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Abstract 

Screens are here to stay. With their myriad uses, screens have found a 

permanent place in our lives. We reap many benefits from our screens, but 

thoughtful observers cannot help but wonder, “Are screens delivering on their 

promised purpose in our lives?” There is good reason to consider thoughtfully 

how we use them. Overstimulation and constant connection are taking a toll on 

our souls. We have seen a significant decline in mental health since the invention 

of the smartphone. Overuse of screens, especially social media, leads to lower 

levels of happiness and higher levels of anxiety. We do well to be intentional 

about how we use screens and to implement practices that will mitigate their 

negative effects. This paper explores the shadow side of screen use. It also looks 

into relevant Christian practices that help develop one’s identity as a beloved 

child of God. My project invited families into a six-week experience with 

imaginative prayer. While my focus is on kids and screens, I believe this project 

offers something for everyone who wants to be released from screen’s grip into 

glorious freedom as beloved children of God. 
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Preface 

The inspiration for this project flows from my desire to be a faithful dad, 

pastor, and follower of Jesus in the digital age. As a parent of elementary school 

children, my wife and I were struggling to navigate the realities of technology 

and faith. We do not want to take on the default screen use habits of the world 

around us; instead, we desire to promote thoughtful, intentional use of 

technology in our home. Further, we want our children to base their identity as 

followers of Jesus in God’s incredible, unceasing love for them. This project 

developed naturally as I explored some of the perils of tech overuse, best 

practices for unplugging and managing screen use, and best principles for 

developing authentic faith. 
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Chapter 1: “Unplugging to Connect:” the Trailer 

I’m an observer. I watch how people interact with others. I pay attention 

to behaviors. Over the last several years, I have become increasingly aware of 

how individuals and families use their cell phones and tablets. I noticed a child 

who attended her sibling’s volleyball tournament and didn’t watch a single play, 

focusing instead on a screen that she could use anywhere. I observed a family 

who came out for a socially-distanced community fireworks display and missed 

the vivid exploding shells illuminating the twilight sky because they were 

focused on the illumined iPad in front of them. I saw a young boy nearly ride his 

bike into a sign because he focused more on the phone he was holding than on 

the sidewalk beneath him. I see drivers whose eyes – and sometimes their whole 

heads – are looking down at the phone in their hands instead of at the road 

ahead of them. I see families who sit down in a restaurant with an opportunity to 

connect, but they are apart together instead, paying more attention to their 

phones and tablets in their hands than to the family members sitting around the 

table with them. Some restaurants are paying attention. In 2016 Chick-fil-A 

introduced the “cell phone coop,” a box where families could store their devices 

while they were eating in order to encourage interaction with each other. 

Families who successfully completed the challenge received an ice cream cone 

reward. For reasons I could not track down, the promotion did not last very long. 
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Screens, Glorious Screens 

Unlike Chick-fil-a’s chicken coop, devices with screens are here to stay. 

Screens have become an indispensable part of our lives; I readily acknowledge 

that users of all ages reap a variety of benefits from their screen-based devices. 

With a few swipes of a single device, we can peruse a menu and find directions 

to a new restaurant, read the Bible or another favorite book, video chat with 

friends and family, monitor a home security system, watch a favorite movie or 

show, cash a check and pay bills, and find out if the dark clouds overhead mean 

we should grab an umbrella or run for shelter. Screens have benefits for kids too, 

including some educational benefits beyond the aforementioned uses. Our older 

daughter shared that a stargazing app her teacher shared with the class sparked 

some curiosity in astronomy. Our kids have carried out exercises in math, 

spelling, science, social studies, and grammar through school-required apps. Our 

kids have also used their devices to develop their interests in photography, art, 

and graphic design. They claim to be growing in creativity by playing 

Minecraft’s creative mode; I’m not yet fully convinced about that yet. 

Screens became an essential part of work and connection during the 

COVID-19 disruption. Many employees depended on their screens, especially 

video conferencing, as they transitioned from going somewhere to work to 

working from home. Screens allowed homebound and care-center bound family 

members to stay in touch with loved ones who could no longer visit in person. 

Friends and family members celebrated birthdays, holidays, and even weddings 
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and funerals online when local regulations forbade them to gather in person. 

Screens also allowed congregations to stay connected and expand their reach as 

worship services and connection groups moved online. Kids’ access to screens 

became an essential part of at-home learning; some schools and families 

scrambled to round up devices for their children to carry out IXL assignments 

and to participate in virtual class meetings and fieldtrips. Scouts and other 

organizations moved their meetings online too. The first virtual meeting for my 

son’s Cub Scout den allowed the boys to entertain each other as they completed 

the Bear rank’s Roaring Laughter adventure. Our den also finished the God and 

Me religious award online, and we met online with a veterinarian when in-

person meetings were unwise. Den meetings with six boys worked well; pack 

awards presentations with sixty-some scouts were drastically less productive. 

Are Screens All Good? 

