Parent
Guide

What to Expect

This family guide is not “how to do confirmation right.” In fact, one right way doesn’t exist—but
many right ways do. Unfortunately, this guide can’t guarantee your teenager has a great confirmation
experience. Nor does it suggest that developing your teen’s faith is easy. It’s hard! Hopefully, this
guide raises awareness for you to engage in conversations and activities with your teenager
throughout confirmation, while also receiving clarity about the confirmation process in order to be
an educated and encouraging parent throughout this process.
PARENT PRACTICE
On a scale of 1–10, rank your knowledge and understanding of the confirmation process. To
know more, e-mail Rev. Jared Wilson (jared@madisonstreetumc.org).
The guide provides research-based facts, convictions, and action items to foster a deeper relationship
with your teenager around matters of faith. It also offers a number of “Parent Practice” insets
throughout the guide that encourage you to think about your role in your teen’s confirmation and
faith formation as well as to deepen your own relationship with Christ and the church. The No. 1
goal of the guide is to empower you to increase the Christian faith conversations in your home,
specifically regarding confirmation. Your family may pray before every meal, serve weekly in the
soup kitchen, and read daily devotions every evening. Conversely, you may argue on the way to
church, when you occasionally attend, and hardly talk at all—much less about your faith. Wherever
you fall on the spectrum, and with whatever knowledge you and your teen bring to confirmation,
this guide will encourage you, give you food for thought, and serve as a resource for thoughtful
conversations about faith.
May we grow in our love for God and others through this experience. May our confidence in
educating our young people in the faith grow, too. Let’s get started!

PART I. Why Confirm?
Confirmation: A Continuum of Baptism

If you had your child baptized as an infant, you may remember getting everything in order before
the baptism: inviting people, lining up a photographer, and dry cleaning your great-grandmother’s
baptismal gown for your child to wear. Do you remember the emotion welling up inside of you as
you handed your child to the pastor? How about that moment when your voice was joined by the
voices of an entire congregation as you took vows to raise your child together to trust Jesus? At the
heart of United Methodist baptism is grace—grace for the child, parents, and entire faith
community.
At your child’s baptism, we recognized God’s grace at work in your child, you promised to raise your
child in the way that leads to life everlasting, and the faith community agreed to stand beside you and
your child in faith development.

Confirmation is a continuation of what God started in baptism; for that matter, confirmation is a
continuation of what God started in the community of faith in your child’s baptism. While
confirmation is the moment your teenager confirms the vows taken on his or her behalf in the
baptism, it remains a communal experience, whereby the church sees the faithfulness of God at
work in and through your teenager. At confirmation, your teen publicly professes personal faith in
Christ and commits to faithful stewardship of time, talent, treasure, witness, and service in the body
of Christ and the world. In baptism, we are initiated into the family of God, and in confirmation we
publicly declare our allegiance to Christ and Christ’s church.
Some parents reading this did not have their children baptized as infants. That’s OK! Baptism is still
a part of the confirmation continuum. If teenagers have not been baptized, they will have that
opportunity before being confirmed in the church. If young people elect to be baptized and
confirmed, they will take the baptismal vows for themselves, instead of parents taking vows on their
behalf.
Let’s look over the baptismal vows from The Baptismal Covenant I from The United Methodist
Book of Worship.
The pastor addresses parents or other sponsors and those candidates who can answer for themselves:
On behalf of the whole Church, I ask you:
Do you renounce the spiritual forces of wickedness,
reject the evil powers of this world,
and repent of your sin?
I do.
Do you accept the freedom and power God gives you
to resist evil, injustice, and oppression
in whatever forms they present themselves?
I do.
Do you confess Jesus Christ as your Savior,
put your whole trust in his grace,
and promise to serve him as your Lord,
in union with the Church which Christ has opened
to people of all ages, nations, and races?
I do.
The pastor addresses parents or other sponsors of candidates not able to answer for themselves:
Will you nurture these children (persons)
in Christ’s holy Church,
that by your teaching and example they may be guided
to accept God’s grace for themselves,
to profess their faith openly,
and to lead a Christian life?

I will.
The pastor addresses candidates who can answer for themselves:
According to the grace given to you,
will you remain faithful members of Christ’s holy Church
and serve as Christ’s representatives in the world?
I will.
The pastor addresses the sponsors:
Will you who sponsor these candidates
support and encourage them in their Christian life?
I will.
The pastor addresses the congregation, and the congregation responds:
Do you, as Christ’s body, the Church,
reaffirm both your rejection of sin
and your commitment to Christ?
We do.
Will you nurture one another in the Christian faith and life
and include these persons now before you in your care?
With God’s help we will proclaim the good news
and live according to the example of Christ.
We will surround these persons
with a community of love and forgiveness,
that they may grow in their trust of God,
and be found faithful in their service to others.
We will pray for them,
that they may be true disciples
who walk in the way that leads to life. . . .
A deacon or pastor addresses all, and the congregation joins the candidates and their parents and sponsors in
responding:
Let us join together in professing the Christian faith
as contained in the Scriptures of the Old and New Testaments.
Do you believe in God the Father?

I believe in God, the Father Almighty,
creator of heaven and earth.
Do you believe in Jesus Christ?
I believe in Jesus Christ, his only Son, our Lord,
[who was conceived by the Holy Spirit,
born of the Virgin Mary,
suffered under Pontius Pilate,
was crucified, died, and was buried;
he descended to the dead.
On the third day he rose again;
he ascended into heaven,
is seated at the right hand of the Father,
and will come again to judge the living and the dead.]
Do you believe in the Holy Spirit?
I believe in the Holy Spirit,
[the holy catholic church,
the communion of saints,
the forgiveness of sins,
the resurrection of the body,
and the life everlasting.]1
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John Wesley described baptism as a means of grace, which is unconditional love. Baptism is a
conduit for God’s grace to be poured out on a person—it is God’s unfailing act of love, which is not
dependent upon our response to God. As one of only two sacraments in The United Methodist
Church, baptism is an outward sign of an inward grace or an inward working of God in human life.
Baptism is not magical; God is not performing magic on the baptized. However, God is doing
something extraordinary in the life of the baptized. God is marking the children in baptism and
initiating the baptized into the family of God. Very simply stated, baptism is an outward sign that
you and I belong to Christ, and this grace is based on God’s love, not our response.
Confirmation is a time of owning for one’s self the responsibility of surrendering one’s life to God.
If you didn’t have your child baptized as an infant, this is when your teen is baptized and receives
the extraordinary grace of God given in baptism and is initiated into Christ’s family, and when the
vows are declared by your teen as an affirmation of faith in both his or her baptism and
confirmation. Each young person is confirming God’s work in his or her life and the desire to
commit to following Christ. Consider baptism and confirmation as major mile markers along a
lifetime Christian journey.

