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The Land Between: Finding God in Difficult Transitions ~ Jeff Manion
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Research Finding #1 

Parents are the most 
significant influence on the 

religious and spiritual 
outcomes of young people.
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One of the most basic suggestions of our findings is that young adults arrive 
at a sense of their fundamental identity and worldview not by weighing all 
possible intellectual arguments for and against a proposed way of life, but 
rather by roughly adopting the worldview of those mentors who left the 
deepest impression upon them—and who loved them and cared for them 
the most… 

American Catholic Religious Parenting
~ Smith and Bartkus
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Research Finding #2 
The primary way by which Christian 

identity becomes rooted in children’s 
lives are the day-to-day religious 

practices of the family and the ways 
parents model their faith and share 

it in conversation, collaboration, and 
exposure to outside religious 

opportunities. 
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1. Reading the Bible as a family and encouraging young people to read 
the Bible regularly

2. Praying together as a family and encouraging young people to pray 
personally

3. Serving people in need as a family and supporting service activities 
by young people

4. Eating together as a family

5. Having family conversations about faith
6. Talking about faith, religious issues, questions, doubts

7. Ritualizing family moments and milestone experiences
8. Celebrating holidays and church year seasons at home

9. Providing moral instruction
10. Being involved in a faith community and participating regularly in 

Sunday worship as a family

PRACTICE CENTERED PRO
CESS
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RELIGIOUS PARENTING

• We have discovered through research that certain 
faith practices make a significant difference in 
nurturing the faith of children and teens at home. 

• “Raising religious children should thus primarily 
be a practice-centered process, not chiefly a 
didactic teaching program. Parents modeling 
religious practices is primary, and explaining belief 
systems is secondary” 

Christian Smith, Bridget Ritz, Michael Rotolo

Princeton University Press, 2020
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Research Finding #3 

The family is the primary 
community where Christian 
faith practices are nurtured 

and practiced. 
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Research Finding #4

The quality of a parent’s 
relationships with their children or 
teens and the parenting style they 

practice make a significant 
difference in faith transmission. 
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This is all to say that the definitive causal agents in the 
religious and spiritual outcomes of American youth are 
neither clergy nor youth ministers, neither educators nor 
the voices of popular culture and media, but parents. 

So what?
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This is where many churches 
have exceled these last 2 years!
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Faith Practices at Home Milestones Seasonal Events

Bible through the Year
Family & 
Intergenerational 
Programming at Church

Parent Education & 
Formation 
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Young 
Children

Older 
Children

Young 
Adolescents

Older 
Adolescents 

1. Seasons of the year

2. Rituals and milestones

3. Learning the tradition

4. Prayer and spiritual formation 

5. Reading the Bible

6. Service, justice, care for creation

41

• Birth / Baptism
• Baptism anniversaries
• First prayers
• First Bible stories  
• Starting school year
• Receiving a first Bible
• First Communion
• Confirmation
• Graduation
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• Advent
• Christmas
• Epiphany
• Ash Wednesday
• Lent
• Holy Week
• Easter
• Pentecost
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• New Year’s Eve and Day
• Martin Luther King Jr. Day
• Valentine’s Day
• St. Patrick’s Day
• Earth Day
• Mother’s Day
• Memorial Day
• Father’s Day
• July 4 – Independence Day
• Labor Day
• Start of School
• Halloween
• Thanksgiving 
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• Incorporate family programs throughout the year – on 
seasonal themes, family life themes, etc. 
• Substitute an age group program for a family program: Weeks 

1-4 - Age Groups + Week 5 – Family Program.
• Redesign VBS as a family program or with family components
• Design extended time (half-day, full day) immersion 

experiences—at church or in the community—where families 
can experience the Christian faith firsthand, such as 
hospitality at a homeless shelter or serving a meal at a soup 
kitchen or caring for creation by planting a garden. 
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Faith Practices at Home Milestones Seasonal Events

Bible through the Year
Family & 
Intergenerational 
Programming at Church

Parent Education & 
Formation 
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Family Faith 
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Part 3  - Designing for 
Family Faith Formation
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When?

Through the day: mealtimes, car times, 
morning and bedtime, exits and entries, family 
sharing times, waiting for… times 

Through key family moments: good times and 
hard times, times of joy and sorrow

Through the year: church year seasons, 
holidays, rituals and celebrations—birthdays, 
anniversaries, etc. 

