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mandating a particular start, students who are not vet ready upon enter-
ing the seventh grade should be encouraged to wait until they and their
mentor believe that they are sufficiently ready.

Readiness on both the front and back ends is the key. We must re-
member that the Holy Spirit works the individual desire to make such a
commitment to study and to adhere to the promises expressed in the Rite
of Confirmation. We must also keep in mind that each student has a
unique developmental timeline, which God, who controls all things, also
established.

Arthur Repp notes that throughout the history of confirmation in
Lutheranism, there has never been a single, uniformly accepted model of
instruction.?* Although we in the Lutheran Church have been solid on
our understanding of what we are to teach to our children, we have wres-
tled with the open question of how best to provide that instruction since
the time of Luther. What I have suggested is but one approach. This
approach attempts to take into account the learning found in the work of
developmental theorists. The hope is that by applying such knowledge,
our children will not merely retain the facts of the faith with greater effi-
ciency, but that also through our instruction and the work of the Holy
Spirit our youth will build the foundation for a lifelong growing and
vibrant faith in God. We hope that they will remain an active part of the
Body of Christ rather than making a quick exit from church life immedi-
ately after they are confirmed. Isn't that what confirmation is really all
about?

% Arthur Repy, Confirmation in the Lutheran Church (St. Louis: Concordia, 1964),
155,

CHAPTER 5

DEEP IN MY HEART

How THE DEVELOPMENT
OF A THINKING CLIMATE ENCOURAGES LEARNING

“Why?” Depending on your perspective or perhaps the current state
of your stamina, the simple question “Why?” can represent the beginning
of something wonderful, an exploration of the greater depth of a subject
or a rabbit hole down which you may find no escape. In the hands of
both teens and toddlers, “Why?” is a potent question. As the father of two
boys and a DCE with nearly twenty years of experience ministering to
teenagers, I am well acquainted with the power of “Why?” At times, when
my sons ask “Why?” questions, they are trying to assess just how much
their mother and I are on the same page. They are trying to find out if
there is any way they can change our minds or cause us to doubt our
course of action. They are also very much trying to dig in deeper to
discover just how it is that our decision-making works. From this
understanding, they develop their own ability to assess the world around
them and draw a wise conclusion on what course of action to take, or at
least to assess if the thrill of the potential fun they might have outweighs
the potential for the trouble they might get in. Though with a much
higher level of sophistication, the “Why?” questions of early adolescents
push boundaries in a similar manner.

In each instance, the child has reached a developmental transitional
stage in which individuation becomes more important; thus, the idea of
merely accepting the answer of a parent or other authority at face value is
less of a readily accepted option. While the questioning occurs at
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dramatically different levels, the motivation is strikingly similar. In each
case, an enlarging world presents more information that needs to be

assessed and evaluated.

"THE QUESTIONS OF CHILDREN

As children grow and develop psychologically and intellectually, the
manner in which they learn about the world around the}:n changes. What
stays constant is the need to know “Why?” At times, this process can be
frustrating, At other times, this process is a wonder to behold: I\‘/(Iy SOI’;&:
are still young. As I write, the oldest is six and in ﬁrlst grade. His “Why? f
questions can truly be exhausting.! This is due in Part to a lack o
background information or mental structures with which to maké sen?qe
of the answers to the questions he is asking. There are natural penoc.is in
a child’s life when he or she tends toward the asking of more quesnf)n,s.
Often enough, these questions are on subjects well beyon(.i the Chﬂ;ls
ability to comprehend. This is both natural and good for c.hﬂdren to . d0.
It may well be frustrating for parents or teachers e'Ltter‘nptmg to prm; .e
clarity in the barrage of inquiries, but the alternative is to squelch their
inquisitiveness. o .