PARENT PRACTICE
Review the baptismal and confirmation vows, and consider your own Christian faith. How
are you living out these vows? How could you reorganize your time to fulfill your vows more
faithfully?
Unfortunately, young people often engage in the confirmation class or experience only to “graduate
church” after confirmation. This means they treat it like high school graduation—they walk across
the “stage” and never come back. Pastors and youth workers wish this weren’t the case! Through
confirmation, we encounter wonderful young people! We share deep theological conversations, and
often see a hunger for God developing. But sadly, many—as soon as they stand before the
congregation on Confirmation Sunday, looking so poised for their photographs—disappear from
church. This heightens concerns about our approach to confirmation. More importantly, this
supports the claim that you—the parent—play an enormous role in nurturing your children’s faith,
more than you might realize. Believe it or not, your teen is following your lead! If you deem
confirmation as serious, they take it more seriously. If you deem the Christian life beyond
confirmation as serious, they take the Christian life more seriously!
The experience of watching young people go through confirmation and then graduate church is one
reason pastors and youth workers give teenagers permission to decide whether or not to be
confirmed. We want teens to know that taking vows before God and the Christian community
should not be taken lightly. Vows matter! Following Jesus is not like signing up for a 5K or for
musical tryouts to see if that is one’s thing. Adults must not push young people to take vows they are
not ready to take. God repeatedly pursues us over time, and we repeatedly have opportunities to say
yes to Christ’s call.
In his book The Continuing Conversion of the Church, retired Princeton Theological Seminary
Professor Dr. Darrell Guder says the church is continually experiencing conversion.2 In other
words, we find ourselves as individuals and communities repeatedly at the foot of the cross seeking
forgiveness and renewal of our commitment—our “yes” to the invitation to follow Christ in God’s
mission. How would the church’s thinking around confirmation change if we viewed confirmation
as one opportunity of many for young people to say yes to Christ? Put another way, confirmation at
its very best is one significant public yes in a long line of yeses in following Christ!
PARENT PRACTICE
Reflect on how you’ve talked with your teen about confirmation. How have you described
the vows? Does your teen feel safe to say that she’s not ready to take the confirmation vows?
Does your teen know that he alone will decide whether to be confirmed or not, and that you
will not decide on his behalf ?
The true aim of confirmation is focused learning, soul-searching, and intentional faith formation.
We then allow young people to decide whether or not they are ready to respond to God by taking
the public vows. Joy and freedom come when we give individuals the opportunity to profess their
faith for themselves, while we also recognize this as one of many moments when Christ invites your
teenager to say yes to Christian discipleship.

Propelled into Deeper Discipleship

True discipleship is a daily journey of answering Christ’s call to “Come, follow me!” Every day, in
every decision, situation, and interaction, you and I choose whether or not to follow Christ.
Likewise, every day teenagers will make choices about following Jesus. Confirmation is one of many
steps in a lifetime of faithful discipleship—of choosing to say yes to Jesus. It is an important first
step whereby your teen may courageously learn from your faith and trust Jesus for himself or
herself. Now Christianity becomes your teen’s personal faith within the context of the larger faith
community. The baptismal vows are no longer yours alone; they are your teen’s vows.
PARENT PRACTICE
When did you own your faith for yourself ? Tell your teen about a time in your life when God
became more real to you. Ask God to give you the words you need to share this with your
teenager. Then, take a deep breath and start the conversation!

A United Methodist Understanding of Grace

The United Methodist theology of grace is one of the most defining aspects of our denomination.
John Wesley understood God’s grace in three ways; prevenient grace (grace that goes before),
justifying grace (saving grace), and sanctifying grace (growing grace). Our theology of grace is more
than semantics or a nuanced way to talk about God’s unmerited favor; it is central to our Christian
identity and shapes the manner in which we live our Christian faith. Wesley’s preaching
revolutionized England because he preached that God’s grace is free to all people, and all means
ALL! Contrary to many of Wesley’s contemporaries, Wesley taught that God’s grace was not
reserved for a specific elect group of people. His belief that God does not exclude anyone from the
opportunity to live in God’s grace propelled him to share God’s love with prisoners, those facing
severe poverty, alcoholics, destitute children, the sick, and those on the furthest margins of society.
Still today, this underlying conviction that God’s love is readily available to all people drives the way
we practice our faith as United Methodists.

Prevenient Grace

Prevenient grace is also known as “preventing grace,” which prevents us from going through life
without the opportunity to experience God. This is the grace of God that goes before us (Pre-).
Prevenient grace is God’s work in our lives before we are even able to recognize God.
PARENT PRACTICE
Write down a working definition of grace and save it for later.
You might have a memory of a moment in life when you were going through a tough time, and a
stranger extended kindness to you during your all-time low. You couldn’t describe the comfort and
love you felt, yet something about it prompted you to say a simple prayer. Maybe that simple act of
kindness that served as a gateway to prayer gave you the courage to try a new church, and that new
church graciously welcomed you and pointed you to God’s hope amid your difficult days. These
moments exemplify God’s prevenient grace, the grace that goes before us and “stirs up within us a
desire to know God and empowers us to respond to God’s invitation to be in relationship with
God.”
Think back to preparations you made before your little one arrived. Whether you’re a biological
parent, a stepparent, an adoptive parent, a foster parent, or a legal guardian, you prepared yourself

for your child’s arrival. You began to rearrange your life in anticipation of her or his arrival. You
readied a room and began to plan for a secure financial future—all to express love for a child who
didn’t yet know the depth, length, or width of your love—but soon will.
PARENT PRACTICE
Sit down in a quiet place with a cup of coffee or other favorite drink. Think of a moment
when you experienced God’s prevenient grace, and take a sip of coffee, giving thanks to
God for unconditional love. Repeat this until your coffee is gone.
In the same way, the prevenient grace of God is the grace that goes before you and me and prepares
us to recognize God’s love for us. Before God is recognizable to us, God goes before us and
prepares the way for us to experience God.
In the United Methodist tradition, infant baptism is a mark of God’s prevenient grace. Infants do
not choose to receive this grace on their own. Your choice to raise your child in the way that leads to
life eternal is prevenient grace in action. In infant baptism, God initiates the child into the family of
God before a decision to follow Christ is possible. It is also a reminder to us that God always goes
before us, always pursues us, and always precedes our own recognition of God’s goodness.