I readily acknowledge and welcome many of the benefits of screen use; 

however, I can’t help but wonder if it is all good. I fear we might have undergone 

a full send acceptance of the benefits of screen usage without taking the time to 

consider the negative effects of screen use. Cultural observers are beginning to 

call attention to the drawbacks of screen use and to invite us to consider 

thoughtfully the role that screens play in our lives. John Eldredge writes, “My 

soul just can’t do life at the speed of smartphones. But I was asking it to; 
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everybody’s asking theirs to.”1  I appreciate the way Jefferson Bethke described 

how developments in technology often outpace intentional reflection on the 

benefits and regulation of its use. Here are the stages he describes: 

1. This is cool and exciting. 
2. This is actually the best thing ever created. How did people even live 

without it before? 
3. This is still the best thing ever, and I can’t imagine my life without it, 

but it seems to be hurting me also. 
4. Ah yes, it’s definitely hurting me, and I probably need to live without 

it in some way. Let’s make a few rules to help us out.2 
 

Bethke believes that our society is somewhere between stages two and three. I 

like to believe that we’re solidly in three and turning the corner into four, but 

that might not be the case. 

If there are drawbacks to our use of screens, what might some of them be? 

For now, I’ll simply share some of the things that I notice in myself and my kids; 

I will share what my research identified about the drawbacks in chapter 2. I am 

aware that sometimes I use my screen because I’m bored or because I want to 

escape or put off something I don’t want to deal with. Social media and Google 

rabbit holes are great escapes. I often notice that my screen contributes to 

distraction and a decreased ability to focus on the circumstances and people 

around me. I regularly get out my phone to look up something (generally 

                                                      
1 John Eldredge, Get Your Life Back: Everyday Practices for a World Gone Mad (Nashville, 

TN: Nelson Books, 2020) Kindle, location 55. 
 
2 Jefferson Bethke, To Hell with the Hustle: Reclaiming Your Life in an Overworked, Overspent, 

and Overconnected World (Nashville, TN: Nelson Books, 2019), 9-10. 
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something that is not at all important) or to check a notification vibration only to 

realize ten minutes later that I don’t even remember why I took my phone out of 

my pocket. At other times, I admit that I use social media in an attempt to feel 

significant or to compare my life to others. If my family isn’t intentional, we find 

that our phones interrupt important family times like meals and bedtime. At the 

very least, some of my screen use feels like an incredible waste of time. 

I’m not only concerned about my own screen use; I’m equally concerned – 

if not more concerned – about how screen use is impacting my kids. My wife, 

Amy, and I have three children. They were age nine, seven, and five when I 

started researching this topic. Without regulation, it seemed like our kids would 

use our televisions and their tablets as much as possible, playing Minecraft and 

other games, watching Fail Army and YouTube videos, and looking for new 

video games to download and play. I became concerned when I noticed a change 

in our children’s demeanor after extended sessions with their screens. They 

seemed less capable of interacting in the real world. At their worst, they would 

completely tune us out. At times, they seemed like zombies, and at other times 

they become very irritable after extended use of screens, which I define as two or 

more hours per day.  

As I started to read some of the literature about kids and screen use, I 

quickly discovered that my concerns are well justified. Excessive screen use by 

young children can delay or short circuit neural development and interfere with 

the development of social skills. What’s more, excessive screen use interferes 
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with children’s ability to develop skills in mood regulation, and it blurs the lines 

between what is real and what is virtual. The stimulation of swiping a screen can 

mimic what happens in those who are addicted to drugs and alcohol.3  Lindholm 

shares that “the dopamine released by the stimulation of electronics hits children 

especially virulently because their cerebral cortexes simply aren’t developed 

enough for them to feel satisfied with small doses or to self-regulate.”4 She adds, 

“It’s obvious that our kids’ addiction (to electronics) is correlated with higher 

rates of obesity, less time spent reading, less self-directed imaginative play, and 

less face-to-face social interaction.”5 Issues for children are merely the beginning 

of problems that emerge across the lifespan. When it comes to teens and young 

adults, the explosive rates of anxiety and lower mental health (including 

depression and self-harm) seem to be closely correlated with the release and 

expanding use of the iPhone. 

The current use of screens is incredibly costly. Screen use has direct and 

indirect monetary costs. Some obvious, direct costs for screen use are the 

expenses incurred to buy and maintain devices and the cost of the data (mobile 

and Wifi) that feeds our devices. Other costs are less obvious. When I asked my 

                                                      
3 Liraz Margalit, “What Screen Time Can Really Do to Kids' Brains,” Psychology Today, 

April 17, 2016, https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/behind-online-behavior/201604/ 
what-screen-time-can-really-do-kids-brains. 

4 Marika Lindholm, “Parenting in the Era of Addictive Electronics,” Psychology Today, 
July 13, 2017, https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/more-women-s-work/201707/ 
parenting-in-the-era-addictive-electronics. 

5 Marika Lindholm, “Parenting in the Era of Addictive Electronics.” 
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insurance agent about a premium increase on our auto policy, he told me that the 

company had to raise their rates to cover the increasing costs of distracted 

driving. Our sense of awareness and our mental health are also paying the price 

of screen use. Constantly distracted by notifications and the incessant impulse to 

check our screens, we have a hard time being present to ourselves and to those 

around us. Bouncing from task to task and image to image, our ability to 

concentrate for long periods of time and to tune into our deepest needs is 

decreasing. Screen use also has a relational cost. While many people are more 

connected than ever before, they are also more lonely and isolated. They have 

many contacts but few deep friendships. Spending less time with face-to-face 

interaction, those who spend abundant time on screens have less opportunity to 

develop important skills for in-person interaction. I have seen several images, 

memes, and comics where couples are physically together in the same room – or 

even under the sheets; however, instead of connecting relationally, they are 

phubbing (phone snubbing) their partner and gazing into their screen. 

