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It is often said that "it takes a village to raise a child."  Parenting is not just an activity for a
child’s parents, but for their grandparents, aunts and uncles, older siblings, and teachers who play
arole. A church community is like a village in that way as well. . At Bradley Hills we take
seriously our responsibility and opportunity to be a village that cares about raising children. My
family has been blessed by the many hands and hearts willing to help here. Each and every one
of us not only was or is a child, but touches the life of some young person in ways we may not
realize.

Nancy Fuchs-Kreimer’s excellent book The Spirituality of Parenting (Jewish Lights Pub, 1998)
provides a wonderful foundation for this subject. She suggests that while we pass religion down
to our children, spirituality is often passed upwards. I would agree. Some people find their most
spiritual self in parenting. One of the parents in Bible Music Camp has described to me how
their experience of parenting is a profoundly spiritual practice. A privilege. A sacred calling. A
way to touch the future.

After our first child was born my wife and I were overwhelmed. Our early days were a blur. We
were exhausted. We tried for days to get our baby to sleep. We took turns taking him around the
block in the stroller hoping he’d fall asleep. Those were tough days. And yet we also marveled
at the miracle of life in our midst. And at the opportunity and blessing we had of being able to
raise him and shape his life.

Last week we baptized little Oliver Panagides and his parents made a promise to raise him in the
Christian faith. We made a similar promise about our children and so we have worked to try and
teach our children the principles and ideas that have made a difference to us. In doing so we
have found that it is we who end up learning from our parenting.

Harvard Professor and author Robert Coles once said, “Children are souls of God put here to
teach us something while we’re trying to teach them something.” Think about how much your
children or grandchildren or children somewhere in your experience have taught you about the
most sacred principles of your faith. Consider the theological ideas of our faith and then ponder
what you have learned about them from being a parent.

About love. The feeling you had when you first laid eyes on your child. The unconditional love
deep within you you can’t help but express. The love you had when you held your child close.
That is the kind of unconditional love that God has for each of us here.



About creation. A child that grew inside you for nine months and then grows outside of you.
Your children may be made in your image but you were made in the image of God. Some of you
may be taking a child to college this year. How many of you have been to a back to school event
already this fall? You look at your child and realize how much they have grown.

But the creation doesn’t just start with you. Billy Graham once said that to him, the birth of a
baby was the greatest proof of the existence of God.

And being a parent teaches us about the other parts of God’s creation in nature. Have you ever
wondered why is it that kids are so crazy about animals? My children are all fascinated with
animals, from the itsy bitsy spider to their obsession with our dog. On the way back from our
trip to Cape Cod last week we stopped at the Mystic Aquarium in Connecticut. It’s kind of
pricey but worth it to see the whales swim around the pool right before your eyes. A perfect
place for an operation overboard fieldtrip. Then on the car ride home the next day we played a
video called “Really Wild Animals” over and over and over again but as a result I know all about
some really wild animals in God’s creation.

What have your children taught you about forgiveness? I watch our twins compete and push and
cry. But then they reconcile and support. That is the human condition.

Do you parents experience the witching hour? That time around dinner when the kids are just
most rowdy. And running around. When our two boys are being rowdy it takes everything in my
power not to get upset. Like Tina Fey in the movie Date Night, 1 often employ the holy trinity of
parenting, “Don’t make me count to 3.” But you learn from those situations. You learn about
grace. You tell your children to say “I’m sorry” and find yourself internalizing your own words
about grace. For in grace is how God acts towards us. God forgives us through Jesus Christ.
Think about how often you have to forgive something a child does? Then realize how many
things we all did as children that needed to be forgiven. Then ponder what we all still do as
adults that we need forgiveness for. Fortunately, God forgives us our sins, as we forgive those
who sin against us.

