training them in the way of Christ so that they were well established.  


Now what was the plan for teaching the children the Christian faith?  Did it include Sunday school teachers and catechism classes and youth groups and youth pastors?  Well, not exactly.  “Fathers, do not provoke your children to anger, but bring them up in the discipline and instruction of the Lord.”  (Ephesians 6:4)       


That is the biblical pattern and command.  The person responsible before God for raising children in the way of Christ is “Fathers,” and, by extension, “Mothers.”  Not the elders, not the church, not the Sunday school teachers or catechism teachers, but “Fathers.”  


And yet this has not really been the case now for generations.  For a long time we parents have merely turned our kids over to the church and said, “You do it.  You teach my kids the way of Christ.”  And in a critical moment many years ago, the church goofed (actually, it was more like a slow and gradual process.)  But at some point the church said, “Okay, yes, we’ll do it.  We’ll create clever, lightweight programs that will attract your children with or without your support.”  This became the new model.  And as each new generation grew up with “youth-group-is-fun,” the expectation became that church should be fun, too.  And the result was that the church eventually caved in and made every aspect of its life clever and lightweight, and the church lost its way.  


And what the church should have said was, “No, no.  We won’t do it.  The Bible lays the responsibility for children’s spiritual well-being squarely on the shoulders of you parents.  We have no authority to take that away from you.  And we have no authorization to receive it from you, even if you offer it to us.  The buck stops at home, more precisely with ‘Dad’.”  


Please understand, Parents, we at the church cannot relieve you of your charge.  We can support you, we can train you and encourage you; we can assist you somewhat.  But if you are relying on the church to do it for you, then you are shirking your responsibility and you are placing your children in spiritual peril.  


In the baptism service, you notice it is still in the correct order.  Parents take vows on behalf of their children.  Parents promise to raise their kids as Christians.  The church only says, “We will support you in your endeavor.  We will help you.”  But since our sovereign and wise God has entrusted those children to their parents, those parents are responsible to God for their charges.   

I don’t think we should abolish Sunday school or catechism classes, not at all.  I am personally very grateful that my kids are hearing the faith from others and not just from me.  I want to commend and thank all those who have taught over the years and invite you to please keep it up.  


But the situation today is somewhat like that of the early church in Acts in the convert stage.  In many ways, fathers have not known that it was their responsibility to teach and train their children.  Everybody else was just turning them over to the church, letting the church do it.  So fathers, parents, are largely untrained in how to teach and train their own children, and this is where we must begin.  

CONCLUSION


But let me conclude by making that one point most clearly.  When on the Day of Judgment God asks the question, “Did you teach the children entrusted to you the way of Christ?” whom will God be asking?  We may have assumed it was the church, or the elders, or the Sunday school and catechism teachers.  But it is none of these.


No, when God looks people in the eye and requires of them:  “Did you teach the children entrusted to you the way of Christ?” he will be looking into the eyes of parents, and especially us dads.  

The sad fact is that the Lost Generation was not stolen, it was forfeited.  
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