My older son is, I believe, somewhat above av.erage m' his questkc;n
asking. While I enjoy his desire to understand, at times neither my wife
nor 1 have the patience needed to help him understand. | may lack th.e
patience to really dig in and try to comprehend the nature of what he is
asking, and he may lack the patience to make sense' oult of my answers. j;:t
six years old, my son is still quite literal in his thinking. .Thus, when he
asks questions that require abstract concepts to answer him, w-e st.art to
enter challenging waters. My job in formulating answers for.hlm is not
merely to attempt to provide an expedient answer‘ to get him back to
whatever we were doing prior to his question(s). It is, rather, to t-ake the
time to really listen to what he wants to know through his question ar}lld
to provide not just an answer to that question, but perhaps.: also the
framework that he needs in order to understand the answer. Still further,

! Compounding this, he is by nature a highly verbal child, _not merely ve}rl“mﬁ ior I: l;z};,
but also in comparison to girls his age. He isalso a morning 'person,lw 1§t . at e 2;
The number of questions prior to 6:00 a.m. is staggering at times. I love it, bu

bit much to take in before adequate caffeine.
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I need to take the time to make things as concrete as I possibly can. This
is challenging when the topic is by nature more abstract than concrete.

For example, consider a child raised in a Christian home who attends
church regularly and is exposed to the socialization side of the church
(whether that is through a circle of Christian families with kids the child’s
age or through parochial Christian schooling). This child may experience
a sort of crisis to discover that not everyone knows about Christ or even
cares to know about God generally. The concept of God has, for this
child, been previously defined in strictly Christian terms. Therefore,
exposure to new concepts of divinity requires new mental structures in
which to organize the information.

One summer, while on vacation visiting friends and family in
Colorado, my family drove through St. George, Utah, and visited the
local Mormon temple. Naturally, this created a situation in which to
discuss the distinctions between the Mormon faith and Christianity.
Fortunately, we had in recent months been visited by Mormon
missionaries, with whom I enjoyed engaging on theological topics, so my
sonn was already generally familiar with the concept that Mormons,
though they might claim to be Christians, do not believe that Jesus is God
in the same way that we as Christians do. However, when at the visitor’s
center at the temple, there was a need to sort through the projected
message of the Mormon faith as a restoration of Christianity. On a basic
level, we were able to do this and build upon the mental structures of true
and false concepts of the nature and identity of God. As both our sons
grow and mature in their understanding of the world, there will be many
more conversations to fill in blanks that cannot be dealt with currently.

There are great parallels between the questions asked in my home
and the questions that T have encountered in my ministry to youth and
their families. What I love the most about youth ministry are the great
questions that young people ask. At the same time, what makes me most
exasperated about youth ministry are the questions that young people
ask. Youth asking questions is a double-edged sword. Their naturally
inquisitive minds seek out the world around them, sometimes
desperately trying to make sense of it all. Yet, their minds lack the
conceptual categories in which to place much of what they encounter.
Youth tend to present their parents and other adults with a blizzard of

sometimes seemingly disconnected questions. This is a part of the nature
of what it means to be a teenager. What it means to be a leader of youth,
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especially in the Church, is to be responsive to their questions. This art
requires a combination of patience and wisdom. You will need patience
in order to listen actively to the question that is actually being asked and
because responding to one question may well lead to many more
questions. Patience with yourself is also necessary, as you will need to do
additional research at times in order to respond. You will also need
wisdom in order to best present what you have learned througbout your
lifetime in a way that is accessible to the child.

CULTIVATING A THINKING CLIMATE

Eugene Roehlkepartain’s article The Thinking Climate: A Missing
Ingredient in Youth Ministry® has greatly influenced my thinking related
to some of the ways in which we approach not only youth ministry, but
confirmation instruction as well. My concern is that if we make the
memorization of a certain set of theological facts the main focus in
confirmation instruction, we will end up missing a great opportunity to
minister to the young people in our midst. Hear me on this—I am not at
all suggesting that we downgrade or give a lesser standing to the content
of our faith. Rather, I would suggest that the educational process of
catechesis that takes place in confirmation is more than the sum total of
the content taught. It is about that content at its foundation, but the full
transmission of that content is a far deeper project that involves
addressing affective and behavioral aspects. Therefore, whether you are a
parent, pastor, DCE, or youth leader, the establishment of an open
thinking climate in your home and church is critical.