As I began to share some initial findings of my research, I readily 

identified other parents who shared my concerns – or were at least open to 

learning more about them. I had several conversations with other parents who 

had general concerns about how their kids’ screen use was affecting them, but 

they didn’t know what to do about it. Some had a hunch that screens influenced 

their children’s behavior and development – and not only in positive ways. They 

had not dug into the emerging research on this subject, so they were not armed 
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with actual facts. They knew, nonetheless, that screen use was changing their 

kids. Others recognized that screen use was harming their kids, but they hadn’t 

articulated and implemented a philosophy for screen use in their homes. Still 

others just hadn’t even given much thought to the subject, yet many became 

interested in having further conversations. Nearly everyone I talked to wanted to 

know more about what I was discovering. 

Screens, Mental Health, and Faith 

As a pastor and a dad, I wondered how screen use might be influencing 

the way my children, my congregation, and I relate with God. How might the 

use of screens be shaping our identity and how we interact with the world? How 

is involvement in the digital world affecting the souls of our children? What are 

some spiritual and mental health practices that allow parents to be proactive 

with their kids? Seeking answers to these questions and identifying practices that 

might buffer our kids from the negative impacts of screen use became the focus 

of my project. Somewhere beneath the surface of my research lies the question 

about why the “nones” stay away or leave the church – possibly never to return. 

I have a lot of empathy for them. I often feel that the faith I grew up with does 

not connect with this generation – or even with my generation, for that matter. 

The cognitive, behavior-focused expression of Christianity I grew up with did 

not adequately prepare me for a lifelong relationship with God characterized by 

loving union with Christ and love for all of my neighbors. 
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As the focus of my research and ministry project became clearer, I was 

able to articulate a research problem, question, hypothesis, and project. My 

research problem is that digital distractions hinder children and youth from 

knowing God and distort their understanding of their true self as beloved 

children of a loving God. Regular use of screens and other digital distractions 

leaves little space for children to hear from God and simply to be still and know 

that God is God. Too much screen use diminishes children’s development of 

relational skills, including their relationship with God. What’s more, I believe 

that screen use – especially excessive social media – leads children to form their 

identity in comparison to others instead of in their relationship with God. 

My research question is this: What practices can families use to tune out 

digital noise in order to let God speak into their lives? If screen use distracts 

children from knowing God and each other, I wonder what practices families can 

implement that will allow them to spend time with each other and with God. 

Specifically, I wonder what practices will allow children to engage their 

imaginations in order to have an experience of God’s love, forgiveness, and 

purpose for their lives. Part of this question will explore gadget guardrails that 

encourage constructive principles that families can consider as they develop a 

philosophy for their family’s use of technology. My research question assumes 

that parents are looking for resources and are willing to give some time and 

effort to their family’s faith development. 
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My hypothesis is that imaginative prayer exercises will help children 

experience God’s love and forgiveness and extend an invitation for them to 

participate in God’s work. Many of the elementary and middle school kids I 

know have little down time. With school, sports, church, clubs, and music/dance 

lessons, most kids lives’ are highly programmed. When we add in the reality that 

many parents are stressed by life and distracted from (or maybe even avoiding) 

paying attention to their kids, families spend little quality time together. Many 

kids have spent at least some time with devices functionally serving as their 

babysitter. If kids experience their relationship with God at least in part as a 

reflection of their relationship with their parents, it will be hard for them to know 

the incredible love that God has for them and for them to believe that God 

delights in them. Further, with constant input from screens and other external 

stimuli, kids experience little white space or opportunity for their imaginations 

to run wild. I believe practicing imaginative prayers as a family will create a 

needed space for families to seek God together and for individual family 

members to experience God’s incredible love for them. 

My project invited families from Trinity Church in Papillion, Nebraska to 

participate in a six-week experience in imaginative prayer. The idea for my 

project became clear when I downloaded and swiped through Imaginative Prayer: 

a Yearlong Guide for Your Child’s Spiritual Formation, by Jared Patrick Boyd.6 The 

                                                      
6 Jared Patrick Boyd, Imaginative Prayer: a Yearlong Guide for Your Child’s Spiritual 

Formation (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2017). 
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book contains 36 imaginative prayer exercises: six exercises in each of six key 

areas, plus a review exercise in each area for a total of 42 weeks of material. My 

project will include one prayer exercise from each of the book’s six major themes: 

1) God’s love, 2) loving others, 3) God’s forgiveness, 4) Jesus is the King, 5) the 

Good News of God, and 6) the mission of God. The author intends that 

participants experience one prayer per week, accompanied by daily reflection on 

each week’s theme and a theme-based journal entry (drawing is encouraged) at 

the end of the week. 

