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Proverbs 22:1-6

A good name is to be chosen rather than great riches,
   and favor is better than silver or gold. 
2 The rich and the poor have this in common:
   the Lord is the maker of them all. 
3 The clever see danger and hide;
   but the simple go on, and suffer for it. 
4 The reward for humility and fear of the Lord
   is riches and honor and life. 
5 Thorns and snares are in the way of the perverse;
   the cautious will keep far from them. 
6 Train children in the right way,
   and when old, they will not stray.

So we come at this point in our sermon series about life’s season, life’s milestones, to raising children.  I like to say that I was a great parent before I had a child; now I take it day by day.  
Fortunately, for me and for all of us, we have the guidance of scripture and the wisdom of faithful parents who came before us.  
If you don’t have children, or your children have long since left home, please don’t tune out.  And here’s why: we tend to read the Bible in a very individualistic way, but that was not the way it was written – it was written in the context of a culture that took seriously the adage that it takes a village to raise a child.  
Training a child was the responsibility of a nation of people, a whole faith community.  I have mentioned before the National Study of Youth and Religion, and one of the most interesting findings of that study that the most powerful influence in the faith lives of children and youth is the presence of faithful adults, whether that be parents or others.  
So every one of you has a stake in this business.  And children, I don’t want you to tune out either – this is your chance to hold us all accountable and that gives you all a lot of power.
Proverbs is a book of wisdom – every person needs wisdom for living and every healthy society passes down wisdom to the next generation.  The wisdom in proverbs is well-worn, loved, used and passed down.  That’s the frame that holds the whole book together.  Teach this, adults, and learn this, children.  One disclaimer about proverbs: they are wisdom sayings and not absolute promises, and so are not meant to be used to induce guilt in good parents who have errant children.  

What I never really understood before I had a child was how spongy they are – before they are even a year old, they are watching and absorbing and mimicking everything we do.  It makes a person very aware of both their good and bad habits.  
For example, my son, on encountering a 2-liter soda bottle will attempt to drink from it.  
This is because husband drinks from 2-liter soda bottles.  It makes one very aware of one’s language, and one’s attitude, and one’s actions.
And I think whoever compiled these wisdom sayings understood how this worked.  In the text we read today what comes before the instruction to train children in the right way, is instruction for the adults.  It is as if to say, understand these truths for your own life, and then train your children.
We find this very same idea in Deuteronomy 6:4-7, this is the shema, the cornerstone of Israel’s prayer life: “Hear, O Israel: The LORD our God, the LORD is one. Love the LORD your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength. These commandments that I give you today are to be upon your hearts. Impress them on your children. Talk about them when you sit at home and when you walk along the road, when you lie down and when you get up.”  
Brian Haynes, the author of the book Shift about how important it is for parents to take the lead in the spiritual formation of their children writes, “The shema begins with a reference point.  An undeniable, non-negotiable understanding that there is one God and he alone is God.  This is the beginning of spiritual formation.  It’s the first step of faith.  It’s the most foundational truth to pass on to the next generation. . . . the second phrase of the shema tells us, as adults and parents of the generations, to love the Lord with all our being.  God knew that younger generations would need a model of what loving God looks like. . . . 
Authenticity is the core value of the shema.  God asks people to first have these commands on their hearts before they ever try to pass them down to their children.”
And this idea of the knowledge of God passing from generation to generation is woven through the whole Bible.  In Psalm 78:5-7 we find these words: “He decreed statutes for Jacob and established the law in Israel, which he commanded our ancestors  to teach their children, so the next generation would know them, even the children yet to be born, and they in turn would tell their children. Then they would put their trust in God and would not forget his deeds but would keep his commands.”  Trust in God is passed father and mother to children, who tell their children, who tell their children.
Jesus’ message and ministry followed this Old Testament pattern. All of Jesus’ life and teaching was based on the pattern of consciously listening to, watching, and depending on God the Father.  
In John 5:19 Jesus says: “I tell you the truth, the Son can do nothing by himself; he can do only what he sees his Father doing, because whatever the Father does the Son also does.”  Later in John 8:28 Jesus says, “When you have lifted up the Son of Man, then you will know that I am [the one I claim to be] and that I do nothing on my own but speak just what the Father has taught me.”

So we are getting at the heart of what our children need most from us – lives of authentic faith to model their own lives after.  They learn from us – trust in God passes from us to our children.  So the positive way of stating that is: if it important to you, they notice.  The negative way of stating that is: if it is not important to you, they notice.  
Dan tells a story of an elderly man whose father taught his Sunday school class, and he saw the difference between the words he spoke for an hour on Sunday morning and the life he lived the rest of the week, and the man wrote off faith from that point on.  
In contrast, what our children need most is to see us demonstrate what the German philosopher Frederick Nietzsche called “a long obedience in the same direction.”  
He writes, “The essential thing in heaven and earth is . . .that there should be a long obedience in the same direction; there thereby results, and has always resulted in the long run, something that has made life worth living.”  