So what is a thinking climate? Based on Roehlkepartain’s work, I
would define a thinking climate as one marked by a pervading acceptance
of deep thinking and questioning rather than a particular programmatic
approach. Let me repeat a part of that—a thinking climate is not a
program or curricular approach. You do not have to change your
curriculum in order to establish a thinking climate, though at times such
a change might be helpful. Rather, a thinking climate has more of an
impact on how through teaching methods, students are able to enter into

? Fugene Roehlkepartain, “The Thinking Climate: A Missing Ingredient in Youth
Ministry?,” Christian Education Journal 15, no. 1 {1994); 53-63.
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a space in which deep thinkin

g and questioning is not
but encouraged. ’ ey accepted

A thinking climate in confirmation instruction begins with meeti
your students where they are in terms of their knowledge of the failglg
?Eey may not have come. to you with a wealth of biblical knowledge:
| €y may not have been in worship much, if at all, prior to beginni
instruction. They might have little to no idea what it meansg t Igg
Lu.theran as opposed to Catholic or Baptist. They may very well b0 he
¢pitome of biblical illiteracy. A thinking climate aIlow;Y enga et
where they are in their understanding of the Lutheran faith as i el to
their own life and faith. el

Roehlkepartain points out that in passing on our faith to the
generation, there is a distinction between spoon-feeding youth ans o
to qtlzestions and encouraging them to think through these szers
quesflons so that they can attempt to reach answers for themselves 31;;6
providing youth with the answers that we as adults have alread wol k 217
out for ourselves, we short circuit the learning process Ratirler :he
enc?uraging them to learn to think through tough issues f(‘)r themsel o

we ]u.mp to the end and present youth with our thoughts. This ey
negatively impact their faith as they may find the issues we 1r‘es0‘l*.fedmfay
them resurfacing in college, where they will finally have to confront th o
on their own without any guidance from a trusted Christian adult Vc;v'm
cannot expect youth to handle tough challenges to their faith if the .ha .
not personally wrestled with the questions of faith. When we Z .;’e
answers to which we have arrived, they will perhaps nod in a cement,
but they may not really have learned much from us. peement
. lYouth don’t just need time to hear about the faith; they need time t
dig in and wrestle with the content of the faith as it is presented T; ;
neec? Space so that they can bring to the surface questions tha.t o
géssmg.ly occur to them but do not otherwise see the light of da)lfn ?I}l,
1
bascfitltsos;c::}.l;h;;a?ied to be able to take apart their faith in order to put it
Tl'le reason that there is so much value in allowing youth to do thi
wresthngl in the context of the church is that they will naturally do so ;i
some point anyway. Therefore, why not provide opportunity for this

* Roehikepartain, “The Thinking Climate,” 53.
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wrestling when they are in a community (.)f fait%a that aljo;:;i 51.1::1}1
exploration in a supportive rather than a hostile env1r01.1mer.1t. -EWI gt
youth to wrestle with deep questions related-to their faxth. wi noS
necessarily cause them to further doubt their faith. Instead, thlS, pr(.)ge-sn
allows them freedom to examine their faith and sjeek the Lord’s alt h 1ir
strengthening their faith.* Youth will ask the questions that art? ior; t(;
hearts and minds. The question is whether our. churches Wﬂk de 2
welcome place they need to be for those questions to be ashe }::r:o
answered, or whether we will instead leave the youth of the churc
i of the world. .
SEEkFﬂ;: ‘:}llj}il?;, faith is more naturally something fissociated w1%111dthe
family. You might not speak of faith as in'heritfzd, but chi t ;e;
developmentally draw their understanding of faith chrectl)./ ﬁ;)lin thzir
parents. They pray like their parents pray. They worship li ef -
parents worship. They formulate concepts about the nature o ; o
consistent with the expressions of that nature that they glean from
ions over time with their parents.
COH‘;eiSea:;ztiy experienced a Sunday when I had to take our boys t(;
church alone. My wife was unable to join us, and—I have to be hones;——
was a bit nervous about what would take place. We. had beenlstrugg mi
to keep the boys engaged and down to a dull roar ‘m the serv1c2 I\IlowaS
was going to be there with the both of them, but without my wife. I wi
i numbered.
gomfiii::;::d struggles with them handling the kids" bags in the ref:ent
past, I somewhat bravely chose to bring no toys in w1t§ me. In previous
weeks, I tried to get my six-year-old to stand and sit with the co;grega—
tion, hoping to teach him about the liturgy through the process o E?rtiz;
ipation, even at his more basic level. That Sunday, I was not surjl 1 WH :
going to push that, but to my surprise, I did not have to do any‘ctl 1;% e
willingly stood with the congregation and me when.we stoo .b o
tempted to sing the songs for worship that he knew. His young:lr ro e
even did his preschool best to participate. Toward the enfi of the ser\crlm )
he stood with his brother and me, trying to figure out if he wante 'to
stand with his hands behind his back or in front. He seemed to be trying