Justifying Grace

Sin distorts the image of God in each one of us. The justifying grace of God restores us and
reconciles us with God and one another. Justifying grace puts us in right relationship with Jesus
Christ. “Through the work of God in Christ our sins are forgiven, and our relationship with God is
restored.”4 When we experience the justifying grace of God, we undergo a conversion or a
transformation. In this transformation, we reorient our lives around Christ by repenting from our
sins and turning our hearts and minds away from sin and toward God. In this time of
transformation, we find assurance as our spirit testifies with God’s Spirit that we belong to Christ.5
PARENT PRACTICE
When did you respond to the justifying grace of God? Was it a specific moment of
conversion, or did you say yes to Christ over a period of time? Practice sharing this part of
your faith story by writing your story out or telling it to your partner or a close friend. Pray
for the opportunity to share this story with a friend, a co-worker, or a family member or your
teen.
The United Methodist Church does not teach that the decision to follow Christ always takes place at
one specific moment in time. Maybe you’ve been asked by a Christian from another denomination,
“When were you saved?” This type of language is rare for United Methodists, because we believe
that God saved all people in the life, death, and resurrection of Christ. The one-time moment of
Christ’s death on the cross, and resurrection three days later, defeated death for every person in all
of history, once and for all. The saving moment is not the moment you or I decide to receive God’s
gift of salvation. The justifying grace of God is shown and realized in life when one responds to it
in the choice to follow Jesus Christ as Savior and Lord.
For some Christians, the decision to follow Christ occurred in a decisive moment that completely
reoriented their lives, so they say, “That’s when I became a Christian.” For others, the justifying grace
of God is realized over time when yes was said to God’s invitation to follow Christ in the midst of
many encounters and situations.

Matt volunteered in the local high school’s Fellowship of Christian Athletes and attended a United
Methodist church in rural Kansas. In Sunday school, Matt said, “I don’t know an exact moment
when I became a Christian. I just remember a number of times I said yes to Jesus. I woke up one
day and realized I was a Christian.” Matt experienced the justifying grace of God gradually.
Chris, on the other hand, found herself angry and distant from God. Through a strange series of
events, Chris responded to an invitation to attend worship at a new United Methodist church in
town. She had a bitter taste in her mouth toward Christianity, especially United Methodists, but
through the prevenient grace of God at work in her life, she found herself one Sunday slipping in
late to a worship service. In one moment, God clearly spoke to Chris and filled her with an
assurance that God’s love is real and that God wanted to bless her with a full, abundant life free of
condemnation and shame. In an instant, Chris’s whole life was reoriented as she turned away from sin and
toward God.

Confirmation is a time for teens to publicly affirm the recognition of God’s saving grace and declare their
intent to follow Christ and live in Christian community. In this affirmation, they confirm the grace poured
out upon them in their baptism, and publicly acknowledge that they are putting their whole trust in Christ as
their Savior and Lord. They are declaring their intent to orient their lives around Christ.

Sanctifying Grace

John Wesley identified the sanctifying grace of God as what moves us to perfection. Now, there’s a
word that can trip you up: perfection. This is one of the most distinctive theological concepts in The
United Methodist Church. Wesley’s understanding of Christian perfection (sanctifying grace)
separated him from his contemporaries and still distinguishes Wesleyans from other Christian
denominations today. Sanctification is an ongoing transformation. It is the process of becoming like
Christ.
The idea that we grow in the image of Christ is sometimes hard to imagine, but through a
relationship with Christ, God moves us toward maturity, completion, or wholeness. This gets tricky
to talk about because we associate perfection with flawlessness. As babies mature, they go from
sitting to crawling, then to preschool, kindergarten, elementary school, and middle school, and then
on to college or a career; to grow and mature in our relationships with God and others also has a
progression. Like babies who mature over time to be able to crawl and later to read and finally to
present complex thoughts, we grow in our faith from immaturity to maturity as the fruit of the
Spirit increases in our lives and as we dedicate more time and energy listening and obeying God’s
voice. As love increases in our lives, sin decreases and our inner and outer lives become more and
more aligned with Christ.6
PARENT PRACTICE
Will you open yourself to God’s movement as your teen encounters God? Consider one way
that God is moving in your life. How might you respond to God’s invitation?

Give Them Grace

What about the teenager in the confirmation class who is not yet ready to make a vow to follow
Jesus? Sometimes this causes parental feelings of consternation. Here’s the reality: a number of
young people go through confirmation because they think they’re required to. Maybe you had a
battle in your own home over confirmation, and your young person is going with heels dug into the
ground. While his or her attitude may make you wonder if you’ve done the right thing, remember
that God loves your teenager even more than you do!
It’s so hard to trust God with this most valuable relationship. God’s prevenient grace is going before
your teen, and God has already demonstrated the ultimate love for your precious one in the life,
death, and resurrection of Christ. Encourage your teen to complete confirmation, trust God’s work,
be gracious and supportive of her faith journey, and give space for the Holy Spirit—even if she
doesn’t grow at your desired pace.
One youth worker from a United Methodist Church in Kansas tells the story of a young man who
decided he was not ready to be confirmed. He finished all of the work of the class and then went to
his parents to inform them of his decision not to be confirmed. Although this deeply pained his
parents, they honored their son’s request, and committed to prayer and open conversations about
faith in their home. Before their son graduated from high school, he went to his parents and told
them that he was ready to become a confirmed member of his local church. He was ready to own
his parents’ baptismal vows as his own. In time, he received and realized the justifying grace of God
in a transformative way. Today, he is a devout follower of Christ.
This story reminds us of the prevenient grace of God and assures us that God constantly pursues
every person. God’s desire is for each person to experience and receive the justifying grace of God,
and then to grow as God’s sanctifying grace brings us to maturity in Christ. Yet God respects the
readiness of each individual. It is important for parents to trust our children into God’s care!
Remember your adolescent years? Remember your own journey of faith and the difficulty even now
to hear God’s voice? This is meaningful, hard work! A relationship with God cannot be zapped in a
microwave oven. Confirmation is one part of the journey, and we hope our teens will receive and
acknowledge God’s saving grace at the end of the process. Some teens may be reluctant to make
such a significant commitment and will need your permission to wait and help as they continue to
explore their faith.
The bottom line is that God’s salvation comes to us through Christ. Your teen may be ready to
confirm God’s saving grace with her or his confirmation class, or may not for several years. We each
experience God’s grace and salvation at different times through different avenues. There is not a
right way for teens to experience confirmation. For some, confirmation will be the first time they
recognize God’s saving grace; for others, this will be another pivotal moment they recognize God’s
saving grace and publicly make their confirmation vows; and for others, this will be a time to deeply
consider the saving grace of God, but not the time to make a public affirmation of faith. Still for
others, this will be a deeply sanctifying experience that jump-starts their spiritual transition from a
young Christian into a maturing Christian.
No matter where your teen lands along that spectrum, consider confirmation a highway marker on a
long road trip of faith. Confirmation is not the final destination on the journey; it is a significant
mile marker and designated stop for teenagers to intentionally focus on growing in their relationship
with God. It’s a safe space for adolescents to consider their response to God’s grace.