Returning the passage from Proverbs, we are called to account.  Do our children see by the model of our lives that a good name, meaning a good character, a good reputation, is better than riches?  
Do they see by our actions that we believe that all people are equal in God’s eyes whether they are rich or poor?  Richard Stearns, the president of World Vision, shares this story in his book that the Wednesday morning women’s Bible study is reading: “When my friend Jim Wallis was a seminary student at Trinity Evangelical Divinity School outside of Chicago, he and some of his classmates did a little experiment.  They went through all 66 books of the Bible and underlined every passage and verse that dealt with poverty, wealth, justice and oppression.  Then one of Jim’s fellow students took a pair of scissors and physically cut every one of those verses out of the Bible.  The result was a volume in tatters that barely held together . . .so central were these themes to Scripture that the resulting Bible was in shambles.” Do our children see that care for our neighbors and for God’s justice in the world in our Christ-shaped lives, in our scripture-directed lives?  
Do they see compassion demonstrated?  
I heard an interview on NPR with a neuroscientist named Richard Davidson who studies brain plasticity, and rather than study things like anxiety and depression, he has chosen to study things like happiness and compassion.  He defines compassion as the desire to relieve the suffering of others.  And he goes on to say that he sees that in the brain compassion is similar to language, in that as we are all born with the capacity for language, we are born with the capacity for compassion.  And similarly to language, we have to learn compassion. He states, “I think compassion requires a nurturing community for it to arise, be nourished, be cultivated. And in the absence of that kind of nourishing, supportive, early environment, it can be stifled.”  
And just like we soak up language by hearing it spoken all around us, we soak up compassion by seeing it lived out, embodied, all around us.
The best way to teach compassion is to embody it.  The best way to teach authentic faith is to embody it and create an environment where children can soak it up.  That’s what our children need most.

Here are two helpful places to start.  The first comes from the memoir of Eugene Peterson sharing a story about his wife Jan who was leading a seminar for women. “One participant asked her: ‘do you have a pearl of wisdom that can give us for raising our children?’ Her answer: ‘Have a family meal every evening.’  That seemed a little abrupt so she elaborated by telling of a women’s retreat she had led a few years before.  
Her subject was, as it was here in Texas, hospitality.  But she had decided to be as specific and down-to-earth as she could. No generalities, no big goals like taking in strangers or working in a soup kitchen for the homeless, but just zero in on one manageable task: gather the family for the evening meal.  Every evening.  
‘I know that it might be difficult, but it should be possible to get everyone away from the TV in their rooms with their microwaved meal on a TV tray to eat together.  A time to gather the events of the day into conversation, to enter into the mutuality of passing and receiving, of stories, potatoes, carrots, and pork chops.  Share food and conversation with one another.  Listen to one another.  Receive a blessing.’  
She got uneasy when she received no response.  Hoping for some interaction, she asked, ‘How many of you have an evening meal with your family?’  There were thirty-eight women.  Not one of them raised a hand.  ‘I came home and told Eugene.  I was depressed for three weeks.’  And then this to the person who had asked for a pearl: ‘There are no pearls out there that you can use – no scripture verses to hand out, advice to guide, prayers to tap into.  
As we live and give witness to Jesus to our children and whoever else, we are handing out seeds, not pearls, and seeds need soil in which to germinate.  A meal is soil just like that.  It provides a daily relational context in which everything you say and don’t say, feel or don’t feel, God’s word and snatches of gossip, gets assimilated along with the food and becomes you, but not you by yourself – you and your words and your acts embedded in acts of love and need, acceptance and doubt.  
Nothing is abstract or in general when you are eating a meal together.  You realize, don’t you, that Jesus didn’t drop pearls around Galilee for people as clues to find their way to God or their neighbors.  He ate meals with them.  And you can do what Jesus did.  Every evening take and receive the life of Jesus around your table.’
The other suggestion is called The Faith Five – five things to do in five minutes with your family or your friends or your neighbors – whoever comprises your community.  And maybe it seems ambitious – but maybe there is a way to fit it into your time with your family, over breakfast or dinner or before bedtime.  Here’s how you do it:  
Take turns going through these five simple steps:

1. SHARE highs & lows of the day

2. READ and highlight a verse of Scripture in your Bible

3. TALK about how the verse relates to your highs & lows

4. PRAY for your highs & lows, for your family, and for the world

5. BLESS one another 

What do our children need most from us?  Authentic lives of faith, plenty of them, not just immediate family, but grandparents, aunts and uncles, teachers, mentors, friends, and in an environment where they can soak it all up.  
Amen.