% Roehlkepartain, “The Thinking Climate,” 53.
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to assess if we were in fact praying and to assume a posture appropriate
for that. Early learning is imitative and at times, very cute,

As children grow toward adolescence, the qQuestioning stage that par-
ents seemingly forget from when their kids were in the preschool and
early elementary years returns with a vengeance. At a more sophisticated
level, the emerging intellect of children as they transition through adoles-
cence toward adulthood offers a barrage of questions that at times causes
parents and church leaders alike some concern over their spiritual stand-
ing before their Maker.

In our pluralistic society, we cannot keep our young people from en-
countering a world full of belief systems that compete with and contra-
dict our own. The influence of pop culture will push our youth to coexist
with others of diverse backgrounds in a manner in which they are not
merely agreeing to disagree, but rather in a way that accepts a sort of
“truth” (if you can call it that) for all offered religious, spiritual, or philo-
sophical positions. Rather than attempting to offer a shelter in this storm,

the argument behind the establishment of a thinking climate would be
that we embrace the changes inherent to the intellectual and spiritual
development of our young people rather than fight over the influences
upon them. We are called to enter into their lives and establish a support-
ing community in which questions are valued and not shunned.

However, the research Roehlkepartain conducted for the publication
of his article led him to state that, sadly, far too few youth reap the bene-
fits of a thinking climate in their local church.® When they need the space
to explore their questions and discover answers, they find that the church
is not the place where they are free to do so. Roehlkepartain goes on to
estimate that half of Protestant youth are not exposed to environments in
their churches that are conducive to the development of a thinking cli-
mate.* While this research is nearly twenty years old, I have found no
new research demonstrating that the situation in the church is any differ-
ent today. There are individual churches and leaders who create this
space, but the church at large is anything but known for openness to the
free discussion of difficult or even controversial topics. Rather, it is

* Roehlkepartain, “The Thinking Climate,” 54,
® Rochlkepartain, “The Thinking Climate,” 54.
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known as a closed institution, asserting truth claims rather than engaging

in respectful debate.

YOUNG ADULTS LEAVING THE CHURCH

Young adults dropping out of the church %oday often. find tshe chu;ct:i
to be controlling, surface level in its thinking and dls:cussmns, an v
science, repressive of disagreements, exclusive, and anything bu;loieer oy
doubt.” Let us explore each of these to see how the church can hin

own cause due to poor public perception.