Part II: You Matter Most!
You matter most! It’s hard to believe, isn’t it? When we see how obsessed adolescents are with
friends, we assume our parental voice is irrelevant. When every word we offer is met with an eye roll,
it’s hard to believe our opinion holds any weight. There are days when our own doubts and
insecurities leave us wondering if the little baseball-card-loving homework-hater will ever choose to
enter a meaningful relationship with Jesus Christ. We wonder, “Is my faith even attractive to this
teenager?”
Consider this story:
Jack and Teresa parented two teenage girls. Jack and Teresa were active in adult Sunday school,
weekly worship, hospitality, and administrative teams in the church. They understood the mission of
God in the world. Each year with great zeal, they organized the church’s annual Christmas mission
of providing hundreds of Christmas gifts to children around the world. Jack served on the van
ministry picking up senior adults and those without transportation to attend weekly worship. He
never missed cheering on the church league women’s softball team. Children, youth, and adults
elbowed one another in the potluck line for Teresa’s signature pizza rolls and apple dip. Jack and
Teresa lived a life of faithful discipleship publicly and privately. They thoughtfully engaged their faith
through prayer and Bible study. They regularly engaged in conversations about faith with their girls.
While some of Jack and Teresa’s peers expected their teenagers to do what “normal teenagers do,”
by rebelling in their youth and returning to their faith later in life, these parents thought differently.
Jack and Teresa filled the minds and hearts of their girls with God-sized possibilities. With their lives
and their words they taught the girls that a life following after Christ is full of opportunity, joy, and
hope! Jack and Teresa believed that the faith of their children hinged on their own faith. They knew
God entrusted them with teaching the faith to the best of their ability to their girls. Jack and Teresa
demonstrated what has since been identified as foundational to a lasting faith: parental influence.

The Research Says

The National Study of Youth and Religion (NSYR) is the most extensive study of teenagers and
faith formation conducted in the United States. The research from the NSYR explores the strengths
and weaknesses of parents and churches. The NSYR concluded that parental faith matters in the life
of your child! While exceptions always exist, “parents for whom religious faith is quite important
are . . . likely to be raising teenagers for whom faith is quite important, while parents whose faith is
not important are likely to be raising teenagers for whom faith is also not important.”1 The fact that
you’ve taken time to read this study guide means that you give thought to your child’s faith.
The NSYR gives us significant insight about the influence that a parent has in the faith formation of
teens. Here is a summary of what was learned about the role of parents in faith formation:
• The level of importance you place on your faith will likely be mirrored by your youth.
• Parents play the most significant role in shaping the spiritual lives of teenagers.
• “Teens who say their parents do not understand, love, or pay attention to them are more likely to
be nonreligious than teens who say their parents do understand, love, and pay attention to them.”

• The vast majority of teenagers interviewed in the NSYR said their faith beliefs were what they
were “raised to believe.”
• While other adults influence the faith of teenagers, the most important adult relationships to the
faith of teenagers is the influence of a parent.
Not only did the NSYR highlight our role as parents in the faith of our children, but the NSYR also
revealed a multitude of other discoveries about teens and their faith. These findings can be used to
guide our young people toward a lifetime of committed discipleship to Christ and provide us tools
for examining our own faith. Here’s what was learned:
• “Religion is a significant presence in the lives of many U.S. teens today.”
• Although teens are “impressively articulate” regarding many topics, U.S. teenagers are not able to
discuss matters of faith very well. Sociologist Christian Smith believes the reason for this is that “no
one has taught them how to talk about their faith.”
• Teenagers are content to receive the faith that has been handed to them, and they rarely spend time
on personal spiritual quests.
• “Religious congregations that prioritize ministry to youth and support for their parents, invest in
trained and skilled youth group leaders, and make serious efforts to engage and teach adolescents
seem much more likely to draw youth into their religious lives and to foster religious and spiritual
maturity in their young members.”
• The most prominent faith of teenagers today is “Moralistic Therapeutic Deism” (MTD). Most
teenagers in America think that faith is about being nice, feeling good, and recognizing God as a
cosmic force out there, who is not necessarily involved in the daily lives of people.
What does this research mean for us as parents? First, teens consider religion important, so as
parents let’s not downplay the role of God, church, Bible study, youth ministry, and other
opportunities for our teens to grow in their faith. Next, teenagers are not naturally articulate and
inquisitive about their faith—we teach them to be articulate and inquisitive. We can give them faith
language and model a life that seeks God’s wisdom and will, while placing them in a church culture
that nurtures spiritual growth. It is important that our churches support young people. We want to
be proactive in partnering with our local churches to foster our young people’s spirituality. Finally,
Moralistic Therapeutic Deism is not the religion of Jesus Christ. God is working all around us. God
is on the move, and God desires to be involved in our daily lives. Following Christ cannot be
reduced to “being nice” and “feeling good.” A daily relationship with Christ calls us into sacrificial
discipleship with a living, active, on-the-move God interested in partnering with us in every step of
life’s journey. Christianity is not passive. To offer our teenagers more than Moralistic Therapeutic
Deism requires us to live in step with Christ, and practice our faith in word and deed.
Research is simultaneously both helpful and limited. It is helpful in offering insight, which, when
applied to understanding, provides us wisdom in parenting. Yet, as helpful as research is in providing
understanding of the adolescent landscape, it isn’t the last word nor does it provide a foolproof
formula for raising highly committed Christians. This is where trust in God’s Spirit to work beyond
what research concludes is critical. So using the tool of research and putting our trust in the God

who loves them more than we ever can, here are three suggestions: Set aside time and energy for
Christian education. Start talking. Make room for holy interruptions.