As I became familiar with these prayers, I found myself wishing I had 

experienced these prayers when I was a child. Going beyond attaining 

knowledge about God and the world God created, the prayers invite participants 

into an experience with God. Using a variety of imaginative approaches, each 

prayer invites participants both to step outside of themselves and become more 

aware of themselves in order to see how God loves the world (individual people 

and the created order), to experience God personally, and to grow in the desire 

and ability to love the world and its people as God loves. Through silent 

reflection and active engagement of the imagination, participants visualize 

people and places in creation, expanding their understanding of the extent of 

God’s creative genius and the depths of God’s love for the world. Participants 

imagine how God deeply loves them and graciously forgives their sins. They 

imagine Jesus extending an invitation for them to trust him, follow him, and 

become part of his work of restoring everything that is broken in the world. 
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Their eyes and hearts turn toward others as they begin to imagine what it is like 

to love the world and its people with the same love that God has. 

Context: Trinity Church in Papillion, Nebraska 

As I read the exercises in the Imaginative Prayer book, I immediately saw 

the possibilities it held as a powerful tool for family faith formation; I also 

believed that my ministry context would have several willing participants who 

would test my research hypothesis and benefit from a family-focused, faith-

building experience. My family and I live in Papillion, NE, a suburban city on the 

very south end of the Omaha metro area. Relocating for a call to a church in 

April 2014, my family has called Papillion home for about seven years. Living in 

Nebraska was never on my bucket list, but I have to say that we love living in 

Papillion, and we have no desire to go anywhere else right now. In many ways, 

Papillion is like other Midwestern suburban areas that I know. My wife and I 

lived in the southwest suburbs of Chicago, and we felt very much at home when 

we moved to Papillion. When we are looking to get out of the house, there are 

numerous options for shopping, dining, and recreation in Papillion and around 

the Omaha metro. We find the people in the area honest, friendly, hardworking, 

and respectful of personal boundaries – good “salt of the earth” people.  

Papillion is a highly desired community in a metro area that has a lot 

going for it. The total population of the Omaha metro is just shy of one million 

people. Papillion has an official population of about 20,000 people, but its many 

growing and developing unincorporated areas push the unofficial population to 
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about 25,000. Our family’s particular section of the city has seen tremendous 

housing growth during the seven years we have lived here; several new housing 

developments popped up where corn and soybeans grew just a few years ago. 

The Papillion-La Vista schools have a great reputation; the district’s motto is “Be 

Known for Greatness.” The district is comprised of sixteen neighborhood 

elementary schools (two schools were added in the past three years to 

accommodate the explosive growth), three middle schools, and two high schools 

(with land and plans for a third). The total K-12 enrollment is about 11,500 and 

growing. 

The Omaha area has a stable economy and a strong housing market; 

several companies, including Amazon, Facebook, and Google, have recently put 

down big footprints in Papillion’s expanding commercial area. Fortune 500 

companies Mutual of Omaha, Union Pacific, Kiewit Construction, and Berkshire 

Hathaway have their headquarters in Omaha. Offutt Air Force Base is also a 

major employer in the area; it is common to see uniformed airmen and airwomen 

around town. We see a lot of transition in our neighborhood as the military 

shuffles personnel and their families around the country and world.  

Although the Omaha metro area has a lot going for it, residents face many 

of the same issues I have observed in other suburban areas. Families experience a 

lot of self-inflicted busyness as they fill every moment of the day with activities 

including sports, clubs, dance, music, drama, martial arts, church, etc. Many kids 

and teens experience high stress and anxiety, possibly resulting from a perceived 
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pressure to make something of themselves. Families face financial pressures as 

they try to keep up with neighbors, sometimes living beyond their means and 

often having little margin in their time, finances, and relationships. Sports and 

recreation are high values in our area. The area offers several options for parks, 

splash pads, recreational lakes, and trails for walking and biking. The City of 

Papillion recently opened a $52 million recreation center called the Papillion 

Landing, a sports and activity “cathedral” of sorts, offering a pool, walking track, 

workout rooms, basketball and volleyball gyms, soccer fields, meeting rooms, 

dance studios, and a library extension site, to name some of its features. 

While Papillion is similar to other Midwest suburban communities, I have 

also noticed some unique characteristics. Papillion is a proud town – some would 

say with good reason. Money Magazine has recognized Papillion as a top 10 U.S. 

small town (population 10,000-50,000) for several consecutive years. On top of 

that, Papillion is in a state that prides itself on offering “The Good Life.” That 

pride, coupled with a Midwestern version of the Protestant work ethic, leaves 

people struggling to admit weaknesses and to show much vulnerability. I notice 

that families want to appear as though they have their act together, even when 

they are falling apart on the inside. I believe many families overcommit their 

children to sports, recreation, and other extracurricular activities out of fear that 

their kids will be behind in life if they haven’t experienced everything before 

they graduate from high school. At many times, life for families looks and feels 
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like the plate spinning act at the circus, constantly reacting to keep the slowest-

spinning plate from crashing and smashing into pieces. 

This overscheduled, unfocused, digitally distracted way of life poses 

challenges to parents who want their children to have a vibrant, personal faith 

and to the ministry leaders who walk alongside them in this endeavor. I 

personally struggle to balance myriad commitments – as a pastor, as a husband, 

and as a parent. When families try to balance work, school, family, activities, 

recreation, household obligations, and church involvement, there is little time or 

effort to do anything well and with intentionality. For many families, church 

participation and faith formation take place when there is an open slot on the 

calendar – and those open slots are few and far between. This is especially true 

for families whose kids play on sports travel teams, but my observation is that 

most families struggle to find meaningful ways to help their children know and 

experience God. 