CONTROLLING
The Church has a tendency to like to control its f)wn r.nessage.t FI.‘}::Z
is a propensity toward overprotection, manifesting itself in a res i;c:t e
internal climate that is at odds with the larger culture. For -a g:n; acion
with such an affinity for the arts and creativity as the Mosaics,? this cau
be a serious issue. Through creative expression, young people may ‘g'es
work out the meaning of their faith. As they do so, theylmay e?cprﬁst }tlzsr
than orthodox beliefs as they seek to make heads or tails of hftla(. a ed
than view this as a part of their development and help them w.or- to;virh
a more mature faith or a clearer understanding. of the C.hnstlan :}111 ,
churches all too often attempt to cut off the artistic expressmrll, }sl(t)rni f(;:f
hoping that the doubt, as might be expretssed on f:an‘vas,'mf \ nhalt -
entertained at all. The problem with this line of thmkl-ng 1.s ttha Weative
expressed is not necessarily an issue created by :expfesswn in ; c:rm e
process, but rather the reality of a young person’s faith as he (?r ; e
from a childlike faith to a more well thought through adult falt. - -
Rather than attempting to control how youth express their fait ,1 te
church should take the task of creating creative _space for- young peopot; Z
explore expressions of their faith. Yes, they will get thl?gi ‘.;:;Oziou :
regular basis. A young songwriter hoping to express his fai . thin
music will err theologically and will need to be co.rrec‘ted. But r; e;l o
fully stifle the impulse to express his heart of faith in song, the chu

7 David Kinnaman, You Lost Me (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 2011), 92. N
i m
¥ Mosaic is the term coined by researcher George Barna to iescr;b:hw :3 i :rsl more
i i the Millennials. Barna preferred this
dely known as Generation Y or  preferte: o e
:sled)i[t to emphasis the creative side that he saw as a distinguishing feature o

generation.
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should offer a sounding board and a place of sharpening and learning. In
this way, the church can bring artistic expression back into the church in
a new and reinvigorated way and dispel the belief that the church seeks
merely to control. We need to teach the Gospel and trust that in time its
truth will come into full bloom in our youth.

SURFACE LEVEL

When I'say that youth find the church to be surface level, T mean that
they view the church as lacking the deep thinking and reflection neces-
sary to handle today’s complex faith-related questions. Too often, people
falsely see the church as solely offering proof texts, at times out of con-
text, instead of actually engaging with the culture to ascertain the true
and full nature of the questions at hand. It is like the husband who
answers his wife based upon what he thinks she is asking about only to
find her frustrated at him for not listening.

Rather than equipping youth with the critical thinking skills needed
to assess and evaluate faith challenges for themselves, too often
apologetics is degraded into the provision of preset answers, often not
even relevant to the questions at hand. This happens when youth are
trained to memorize facts but are not taught to really listen to the
concerns and objections of others, There seems to be a concern that if we
discuss questions with our youth related to the faith, then this will in and
of itself undermine their faith. T would argue that if we are Creating a

thinking climate well, we will tap into questions that teens already have,
whether on the surface or not, and offer a safer place in which to ask and
to explore the implications of answers to those questions. We are not
creating the questions so much as being far better attuned to the reality
that those questions exist and are in need of a substantive response on the
part of the church.

By not allowing full, deep, and penetrating questions to be asked,
churches have given the impression that they lack depth and certainly
have ill-equipped their young people with shallow understandings of the
Christian faith, The world presents youth with real and challenging
questions. Youth who head off to college with the faith maturity of a
child often find their faith unraveling. Some may return with questions
about their faith that we did not prepare them to deal with. Others wil]
seek answers from local churches O campus ministries, many of which
are non-Lutheran, where they may find the willingness to facilitate the
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critical thinking that they need while at the same time offering fellowship
that includes encouragement and support. Still others forsake their faith
entirely, lacking the confidence that the church has any answers to offer.

We need to be intentionally pro-active. To think that our “church

kids” should not be asking these questions in church is foolish. When
they avoid or don’t answer these questions, churches may end up leaving
the impression that there may not really be any good answers. Once
again, this can cause a weakening of faith as youth encounter challenges
to their faith for which they are not prepared to respond.

While trying to avoid unnecessary doubt by staving off challenging
issues, parents and church leaders may unintentionally set their youth up
for future faith quakes. For many of our youth, it is not so much a
question of if they will be forced to deal with challenges to their faith, but
rather when and how forceful the challenges will be. We do a disservice
to our youth when families and churches fail to prepare students so that
they can provide well thought out and deeply reflective responses. The
church is full of great thinkers. It is a fallacy to believe that being a person
of faith somehow means that one is of lesser intelligence. Both
historically and today, many of the greatest minds place their faith and
trust in Christ. To leave youth with any other impression is to fail them
radically. If we do not connect youth with those great thinkers, both from
today and from history, we leave them with the impression that we do
not have thinkers capable of offering deeply considered answers. In this
way, the church is seen as a place for simpler minds to hide from the

fearfulness of the world.