Let’s Prioritize, Prioritize, Prioritize
Consider this story:

“K-S-U WILDCATS! K . . . S . . . U . . . WILDCATS!”
“In an instant, the wedding reception turned from vibrant dance floor into Kansas State University
rally. Twenty-plus college students gathered around a young boy chanting the KSU cheer. He
captured his audience! While he was one of the smallest bodies on the dance floor, he was not shy!
He was full of energy, and every eye watched as adults followed his lead. This boy’s family had
indoctrinated him in KSU’s culture well. He did not need guidance to mimic the movements, tones,
and chants of KSU’s mascot, Willy the Wildcat.
My niece’s wedding dance-turned-rally reminded me of a recurring conversation with youth ministry
friends in seminary. We sadly reflected, “We do a better job teaching our children the traditions of
our alma maters than we do teaching them the faith.” We echoed this mantra throughout seminary
as we studied the faith formation of teenagers.
Our criticism was not directed at the parents of the teenagers we loved; we were examining our own
practices, passions, and loyalties. These conversations were deeply rooted in lament. We lamented
our own misguided priorities and the misguided priorities of the United States church around the
faith development of teenagers. We love teenagers and we love God, and we desperately want
teenagers to live into the fullness that is God’s kingdom. As church leaders we want this for you, too!
We desire to live more fully into this kingdom ourselves, and to serve God in youth ministry because
we know that following Christ transforms people!"
We lament the moments we miss great opportunities to teach the faith to young people in our
families, churches, and communities. We lament the weaknesses in our own faith and our own
faithlessness. We lament that we fail to share our passion for God’s message and fail to live fully into
the promised reality of God’s kingdom on earth as it is in heaven. Since seminary, I mentally catch
myself every time I sing the alma mater or babble endlessly about my college days. I ask myself, “Am
I intentionally sharing my faith story with my own children, beyond what they hear from the pulpit
on Sunday mornings?”
Even ordained pastors struggle to authentically share their faith with their teenagers. One pastor
said, “My daughter thinks I read the Bible because it’s my job.” Some pastors wonder, “How do I
teach my children the faith without them thinking it’s just her job to read the Bible or pray?” As
parents, maybe you think, “Isn’t it the pastor’s job to teach my family about God? Aren’t we paying
the youth pastor to teach our teens about Jesus?” The answer to all of these questions is yes, in
some way. Yes, it is part of a pastor’s job to read the Bible and pray. Yes, the pastor is responsible for
explaining the faith, and yes, for those of you fortunate enough to have a youth pastor, it is the
youth pastor’s job to teach your young person about God. Even still, God gifted you and me with
children and the responsibility (and joy) to teach them the faith. Isn’t it life-giving to share hobbies,
interests, and passions with your child? Didn’t you love it when he or she fell in love with the
activities you love? Remember the passion of the KSU dance reception rally—that little boy’s family
rejoiced in seeing their little guy articulate a love and passion for their school.

Think about why you intentionally taught your children basic life skills. Further, why have you
exposed them to the arts, sports, or other interests? Why did you intentionally influence, guide, and
cultivate their growth? Of the reasons that come to mind, one was likely because it was important—
a priority. And despite having others around to help teach and coach, you felt you had a role to play
—an incredibly important role. Consider that your teenager’s faith formation is an even higher
priority and that your role in nurturing it is even more important.
PARENT PRACTICE
As your teenager enters confirmation, how will you prioritize your teen’s formation?
Let’s prioritize, shall we? As parents, we experience the pressures of setting our priorities based on
the desires of teachers, coaches, and peers. Based on what the National Study of Youth and Religion
research suggests, our priorities set the tone for the priorities of our teenager’s faith.
What great work might God do in and through you if you reprioritized your life and chose to start a
spiritual practice such as beginning each day with ten minutes of silent prayer? What might happen
if you began meeting with a group of friends for Bible study or asked God where you could use
your gifts to serve your congregation and/or community?
Pat, a father of four girls, experienced God moving in his life in new ways. God sparked a desire for
him to raise funds for the rescue mission in his local community. Pat invited friends and family to
partner with him in living out God’s mission in the world by providing food, clothing, and shelter to
the disenfranchised in his community. Before websites promoted fundraising efforts, Pat e-mailed
friends and family to invite them into God’s work. At the end of the year, Pat reached his running
goal and simultaneously fed the hungry, clothed the naked, and offered shelter to homeless people.
Pat reordered his life by turning a simple daily exercise into a God-focused mission. This simple
restructuring of a regular practice offered Pat a way to give God greater priority in his life. Years
later, Pat is still running, blogging, and raising funds for various charities that carry out God’s
mission.
Sue set aside time every morning before her children woke up to sit in her chair, read the Bible, and
write prayers in her prayer journal. Each morning as her high school daughter walked down the
stairs to start her day, she witnessed her mother folding up her prayer journal, closing her Bible, and
greeting her for the morning. Sue’s children knew that spending time each day in the presence of
God was a priority for their mother, they never had to ask if they were included in her prayers, and
they saw the priority Sue placed on seeking God’s presence in her life through her morning practices.
Priorities are difficult to talk about and challenging in today’s culture, but the challenge of
prioritizing our faith is not new. Jesus addressed priorities when he was walking the earth. One
account that speaks to us on this is that of the rich young ruler in Mark 10:
As Jesus continued down the road, a man ran up, knelt before him, and asked, “Good Teacher, what
must I do to obtain eternal life?”
Jesus replied, “Why do you call me good? No one is good except the one God. You know the
commandments: Don’t commit murder. Don’t commit adultery. Don’t steal. Don’t give false
testimony. Don’t cheat. Honor your father and mother.”
“Teacher,” he responded, “I’ve kept all of these things since I was a boy.”