The challenges of frenzied family life are rife with possibilities for those 

who want to explore a different way. Much of my research explored principles 

and practices that individuals and families can implement in order to live a more 

purposeful and reflective life. In short, these principles and practices are 1) be 

intentional about use of technology, 2) schedule open space for self-care and soul 

care, and 3) practice family-based, reflective approaches to faith formation that 

go beyond facts, beliefs, and behaviors. I believe that an invitation to change the 
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pace of life with an emphasis on these principles will be a gift to families caught 

up in the whirlwind of their own making. 

My specific ministry context is Trinity Church, a congregation in the 

Evangelical Lutheran Church in America (ELCA) that has been ministering in 

Papillion for more than a century. The mission of Trinity is “Connecting people 

to Christ.” Trinity’s ministry focuses both on connecting spiritually disconnected 

people to Christ and on finding new ways to connect Christians more deeply 

with God and with each other. I have been serving part-time as Associate Pastor 

at Trinity since November 2017, and I enjoy being part of Trinity’s leadership 

team. I appreciate many things about Trinity. Trinity values its history and 

tradition, yet it also seeks to stay relevant to the changing needs and issues of our 

time. Trinity has a decent representation of all generations along with a good 

variety of both new and long-tenured members. The pre-COVID average 

worship attendance at Trinity was about six hundred people, which includes all 

who attend worship services and the participants in a separate worship ministry 

for children. Trinity’s leaders hold a high value on knowing scripture and on 

helping Trinity’s congregation grow as followers of Jesus. The full-time staff at 

Trinity includes the Lead Pastor, the pastor-in-training, the director of youth and 

family ministries, and the worship director. Other staff members include two 

part-time children’s ministry staff, an adult discipleship coordinator, two 

ministry support staff, and the administrator. Trinity’s congregation recently 

completed a building/relocation project, an important project that brought all of 
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Trinity’s onsite ministries under one roof along Highway 370, a highly visible, 

well-traveled traffic artery through the area. 

Trinity’s congregation includes many families with children across the age 

spectrum, which makes it a great body for my project to draw from. Use of 

technology among Trinity’s children and adults – and all of the positive and 

negative factors that go along with it – is likely typical to national statistics. 

Trinity’s families have attributes typical of other families of faith in middle-

American communities where families are stretched thin. They want their 

children to be part of a faith community (likely for a variety of reasons); 

however, faith formation is one of many (too often competing) priorities in their 

lives. Some parents desire to farm out their kids’ faith development to the 

church. One important consideration, however, is that some Trinity families 

want to be actively involved in their children’s faith formation, asking children’s 

ministry and pastoral staff for resources on practices they can implement to 

develop their children’s faith. They take their baptismal vows to raise their 

children in the faith seriously, and they want their child to have a vibrant 

connection with God. All of these factors make Trinity a great fit for my project 

focused on family faith formation. 

Project Preview 

For my project, I invited families from Trinity to participate in a six-week 

experience with imaginative prayer. I invited participating families to work 

through six prayer experiences from Jared Patrick Boyd’s Imaginative Prayer 
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book; the schedule asked them to complete an exercise focused on one theme per 

week from each of the book’s six major themes. The experiences from the book 

were specifically focused on children between the ages of 10 and 13. My target 

audience was families with elementary school children, but I encouraged any 

interested families with children to participate, regardless of the age of their 

children. I created flyers, bulletin announcements, an email for specific families, 

and a general email for all families who had children in Trinity Kids (children’s 

ministry for kids in kindergarten through fifth grade). I also created and shared a 

video invitation on my own and Trinity’s Facebook pages. When it was time to 

launch the project, I had lined up nineteen families to participate. 

The experience kicked off with a two-hour introduction and orientation 

session. I offered participants the option of attending on a Saturday morning or a 

Sunday afternoon; both options were on the same weekend at the end of January 

2020. The first hour was a highly interactive time during which participants 

shared about their family’s use of screens along with the challenges they face, 

especially in regulating their kids’ use of screens. I also shared some key findings 

about teens and technology from the work of Jean Twenge. We identified some 

practices and guardrails that participants of all ages can use to minimize the 

negative effects of screen use. In the next half hour of the orientation session, we 

looked at some key factors in child and youth faith formation. The heart of that 

section focused on how kids’ ministry in the past developed Moralistic 

Therapeutic Deism rather than a vibrant, experiential relationship with God. The 
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final half hour was an introduction to the Imaginative Prayer book and process. As 

part of this introductory session, I led the parents through the first prayer so they 

could experience it for themselves before they led their children through it. 

At the conclusion of the orientation session, I deployed the parents to lead 

their family through six weekly experiences in imaginative prayer. I selected six 

prayers, choosing the prayer from each section that I thought would be the most 

meaningful for the families. InterVarsity Press, the book’s publisher, sent me a 

pdf file with the selections along with permission to print and distribute them. 

They granted this permission with the agreement that I would purchase a copy 

of the book for each participant during or at the conclusion of my project. A 

Trinity member who is also a member and employee of Thrivent Financial 

Services secured $250 in action team funds to cover the cost of the books for 

sixteen of the participating families. 