ANTI-SCIENCE

One of the areas in which youth receive the greatest challenges to
their faith is the field of science. There is a widespread belief among
young people that faith and science are incompatible. Bill Nye and Neil
deGrasse Tyson have made it a recent mission to prove that science is
incompatible with and intellectually superior to religion. Postmodernism
has succeeded in asserting that since the scientific method seeks the
verifiable, science therefore deals with the facts and faith deals with
unverifiable superstitions. Where the two have no conflict, there is no
need for one to win out over the other. However, in areas of perceived
conflict, science is alleged to have the higher intellectual ground.
Historically, this has not always been the case, as there was a time when
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theol '
ISIZ(I)H ())gy held the h1g-h ground and people of fajth (both Christianity and
were responsible for laying the foundations for science as an

academic discipline, Ironically, postmodernism, which has had such a

newat; .
egative effect on universal truth, has not managed to do the same t
me to

e. Rather, religious truth is viewed ag
is held as objective. This i i
o whil - 101s 18 an interestin
o cc;nmdermg the postmodern assertion that there is no universa{;r
u i

and the processes of the scientific method that have time g d agai
led to the overturning of one theory i ot buter
comports with the evidence,

subjective, while scientific truth

n favor of a new theory that better

knowledge i igion i
&€ 1n a way that religion is not. It is seen as open to the testing of

trut}; I::Iain;.s, whereas religion, and specifically Christianity, is not
e St o e o e O of it
that Chll’istianity is not open to Veriﬁcatiizm.- lli::htrp(j;e;lllﬂzf fallcsie to' a'Sseﬁ
the Christian faith is the one that is most open to’ o, e
eg;:;ﬁosﬁtdzf our way to (::xplore how we might as tangibly as possible
bh monstrable e.v:dence for the claims of our faith. It is more a
I~ f;t ;;:ulence.o\‘ferreachmg in its 'claims to discover and verify truth than

ut resisting deep explorations of our world and universe

. S?me would point out that science, when it takes on th -f
scientism, falls prey to the same trap in which el
often find themselves, Both science and fajth b

verification. We have

religious people all too
ave the tendency to see

e A » ot only is history replete with examples of scholarly
- W 0 were also upstanding and fajthfy] churchmen, but there
© remams today a goodly numb ienti ’
er of scientists who ar.
women of faith seekin e Gromr
g to understand God’s creati
_ ; ion and th
through their vocation of scientific inquiry " e
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REPRESSIVE

Going back to the list of why youth leave the Church, another reason
s that they see the Church as being repressive of disagreements. When it
comes to matters of sexuality, the Church does not have the greatest
record in this regard. The Church is seen as repressive for being so far
out of step with the larger society on a range of sex-related issues. From
contraception to homosexuality to pre-marital sex, the message of the
Church is a repressive litany of “NOV

The Church has sadly become known more for what it stands against
than what it stands for. Young people, even those in the Church, might
have a hard time expressing a clear understanding of what the Church
eaches on salvation, but they “know” we “hate” homosexuals. Casting
Crowns, in their song “Jesus, Friend of Sinners,” points the Church and
more specifically individual Christians toward relational connections of
1ealing and care as a way in which to respond to this challenge.

When we fail to be relational in our confirmation instruction with
bur own youth, how well can we prepare them to respond out of love
when presented with the accusation that the Church just wants to repress
seople and the freedom that they should be able to enjoy with their
rodies? When we fail to help our young people who are wrestling with
heir own understanding of God’s design for sex, we falsely give the
mpression that sex is something dirty that we cannot discuss in church.
I'his leaves them to have their view of sexuality shaped by pop culture,
-omplete with a view that the Christian faith and parents are repressive
or not wanting their children to enjoy sex with anyone they might

lesire.