Through the lifecycle: milestones and rites of 
passage

Finding the spaces and times in family lifeDe
sig

ni
ng

 Fa
ith

 Fo
rm

at
io

n 
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Where?
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Don’t forget to design for WHY!
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Don’t forget to design a communication plan around your WHY!
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Faith Practices at Home Milestones Seasonal Events

Bible through the Year
Family & 
Intergenerational 
Programming at Church

Parent Education & 
Formation 
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Young 
Children

Older 
Children

Young 
Adolescents

Older 
Adolescents 

1. Seasons of the year

2. Rituals and milestones

3. Learning the tradition

4. Prayer and spiritual formation 

5. Reading the Bible

6. Service, justice, care for creation
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Ritual

Connecting Home and Church Community
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https://www.evangelizationatl.com

By adapting curriculums…

Learning the faith
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https://www.evangelizationatl.com
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Has your family experienced any of the ways that the time of COVID-19 has been like a 
desert? If yes, what are they?

What are some of the little and/or great challenges your family has faced during the 
pandemic?

What are some good things that have happened during this time?

What good have you gained from going through this experience together as a family, as a 
faith community?

Do you think your family has grown closer to one another and/or to God?
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• Birth / Baptism
• Baptism anniversaries
• First prayers
• First Bible stories  
• Starting school year
• Receiving a first Bible
• First Communion
• Confirmation
• Graduation
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• a ritual celebration or a blessing marking the milestone with 
the whole church community 

• a home ritual celebration or blessing marking the milestone

• a learning program, often for the whole family or 
intergenerational, that prepares the individual and the whole 
family for the milestone and for faith practice at home 

• a tangible, visible reminder or symbol of the occasion being 
marked

• resources to support continuing faith growth and practice 
after the milestone
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• Advent
• Christmas
• Epiphany
• Ash Wednesday
• Lent
• Holy Week
• Easter
• Pentecost
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Seasons
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• New Year’s Eve and Day
• Martin Luther King Jr. Day
• Valentine’s Day
• St. Patrick’s Day
• Earth Day
• Mother’s Day
• Memorial Day
• Father’s Day
• July 4 – Independence Day
• Labor Day
• Start of School
• Halloween
• Thanksgiving 
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BIBLE

Going 
Deeper

Family 
Convers-

ations

Children’s 
Bible 

Activities

Table 
Ritual

Prayer/ 
Devotion

Daily 
Bible 

Verses

Serving
/Action 
Ideas

Encountering God 
in the Bible
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• Incorporate family programs throughout the year – on 
seasonal themes, family life themes, etc. 
• Substitute an age group program for a family program: Weeks 

1-4 - Age Groups + Week 5 – Family Program.
• Redesign VBS as a family program or with family components
• Design extended time (half-day, full day) immersion 

experiences—at church or in the community—where families 
can experience the Christian faith firsthand, such as 
hospitality at a homeless shelter or serving a meal at a soup 
kitchen or caring for creation by planting a garden. 
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Ideas:
Practice of 

the Month or 
Season

Incorporate faith practices throughout the year by teaching the 
practices through experiential activities in children and youth 
programs, for example: 
• Eating Well
• Forgiving 
• Generosity
• Hospitality
• Keeping Sabbath
• Praying
• Reading the Bible 
• Stewardship / Care for Creation
• Transforming the World
Then invite parents to reinforce the practice through continued 
at-home experiences that you provide online for easy access. 
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By adapting curriculums…
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Resourcing Parents and 
Families: Playlists
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How might a parish use playlists?
• Extend a church event or program

• Design one event or program and offer it in multiple platforms

• Prepare for an event with a playlist

• Follow up on an event or learning experience with a playlist

• Flip a gathered program

• Integrate online and gathered programs

• Create online experiences only

• Use webinars, Facebook live, podcasts, etc. to deliver programming 
directly to people
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Check out the 

training session 

on playlists.
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Resourcing Parents 
and Families: 
Podcasts
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Resourcing Parents and Families: Supplementals
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Leaders of the future are curators, digital strategists, gathering the best material and resources
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There are many ways to put families at the center of faith formation. Find the way 
that works for you and your community. 

And check out the other training sessions on this site. 
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deniseutter@familieslivingfaith.com
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