I shared a few pointers for parents to consider as they prepared to lead 

their family through the prayers, encouraging them to develop a routine for each 

week of the imaginative prayer experience. I recommended that families choose 

a consistent day each week when they could spend about thirty minutes to 

complete the weekly prayer exercise, suggesting that a weekend might be the 

best time for them. I requested that families find a time each day of the week to 

have a brief check-in about the prayer theme for the week; after school and 

bedtime are natural times for the daily check-ins to take place. I also invited 

families to have their children complete a journal entry for each of the 
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imaginative prayers as suggested by the book. I provided participating children 

with simple journals, fun pencils, and stickers they could use to personalize their 

journals. I suggested that children could write or draw their journal entries based 

on their age, skills, and interests. 

Prior to the orientation session, I created a Facebook group for interaction 

between families and invited all of the participating families to join it. I designed 

the group to be a forum where I could share updates, offer reminders about the 

pace of the experience, share helpful resources that I came across, and invite 

conversation around each family’s experience in the process. I also let the 

families know that I was available for anyone who wanted to ask for guidance or 

to work through any hurdles. 

Six families were unable to attend a live orientation session. Four families 

had other commitments that weekend, and two families live out of the area. I 

took a couple of extra steps to include them. I added them to the Facebook 

group, and I recorded a thirty-minute Facebook live video that summarized the 

orientation material. I also shared a link in the Facebook group to a couple of 

videos (an interview with Jean Twenge and a video with some background info 

from Jared Patrick Boyd) from the presentation for their use. 

To collect information about each family’s experience with the prayers, I 

distributed a link to a survey that I created in Google Forms. From that point on, 

all I could do was wait for the data to start rolling in. The timing of wrapping up 

the project and collecting results was challenging as it coincided with the 
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COVID-19 shutdown in the United States. I sent out the link to the form on 

Wednesday, March 11, 2020; within a few days many churches had decided to 

call off in-person gatherings, schools were moving to remote learning, and non-

essential businesses were ordered to close. I believe the changes due to COVID 

were both a challenge and an opportunity for my project. The challenge was that 

families were experiencing chaotic frenzy in the midst of much uncertainty. 

Many parents were forced to work from home while also coordinating their 

children’s school-related Zoom calls and homework. Completing the prayers and 

filling out a form were not a priority in the midst of much chaos. The 

opportunity was that the imaginative prayer exercises gave parents the option to 

continue their faith formation experience without missing a beat – even while in-

person church activities were on hold. 

I received the copies of the Imaginative Prayer book to distribute to the 

families as the six weeks of the prayer experience were coming to an end. COVID 

adjusted my distribution plan. I was going to hand out the books at worship 

services; however, since we were not meeting in person for worship, it took me 

longer to get the books into the families’ hands. I’m curious about the families’ 

ongoing use of the books/exercises. Some of the families seemed eager to get 

them and indicated that they definitely intend to continue using the exercises. 

Other families wanted to thumb through the whole book before making any 

decisions about ongoing use. 
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My biggest hope in my project matches the goals that Jared Patrick Boyd 

shared in his introduction chapter of Imaginative Prayer. Despite growing up in 

the church, Boyd experienced a six-year gap between ages ten and sixteen during 

which he did not experience the nearness of God. His childhood faith had 

emphasized belief in God to the neglect of experiences with God. Several years 

later Boyd would write, “My life with God had shifted from the importance of 

knowing to paying attention to what I was truly longing for. And what I was 

longing for was the experience of God himself.”7 This realization led him to a 

shift both in how he parented and in how he led spiritual formation of children 

at the church he served. 

I was trying to think through how to reorient our kids’ ministry toward 
nurturing a connection with God and teaching parents how to ask the 
right kinds of questions so that our efforts as a church and parents’ efforts 
at home would reinforce each other. We were trying to create a culture in 
which parents understood that they were the most important spiritual 
influence in their child’s life. How do we help them connect in meaningful 
ways with their child’s spiritual formation?”8 

 
I believe that participation in my project is a great place to start. The project 

challenges families to turn off their screens and tune into God’s voice. The project 

further invites families to reflect on how God might be speaking into their lives – 

                                                      
7 Boyd, 16. 

8 Boyd, 17. Boyd shares the story of his early faith experiences along with a vision for 
how Imaginative Prayers can be used in a church setting in this video: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OaGuMQT8pIg 
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both individually and as a family. This project is a great tool for families who 

seek to set aside distractions and pay attention to God and to each other.  

Screens have become a significant part of our lives. Their use borders on 

ubiquitous. While screens offer many benefits, not all of their contributions to life 

are good. I believe that screens are one of many distractions that muddle or 

drown out the voice of God in our lives. We don’t have to live this way. A great 

starting point is to be intentional and discerning with our use of technology, 

limiting its use to the things that add value to our lives. Identifying and 

implementing a philosophy for technology use is an important entry point to a 

lifestyle that includes a variety of practices for minimizing distractions and 

making spaces and channels for God to speak into our lives. I believe churches 

will can leverage their influence when they partner with individuals and families 

by equipping them with spiritual practices they can utilize for their own 

formation as followers of Jesus.
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Chapter 2: Faith for Teens and Others with Screens 

“Turn off your tablets,” I said to my kids for what seemed like the eighth 

time that morning. 