EXCLUSIVE

In John 14:6, Christ makes it clear that He is the only way to the
“ather. To the sensibilities of postmodern youth, making such a claim
creams of intolerance. Young people see Christianity as exclusive, and
xclusivity is something with which they don’t want to be associated.
Sven youth growing up in the church struggle with such strong claims to
he exclusivity of faith in Christ. Our culture has been so deeply

See David Kinnaman and Gabe Lyons, unChristian (Grand Rapids: Baker Book
Touse, 2007} for a similar analysis.
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influenced by Eastern religious philosophy

that havi i
heaven no longer seems very loving, 8 ¢ single path o

me. They do not want to be
a pluralistic world and have a

hard fi . o
ard time understanding religious claims that exclude the majority of the

world’s population.

Not OpreN TO Douert

, & father, whose
n out of, makes g truly classic
en he says, “I believe; help my
not without jts chailenges, and to

statement on the nature of faith wh
unbelief!” (v. 24). The Christian faith is

ret ise i i
pretend otherwise is (o engage in a life of denial. When parents or

churches fail to create a s i i
pace in which doubt can be i
to be comfortable expressing their doubts, e youth ol

HOWw CAN A THiNkING CLIMATE HELP?
Moving back to Roehikepartain’s work, he asserts that quality

of essential elements for

Cr al”}ee ucatio ai € Hd()() 1es 1n
or del to ellgage ﬂle llealt as w ell as tlle IIllIld Of thell Studellts

** Roehlkepartain, “The Thinking Climate,” 54.
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The thinking climate must be such that questions are enco.ura‘ged
rather than discouraged. The simplest way to discourage free 1lnqu1ry ‘mt(:
the beliefs of our faith is to make students feel as though their question

re
are somehow foolish, wrong, or simply unwelcome. As your studen;s age
i i inning to chan
j ing i dolescence, their world is beginning
just entering into a ‘ 1 e
certain of themselves o
radically. They are no longer as . res or thelr vt
i i The views of their peers are beginning
identity as they once were. . nring fo he'd
i inion of them still matters a grea .
enormous sway.'! Your op ; e
i for their free exploration of the qu
extent to which you allow room : .
that they have, serious or not in your mind, lays a foundation for the way
in which they will interact with the faith in years to ?ome.. - L
Some of the most energizing times I have had in ministry, as 1we
some of the more memorable lessons I have taught, have taken p ;m; on
€
outh group nights without specific agendas. In each church Thav
. . .
Zerved I have developed the habit of offering open question glghts. est
nights are designed to be totally free form discussions in Wthl'.l lam ;:}111
on the spot to address as best as I can the questions most pressing on the
ight.
hearts of the youth there that nig .
As [ said, this really puts me on the spot. In preparation for. t}losi
nights, T have to brush up a bit on the questions that I might ant%apaﬂel. )
] “ ’ " tions tha
illi humble “I don’t know” for ques
also have to be willing to offer a _ '
I am not equipped to handle. Matters of complex phﬂosoptiy f(;r science
t areas in which to bluff my way
that 1 have not yet pondered are no : .
through. There may be times when I begin to explore possible aflswers
with the youth and even involve them in the process of seeking ari
i i hat I canno
h a point at which I know t
answer. However, when I reac anne
offer a solid answer, [ let that be known. I make a note of the topic a :
uestion, offering to do my work to develop a more completer* resporlllse. :
zaake sure to do that work and to find a time to commumcat-e w a}t1 |
found back to the group and the specific youth asking the qt;est;l(()in. T 1ts
i address it,
is criti t forget to return to the topic an
last step is critical. I canno .
The work to establish a thinking climate relies greatly upon the follow

through.

i i t the
I The foundation of parental influence remains the largest influencer, bu
influence gap radically shrinks during this time.
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The youth in all the churches where T have done this have loved it. It
takes time to get them used to and, more to the point, comfortable with
asking real and truly deep, heartfelt questions, but once that climate is
established, watch out. Initially, the room is quiet. As a leader, this can be
2 bit uncomfortable. A rookie mistake would be to keep talking in the
silence. Even if the silence makes you uncomfortable, you need to leave
the space in which youth can take the risk to start asking questions.