Jesus looked at him carefully and loved him. He said, “You are lacking one thing. Go, sell what you
own, and give the money to the poor. Then you will have treasure in heaven. And come, follow me.”
But the man was dismayed at this statement and went away saddened, because he had many
possessions.
Looking around, Jesus said to his disciples, “It will be very hard for the wealthy to enter God’s
kingdom!” His words startled the disciples, so Jesus told them again, “Children, it’s difficult to enter
God’s kingdom! It’s easier for a camel to squeeze through the eye of a needle than for a rich person
to enter God’s kingdom.”
They were shocked even more and said to each other, “Then who can be saved?”
Jesus looked at them carefully and said, “It’s impossible with human beings, but not with God. All
things are possible for God.”
Peter said to him, “Look, we’ve left everything and followed you.”
Jesus said, “I assure you that anyone who has left house, brothers, sisters, mother, father, children, or
farms because of me and because of the good news will receive one hundred times as much now in
this life—houses, brothers, sisters, mothers, children, and farms (with harassment)—and in the
coming age, eternal life. But many who are first will be last. And many who are last will be first.”
(Mark 10:17-31)
Do you identify with the man’s sadness in this story? Every single time I read this story, I find
myself feeling sorry for the man whom Matthew and Luke identify as “rich” and a “young ruler.”
Then, I find myself getting defensive. I think, Surely Jesus isn’t telling me to sell all of my worldly
possessions. Why is Jesus so harsh toward the rich man? Jesus isn’t fair—he’s not fair at all! Why
couldn’t Jesus lighten the expectation just a little bit?
Inevitably, when we read this passage, it is hard not to be drawn to reread the part that says, “Jesus
looked at him carefully and loved him.” Jesus offers this man the absolute opportunity of a lifetime
to go on an adventure that no amount of money could buy. Jesus sees the man and his worldly
priorities and loves him! Amazing! Jesus invites the rich young ruler to be one of his disciples, to
experience fullness of life, joy, an up-close and personal view of the miracles and teachings of Jesus,
and the opportunity to shape the course of human history—and the man chooses his riches over
this once-in-all-of-human-history opportunity.
It is sad to think that so many of us find ourselves identifying so closely with the rich young ruler.
Time and time again, Jesus invites us to let him set the agenda of our lives, and we walk away sad,
because we want to keep our priorities and still receive the benefits of Jesus. We imagine that the
reason the disciples sympathize with the man is that they did not realize how huge their opportunity
was in being a disciple of Jesus until the end of their lives, or perhaps even in their deaths. At this
moment, they may not have realized that the man’s choice to follow his priorities instead of
following Jesus would cost him much more than his riches. We find comfort in Jesus. He loves the
man despite his choice to walk away from becoming a disciple.

Making our relationship with Christ the central priority comes at a high price, but in all fairness Jesus
warned us. In Mark 8, Jesus told the disciples:
Jesus said to them, “All who want to come after me must say no to themselves, take up their cross,
and follow me. All who want to save their lives will lose them. But all who lose their lives because of
me and because of the good news will save them. Why would people gain the whole world but lose
their lives? What will people give in exchange for their lives?
(Mark 8:34-37)
Jesus told the disciples that real life is experienced when our priorities reflect God’s priorities. These
passages are not intended to condemn us. Rather in God’s goodness, and kindness, they beckon us
into full, abundant life. A life centered upon Christ guarantees a life of promise, hope, and
fulfillment! Jesus invited the rich young ruler to follow him on a life-altering journey. To follow Jesus,
this man’s daily priorities would have to be profoundly reordered.
The same invitation is offered to us. What opportunities do we miss when our lives are oriented
around ourselves rather than around the purposes of God? Incorporating spiritual disciplines such
as personal prayer, Bible study, worship, fasting, and service into our daily lives offers us ways to
orient our lives around Christ and Christ’s priorities in the world.

Intentionally Intergenerational

In recent decades, many U.S. churches have created separate space on Sunday mornings for agespecific ministries while adults go to “big church.” In some churches, a high school grad could
attend a lifetime of age-specific worship without ever engaging the larger community of faith. In
doing this, the church has unintentionally age-segregated the body of Christ, and in turn failed to
teach children and teenagers how to participate in the greater Christian community. Teenagers suffer
from this isolation, and adults suffer, too! Let’s reverse this trend!
PARENT PRACTICE
Ask God to show you one habit you can add or delete from your life in order to give greater
priority to your relationship with God. As a way of keeping yourself accountable to this
habit, tell someone you trust your plan of action. Talk to your partner and agree on how you
want to make worship a greater priority in your house. Determine how to discuss this with
your family. Find a way to communicate your plan, and ask questions from your teenagers
that will help create buy-in from them.
When young people participate in worship, they interact with an intergenerational community.
Worshipping in an intergenerational faith community before graduation prepares them to find a
church on their own and participate in the church after they graduate high school and go into the
work force or head off to college. Intergenerational worship exposes teenagers to the wisdom of
older generations, and increases their “great cloud of witnesses” with whom they can join in God’s
mission as full participants. If teenagers know how to act in worship only with their peers, it may be
disorienting to be thrown into the strange land of intergenerational worship with all ages where the
people surrounding them are not as much like them. Emerging adults who are accustomed to multiage worship as children and teenagers tend to find themselves at home in an intergenerational
worship service when they strike out on their own. In fact, the research from the Fuller Youth
Institute says that the No. 1 factor linked to whether or not our children’s faith will “stick” with

them and develop into a mature faith in high school and college is their participation in
intergenerational ministry.