“Just a minute,” Gabe replied, “I’m almost done with this level.” In my 

conversations with other parents, I know that this battle plays out on a daily 

basis in many households. 

“Turn it off,” I repeat, a little louder and more emphatically this time. 

“But why?” they ask. “We’re just having fun playing games.” 

The inner voice from my family of origin screams out, “Because I said so.” 

While I resist the urge to give that answer, I struggle over what I want to 

say next. After all, there are many ways to respond to this question. We can think 

about the influence our devices have on our mental health. We can consider how 

our devices change the way we relate to others. We can perform a cost-benefit 

analysis of what our devices contribute to our lives vs. what they take away from 

our lives. We can look at how the use of electronic devices alters our moods, 

behavior, and thought processes. We can consider how screen use might affect 

our relationship with God. Perhaps there are no quick, easy answers to this 

question because there are many facets to this topic. 

The search for an answer to the question, “Why should we turn off our 

devices?” – and even the simpler question, “Should we turn off our devices?” – 

became my initial pursuit in this project. As a parent seeking to raise children to 

be disciples of Jesus who love God and seek to love others, I became interested in 
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the bigger issue of faith formation in the digital age. I became curious about how 

screen use might cloud out the voice of God in the lives of children and adults. 

While I set out to explore more about child and youth faith formation, I quickly 

realized that faith formation in the digital age also influences how the church 

carries out adult formation and evangelism. This is not a surprise; the digital age 

has changed how we all live. 

In a segment on his show, comedian Bill Maher asserts that the stakes are 

high in how people use their screens. He compared the tech and social media 

companies’ battle for clicks to the tobacco industry’s tactics for selling cigarettes: 

“Let’s face it, checking your ‘likes’ is the new smoking.”1 Maher noted one 

significant difference: “’Philip Morris just wanted your lungs,’ Maher concludes. 

‘The App Store wants your soul.’”2 

In this project I set out to research several important themes related to 

youth and adult faith formation in the digital age. The first section will look at 

some of the characteristics of the demographic known as iGen or Gen Z (born 

between 1995-2012). Then I explore some of the ways the use of electronics is 

changing us. The literature review will move on to a description of practices that 

can lead from a life of distraction toward an integrated experience of awareness 

in life. Next, we’ll take a look at the religious landscape of the late 20th and early 

                                                      
1 Cal Newport, Digital Minimalism: Choosing a Focused Life in a Noisy World (New York: 

Penguin Random House, 2019) Kindle, p. 8. 

2 Newport, 8. 
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21st century. Understanding the background of religion in our time, we’ll turn to 

some research on the type of faith that influences both youth and adults in our 

time. I’ll conclude the literature review with some key principles about faith 

formation. 

My primary resources for this literature review draw from diverse fields 

of study. iGen: Why Today’s Super-Connected Kids Are Growing up Less Rebellious, 

More Tolerant, Less Less Happy - and Completely Unprepared for Adulthood - and What 

That Means for the Rest of Us, by Jean Twenge, explores how the super-connected 

aspect of today’s teens and young adults plays an incredible influence on so 

many aspects of their lives. Digital Minimalism: Choosing a Focused Life in a Noisy 

World, by Cal Newport, offers several practical considerations for anyone who 

wants to regain control of their devices or minimize the influence they have. 

Faith Formation 4.0: Introducing an Ecology of Faith in a Digital Age, by Julie Anne 

Lytle, addresses how faith formation has changed its form while maintaining a 

similar function over several centuries. Faith Formation in a Secular Age: 

Responding to the Church’s Obsession with Youthfulness, by Andrew Root, identifies 

the need to return to the emphases of the Apostle Paul as we seek to form faith in 

today’s secular age. Daniel Siegel’s Aware: the Science and Practice of Presence: the 

Groundbreaking Meditation Practice shares a psychiatrist’s method for equipping 

his readers to become more intentionally aware of the world around them. While 

these resources come from different disciplines, I discovered significant overlap 
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between them, and I quickly discovered that each resource contributed 

something important to my understanding of faith formation in the digital age. 

iGen overview 

I want to begin with some general stats about the iGen age group.3 

Twenge identifies iGen as the generation born between 1995 and 2012 (born in 

2009, 2010, and 2013, my own children are iGen tailenders). iGen includes 74 

million Americans, about 24% of the population. “Born in 1995 and later, they 

grew up with cell phones, had an Instagram page before they started high 

school, and do not remember a time before the Internet.”4 Twenge’s research 

drew from four large, nationally representative surveys of 11 million Americans 

since the 1960s to observe how iGen differs from previous generations. They 

follow a slow life strategy, extending childhood into adolescence. They spend a 

lot of time using the Internet. They are insecure, struggling with mental health 

issues. They are less involved with religion. They are interested in safety but are 

less involved in civics. They are more interested in income security than 

Milliennials are. They are delaying sex, relationships, and children. They are 

more inclusive and accepting. They are independent in political views.5 

                                                      
3 “Gen Z” is the more common term for this age group, but Twenge prefers her term, 

“iGen.”  