The questions will eventually begin to flow. As youth begin to offer
initial, less personal Questions, they will learn that their questions are
valid and worth seeking an answer. They will additionally learn that the
Church is a place in which such deeper reflection is encouraged. They
will fearn that having doubts is not an end to faith, but an invitation to
develop an even deeper faith. “I believe: help my unbeliefl” (Mark 9:24b).

I'really cannot say this too strongly: give serious consideration to the
questions that your students ask. Establish for them a judgment-free zone
in your class. You should show no signs of shock at the twelve-year-old
you have known since Baptism who asks if there really is a God, or if the
crucifixion was an act of evil on God’s part against His Son. These are
questions with which they might be wrestling on their own or perhaps
issues their parents wrestle with as well. Perhaps they have a teacher who
is pushing them to reject Christianity.”? Taking their concerns seriously,
even when they struggle to express them seriously (you know those

junior high boys who can’t do much of anything seriously), is the key to
keeping them engaged and thinking through their faith.

Let me take a moment to mention that I firmly believe that this is a
good thing. Having young people seriously and critically thinking
through their faith, scary as it is for their leaders and parents, is an
essential part of their maturation. Life wil hit them with deep questions.
The real question is whether they are prepared to think through and
respond faithfully. By establishing a thinking climate in which students
are able to ask their own questions, we establish in them thinking skills
that will allow them to know how to evaluate arguments and reach
biblically founded, well-reasoned conclusions. Although it might at times
seem that their questions reveal a lack of faith, we can in fact move them

-

** See the movie God Is Not Dead for an example.
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toward a renewed and stronger faith by aiding them in their ability to
understand the intellectual underpinnings of our faith.

The next few factors that Roehlkepartain notes speak to how we can
establish that thinking climate. The climate of your teaching must be
both warm and caring. By how you respond to questions, you can
demonstrate that you greatly care for each student and the state of his or
her faith; you can show that you care about their understanding of that
faith and are not simply concerned that they know the right answers.
Students get enough class time that teaches them to merely seek the right
answer rather than to learn to think critically. If the Church can be the
place that instills a love and openness for critical thinking as it
approaches matters of faith, the very faith of emerging generations will be
uplifted and strengthened. Indeed, if we view questions as opportunities
for the strengthening of our students’ faith—through both the work of
the Holy Spirit (something critically essential) and sound reason
(something with which God has gifted us but society often seems to
neglect)—then indeed their faith may grow far deeper for having been
through the process.

Finally, expressing the faith in worship and service to others has
become a more pronounced part of many confirmation programs. I
would suggest that establishing a thinking climate means that even in
worship and service our young people need to see an openness to
meaningful reflection on the truths of Scripture and the questions that go
along with the reflection. Our worship should engage students in an
encounter with God that demonstrates to them the reality of His
presence in this world and in their lives. Through worship, they should
be encouraged to develop a prayer life that might help sustain them as
they wrestle with questions of faith. As they serve others, they should see
Christ’s love in action and be able to connect that service and love back to
the very character of the God whom they serve.

Roehlkepartain offers a series of questions with which I would like to
close this section. I suggest their use as a sort of diagnostic tool for
evaluating the thinking climate of your catechesis:

L. Are questions encouraged or discouraged?
2. How does the congregation deal with diverse opinions?

3. Are members challenged to examine their faith and everyday life?
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4. How do leaders mode] a thinking faith?

5. Are i
youth given answers, or are they led to discover answers?i3

Deen :
€€p in the heart of all teens, there are questions. That goes with th
territory. You cannot enter into a minj ;

prayed. It is that to which we
confirmation ministry in the life of teeng and the Church

B Roehlkepartain, “The Thinking Climate,” 61-62.