Let’s Start Talking

What we say matters. One of the first steps we can take as parents to begin having deliberate faith
conversations with our teens is to share stories about our faith experiences. It may feel awkward and
uncomfortable at first, and that’s OK! It’s OK to start by saying, “I know we haven’t talked much
about my faith. I want tell you why my faith matters to me. I may sound awkward at times, but let’s
talk about it more, and the awkwardness will get better.”
Teenagers often struggle to put words to their faith because they do not yet have a faith language. At
first glance, you may think, “Well, that’s not so abnormal. Putting words to faith can be difficult.”
Well, yes and no. Make a mental list of the ways your teenager is well-spoken. Teenagers’ ability to
articulate any number of topics is as wide as their interests, from art to football to movies, music,
fashion, technology, politics, literature, robotics, and much more. Young people are smart. They have
a vast array of knowledge. Teens have sophisticated conversations about many topics because
someone taught them the language.
We cannot assume that teens will come to understand and live the Christian faith in the little time
they spend in worship, Sunday school, or youth group. Think about the number of hours your
teenager spends at musical rehearsal, soccer practice, piano lessons, and so forth. These skills are not
learned over the course of one to two hours a week. Becoming a great pianist or all-star goalie takes
both verbal instruction and repeated rehearsed action. The Christian faith is no different. It is
learned and lived through word and deed. Jesus both taught with words about God’s kingdom and
led his disciples in putting those words into actions.
Beyond worship, Sunday school, and youth group, it is vital that followers of Jesus talk about our
relationship with God with one another, especially adults with young people and specifically parents
with their sons and daughters. Here’s why. The National Study of Youth and Religion reveals that
your religious practices and commitments are influential:
Parents of teenagers appear to play an important role in the character of their children’s religious
lives. In the immediacy of parenting teenagers, parents may feel a loss of control and influence over
their teens, but nationally representative statistics show that the religious practices and commitments
of parents remain an important influence on the religious practices and commitments of their
teenage children.13
You may feel that faith is a private matter and try to avoid discussing topics of religion in general.
While the good intention may be to keep peace and prevent harm, research shows that what we say
and don’t say about faith directly influences the faith formation of our children. Let’s name the
reality: starting a conversation about faith with your teenager can be very awkward. However, just
like the stressful conversations most of us have with our emerging teenagers about subjects such as
sex, it’s well worth it to not leave them to figure it out on their own.
Storytelling is a simple yet powerful way to ease into the practice of sharing our faith with our teens.
Our children love to know us better, and stories of our lives, choices, experiences, and learning give
them new insight into who we are. Think of the family stories that were passed down to you and
how they shaped you. Now consider a meaningful story from your teen years. Maybe you have one
when you encountered God for the first time, said yes to following Jesus, or perhaps missed an

opportunity to do something your faith told you to do. You may have not put your trust in Jesus
until adulthood. You may be wrestling with your faith at this moment. By sharing our moments of
faith—including our moments of doubt and failure—we create space for our teens to explore and
experience God’s mercy and compassion, to have the opportunity to embrace the story of Jesus as
their own, and to embark on their own relationship with God. It might be uncomfortable at first,
but the more you tell your stories, the more natural the conversations will become.
God is good, faithful, and trustworthy. God listens, loves, and provides for us in our parenting. God
delights in loving us in the same way that we delight in our teenagers. May our trust in God increase
as we seek to guide our teens into the way that leads to life eternal. God willingly, even eagerly, gives
us the tools we need to nurture our children’s faith. With God’s grace and help, let’s trust God for
words to articulate our faith. Let’s be deliberate in sharing with our teens about God’s amazing work
in our lives and in the world around us.

Really, You Matter the Most!

Are you convinced yet? Your influence is more powerful than the influence of anyone else in your
teen’s life. Mom, I know it’s hard to believe that your Instagram drama-driven, Axe deodorantcovered 13-going-on-30-year-old son is paying attention. Dad, would you ever believe your “Daddy,
please don’t embarrass me” 14-year-old baby girl listens to what you say about God more than she
listens to her pastor, her Sunday school teacher, her youth director, or even her “oh so cool” college
intern? (It’s hard for the intern to believe, too!) But facts are facts! Parents, despite whatever
insecurities, doubts, questions, and internal battles you face about raising your teenager as a person
of faith, no one is more significant in your teen’s faith development than you. So now that you know
the facts—before you get too scared, close the book, and run—remember God’s promise in James
1:5:
But anyone who needs wisdom should ask God, whose very nature is to give to everyone without a
second thought, without keeping score. Wisdom will certainly be given to those who ask.
God equips us with the Holy Spirit to guide, comfort, teach, and lead us in all things, including
parenting. Ask God for wisdom, seek God for wisdom, listen for God’s wisdom, and know God
gives wisdom generously! It is God’s very nature to give wisdom to those seeking wisdom. The
teenagers we love so much loves us and trusts us the most when it comes to matters of the heart.
Our teenagers need us to recognize and respond to God’s presence and need us to teach them how
to recognize and respond to God’s presence.

PART III: Activities for Home
Now that we know what the research says about our role in forming the faith of our teens, how do
we put our knowledge into action? This final chapter offers practical ways for you to engage your
family in intentional faith conversations and activities. Experiment and find out what works best for
you and your teenager.

Car Convos

As parents, we spend hours in the car shuttling our children to and from school, practices, friends’
houses, camps, and a myriad of other activities. These car rides can be times of heightened stress as
we battle traffic to make it on time, or they can be needed pauses in the midst of varying degrees of
chaos. Imagine transforming regular, humdrum car rides to church, soccer practice, or piano lessons
into conversations about faith. With a simple discussion starter in the car, you can create the
opportunity for deeper conversation during the drive or later over ice cream or dinner.
Car Convos—or car conversations—offer creative ways for you to talk to your confirmand about
God at a time when your teen is most available and receptive. The following suggestions provide
instructions for how to create experiences in the car for your family to draw closer to God and one
another by talking about God, specifically as your teen enters the confirmation process. These are
practices you could establish at the onset of confirmation, and expand upon once your teen more
fully grasps his or her own faith. These practices give you ways to enter into the learning occurring
in the confirmation classroom and offer you ways to develop habits for faith formation to last long
after confirmation ends.
Here are some recommendations as you start to establish a pattern for regular Car Convos:
TIP
Consider the personality of your teen. Does she or he prefer being spontaneous with
questions or being prepared with the same questions each week? Your teen’s preferences
may be different from your own, so go the teen’s direction for success. Why not even involve
your teen in this part of the discussion? Maybe say, “I want to stay connected throughout
confirmation so I know what you are learning, and you can give me insight into what God is
doing within you. How could we do that?”
• Explain to your teen that that you’d like to use a regular car ride each week to bring up two
questions about confirmation that you can discuss together.
• Think about your teen’s mood throughout the week and suggest a regular car ride that allows
ample time for conversation. Pick a time in the week when your teen is more apt to talk, or ask your
teen to help you determine the best time for a Car Convo.
• Ask your teen, “Which do you prefer—either discussing the same two topics each week
throughout all of confirmation or mixing it up with a variety of questions?” Give a reminder so the
teen can be thinking about the questions in advance.
• These Car Convos might start with the simple question, “How did you experience God this week
in confirmation?” Another question to get started is something like, “What did you learn about
yourself this week?” (For more potential questions for your Car Convos, consider the list of
questions later in the chapter.)