What have your children taught you about humility? Children force us to slow down, to listen
and focus on the present. My mother used to talk about how hard it was to get out of the house
with me as a child. She would get me changed and all ready to go and then I would spill
something and she’d never get out of the house. Now I am experiencing the same thing. It takes
forever to get out of house.

But there is something healthy in taking our time. In slowing down. Of finding the spiritual in
the mundane. Children have to learn things we take for granted. There is something healthy
about remembering with humility what we are at our core as humans.

What has parenting taught you about your own beliefs? Being a parent brings you face to face
with your ideals as you try and explain them to your children.

I preached a sermon in June about spending an evening at the homeless camps behind White
Flint Mall with case workers from Bethesda Cares. I talked with my boys about that. My
younger son said we should give them a home. And I couldn’t answer why we didn’t.



One of the ideals for many of us is the importance of going to church. Many of us who weren’t
active in a church as young adults return to church as parents for our children. Just being in the
church community matters for children. Just being in church, hearing its rhythm, is instructive. I
used to sit in balcony of my church in Ohio for years as a child and I didn’t think I was paying
attention. But as an adult, as a pastor, I can look back and I realize how much I did pick up.

Children make us act on our beliefs as they help us remember to be on our best behavior. We
want to model good behavior for them. Kids learn by example. They watch us, what we
communicate by the way we speak, the way we treat others, and by the decisions we make. This
is how children learn. So we start to say prayers at dinner that we might not otherwise say
except we feel we should. The Book of Proverbs tells us “Train children in the right way and
when old, they will not stray.”

Parenting gets many of us thinking about the future. About mortality I understand in Central
American countries there is a custom of making the cross on a child's head when a parent leaves
them. That is sign [ have made many evenings on my children at bed time as I say the “Now I
lay me down to sleep I give thee Lord my soul to keep. If I should die before I wake I give thee
Lord my soul to take.

Children make us think about our own mortality. That we might not be here forever and that our
children will continue after we are gone. When we say goodnight, many times we read a story.
We hope the story of our lives continues with our children.

We drove back from our vacation last week and out of the blue one of our boys asked, “Dad, will
Batman go to Heaven?” That’s an important theological question. You have to think about
these subjects for yourself as you explain it to them.

One evening recently one of our children asked about death. We asked if he knew what death
was. He said that “Death is when you fall down. And you stay down for a really really really
long time. And then you get up and go to Heaven to be with God.” That is great Pauline
theology. And I got a lump in my throat as [ heard it. It was very spiritual moment.

Whenever my mother visits she brings clothes that were my sister’s to try on our 18 month old
twins. But eventually our children grow up. We can’t dress them as we like any longer. They
become independent. And we need that. I have heard it said that from age birth to 5 a child
needs someone to care for them. From 6-12 someone to teach them things. From ages 12-20 a
coach. From 21, a friend. Parenting in very stage is a calling. Sacred calling.

Jesus took children seriously. He loved them and called them to him. And he referred to God as
his heavenly father, underscoring the importance of the parenting role.

Pastor Rick Warren made his mark with a book called The Purpose Driven Life. It is the best
selling hard cover book ever. The famous opening line is “It’s not about you.” That line
summarizes the theme of The Purpose Driven Life. The book sold so many copies because that
idea resonated with so many. Is there a better mantra for being a parent than “it’s not about
you?” When you are a parent you learn that pretty fast. If anything will help you see it’s not
about you its parenting. That is a profoundly spiritual idea.



And in the end, having children should make us laugh. And that is a good spiritual practice.
That is good for the soul. We have to laugh at the challenges and absurd parts of life. The crazy
things that happen when kids say and do amazing things. I don’t know how many times Bridget
and I have looked at each other and said, “We need to write that down.” Kids give parents’
permission to laugh at themselves and that is good for the soul.

We are a village that will raise the next generation. Every one of us has a role to play in
nurturing someone. Young people will teach you things of the spirit. Remind you that you are a
child of God. And inspire you to give thanks to your heavenly parent. May it be so. Amen.