Dinner Devos

If Car Convos might not work for you, you can give Dinner Devos a try. Research has told us for
decades how important it is for families to eat dinner together. One family I know credited evening
meals through tough years as the glue that kept their family together. Later in life, the children
shared that they attributed their parents’ long-lasting marriage to regular family dinners. The dinner
table fostered space for everyone to come together and work through the good and bad moments

of life. Meaningful conversation with your family on major questions of faith around the dinner
table not only provides your family the joy of spending time together but also turns the dinner table
into a sacred place for shaping young disciples and building a family legacy. If this sounds a lot like
what Jesus did with his disciples, it should. Through something as simple as dinner devotionals, you
can demonstrate the value of confirmation to your confirmand and your other children by openly
guiding and learning from and with your teen around the dinner table.
In case you haven’t guessed, one of the greatest benefits to the Dinner Devo is the opportunity to
incorporate the entire family in the confirmation process. Whether you decide to share stories of
your faith journey or talk about a particular confirmation lesson, you are encouraging and leading
your family to trust Jesus in a fun and engaging way. The hardest part about this is, of course,
getting started. Let confirmation be the spark, and take advantage of the opportunity for this to
become a sacred time and place for deepening your family’s faith.
Here are some suggestions for getting started on Dinner Devos:
• First, pick a night or a few nights of the week when you will have your devos.
• As with Car Convos, Dinner Devos may start with the two simple questions such as, “Where did
you experience God this week?” or “What did you learn about yourself through confirmation?”
TIPS
If you have an incredibly introspective teen, do consider having the questions available
ahead of time so that he or she is prepared to discuss the questions at dinner.
Use questions that best fit your teen’s interests. Think about what you hear your teen saying
and use questions that match the teen best, or include him or her in the process of choosing
the questions.
Consider giving the twelve questions to your teen and letting the teen choose the questions
that he or she will answer for the week. Or for the more adventurous, print and cut the
questions into paper strips and have your teen draw one out of a jar. And how about
supplying some blank paper strips to write questions on or to put into the jar blank for a
“free,” teen-chosen topic?
• Give everyone in the family the opportunity to answer these questions. (You may have to adjust the
questions for younger children.)
• You might also consider making a list of questions on note cards and placing the note cards on
your dinner table. Then take turns letting different family members choose the question for the
week.
• Depending on how much your family enjoys spontaneity, choose the question randomly as dinner
begins. If your family prefers to have time to think about their responses, designate one family
member to pick the question in advance and share. (The following list of questions may help you
determine the questions to use in Dinner Devos.)

Twelve Questions

1. What was a lightbulb moment for you this week?
2. What is one characteristic of God you discovered today?
3. Share one concept or idea that challenged your thinking this week.
4. What is one thing you would like to do based on what you learned?
5. What stumped you?
6. Describe a doubt that you experienced from this week’s lesson.
7. How did you experience God in this week’s lesson?
TIP
Sometimes an indirect way to get to your own teen’s thoughts or feelings is to ask about
their friends’ thoughts or feelings.
8. Rate this week’s lesson on a scale of 1 to 10, with 10 being excellent. If your teen chooses an 8,
ask, “What kept it from being a 9 or why didn’t you rate it a 7?”
9. How did you connect with the lesson this week?
10. What did you love about this week’s topic? What did you hate about it?
11. What do you agree with in the lesson? What do you question in the lesson?
12. What did your friends like about this week’s lesson? What did they dislike?

Parent Initiated Activities

The following activities are for you to initiate with your teenager during confirmation. You are the
one to prep and design. You will work together with your teen to complete them.
1. Design a family tree that tells the history of your family’s faith. Did you have any pastors or
missionaries in your family tree? What denominations are represented? Do you have a long line of
United Methodists? What special stories of faith have you heard over many generations? Do you
have any family traditions around faith? Share the faith tree with your teen during confirmation or
give it to them as a confirmation gift.
2. Select other faith communities to attend with your family. Avoid services that overlap your teen’s
confirmation class. Consider attending a Roman Catholic Mass, finding a nondenominational
worship service, or going to a Jewish synagogue. Ask your family to list similarities and differences
between your faith community and the faith community you experienced together. Encourage
conversations about what they liked or disliked about the other faith communities.
3. Set aside an hour to remember your child’s baptism. Invite family and friends who were present at
your child’s baptism to join you, or send messages about that day. Tell stories of the infant baptism,
show pictures, and write a letter to your teen with the details you remember from their baptism.

Your pastor has a formal liturgy for remembering a baptism in The United Methodist Book of
Worship, so consider asking your pastor to create a way to help your family and friends remember
your child’s baptism. This could be a surprise or something you plan with your teen.
4. Fill a prayer journal with prayers for your teen. At the start of confirmation, buy a blank journal,
and over the course of confirmation, write your prayers for your teenager in the journal. After
confirmation, give the journal to your confirmand as a gift.
5. Visit a nature center, take a hike, go fishing, or take a long bike ride together. Leave electronics at
home and spend this time together. Before you go, encourage everyone to look out for God
sightings. On the way home, invite everyone to share how God was experienced during your
unplugged time together; use words, draw pictures, or do both.
6. Search for family-friendly service opportunities in your area. Invite your teenager to make the final
decision from a short list, and spend one afternoon or evening serving together.
7. Find a devotional and read it together daily or weekly. Your pastor or confirmation teacher can
help you find a good devotional for this purpose.
8. Start a family evening prayer routine Simply list three things each that you’re grateful for, and then
recite the Lord’s Prayer together. As your comfort level increases, consider spontaneously praying
aloud.
9. Memorize a passage of Scripture together. Psalm 23 is a good starting place. Or have your teen
choose a passage.
10. Pick a book of the Bible to read as a family. Perhaps as part of your Dinner Devos, you could
read a chapter together once a week or have everyone read a chapter and come ready for family
discussion. Start with three simple questions for discussion:
• What was interesting to you?
• What questions do you have?
• Where do you see God in this passage?

Conclusion

This parent guide is not a comprehensive “how to parent your teenager through confirmation.” Our
desire is that it would be a tool that helps you better understand your role in confirmation, your
influence in the faith formation of your teenager, and a way to gain confidence in giving guidance to
your teen. We pray that you feel encouraged and renewed in your own faith as well as more equipped
for that sacred responsibility.
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