4 Jean Twenge, IGEN: Why Today’s Super-Connected Kids Are Growing up Less Rebellious, 
More Tolerant, Less Less Happy - and Completely Unprepared for Adulthood - and What That Means for 

the Rest of Us (New York, NY: Atria Books, 2018), Kindle, Introduction. 

5 Twenge, Introduction. 
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A major difference from previous generations is how iGen spends their 

time. When I was in high school, I packed my schedule with things like work, 

sports, drama, homework, church, and time with friends and family. Life for 

iGen is different. Growing up slower, they are putting off adult activities. They 

spend less time on homework, go out less, and drink less. So what are they doing 

with their time? Twenge says “the answer is obvious: look no further than the 

smartphones in their hands.”6 The devices that are central to much of iGen life 

have changed the way they live, and the results are a mixed bag.  

(T)hey are both the physically safest generation and the most mentally 
fragile. They are more focused on work and more realistic than 
Millennials, grasping the certainty that they’ll need to fight hard to make 
it. They’re exquisitely tolerant and have brought a new awareness of 
equality, mental health, and LGBT rights, leaving behind traditional 
structures such as religion.7 
 
Previous generations utilized the available technology at the time, but its 

forms of use have evolved. I fondly remember getting up on Saturday morning 

to watch Woody Woodpecker and Scooby Doo. I spent many hours playing 

video games on our basement ColecoVison and Nintendo systems. I occasionally 

took the opportunity to listen to my friend’s Walkman, and I listened to Bon Jovi 

cassettes on my brother’s boom box. Are today’s devices any different? Newport 

believes that the smartphone changed everything. “Even though iPods became 

ubiquitous, there were still moments in which it was either too much trouble to 

                                                      
6 Twenge, location 721. 

7 Twenge, location 4366. 
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slip in the earbuds (think: waiting to be called into a meeting), or it might be 

socially awkward to do so (think: sitting bored during a slow hymn at a church 

service). The smartphone provided a new technique to banish these remaining 

slivers of solitude: the quick glance.”8 The smartphone brought several 

applications together in one place in a format that is constantly available, readily 

accessible, and socially acceptable.  

For the Love of Screens 

Our obsession with smartphones is real: “While we are awake, the phone 

entertains, communicates, glamourizes.”9 But it doesn’t end at bedtime. Twenge 

asked her undergrad students what they do with their phones at night; she 

found that “nearly all slept with their phones, putting them under their pillows, 

on the mattress, or at the very least within arm’s reach of the bed. They checked 

social media websites and watched videos right before they went to bed, and 

reached for their phones again as soon as they woke up in the morning.”10 

Researchers in a Harvard study documented cases of sleep texting, where people 

send and receive texts at night with no memory of it the next day.11 

                                                      
8 Newport, 100. 

9 Twenge, location 740. 

10 Twenge, location 732. 

11 Nathan Stucky, Wrestling with Rest: Inviting Youth to Discover the Gift of Sabbath (Grand 
Rapids, Michigan: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2019) Kindle, p. 57. 
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How much time are we spending on phones? Moment, an app that tracks 

phone usage, found that the average user spends “right around three hours a 

day looking at their smartphone screen, with only 12 percent spending less than 

an hour. The average Moment user picks up their phone thirty-nine times a 

day.”12 It’s likely that average phone use is higher than what is reported by 

Moment; someone who tracks their usage is likely also trying to limit use. 

Looking into adult phone use, Cyzewski cited a Pew Research Center study, 

which found that 28 percent of American adults “were online constantly (more 

than “several hours per day”) and 45 percent went online daily. Among the 86 

percent of Americans who had a smartphone or other digital device, 32 percent 

were online almost constantly.”13 Newport reports that the average Facebook 

user spends about fifty minutes per day using the company’s product.14 

Smartphone use, of course, is not the only type of media. A Nielsen report found 

that “when it comes to general media use, such as watching television and using 

mobile phones, Americans spend an average of eleven hours per day consuming 

media.”15 

                                                      
12 Newport, 102. 

13 Ed Cyzewski, Reconnect: Spiritual Restoration from Digital Distraction (Harrisonburg, 
Virginia: Herald Press, 2020), Kindle, p. 20. 

14 Newport, 32. 

15 Cyzewski, 20. 
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iGen high school seniors’ phone use is in line with or even higher than the 

general population, and it has been on the rise over the last couple of years. A 

study of high school students by psychologist Larry Rosen discovered that 

“participants had gone from unlocking their phones about 56 times a day in 2016 

to 73 times a day in 2018.”16 Twenge reports that iGen phone users spend “an 

average of 2¼ hours a day texting on their cell phones, about 2 hours a day on 

the Internet, 1½ hours a day on electronic gaming, and about a half hour on 

video chat in the most recent survey. That totals to six hours a day with new 

media—and that’s just during their leisure time.”17 Eighth grade students were 

not far behind, spending a total of five hours per day with new media. 

“Considering that teens spend about seventeen hours a day in school, sleeping, 

and on homework and school activities, nearly all of their leisure hours are now 

spent with new media. The hour and a half that’s left is used up by TV, which 

teens watch about two hours a day.”18 

Those who love their smartphones are quick to tout their benefits. Social 

media apps allow us to stay connected with family and friends across town or 

across the globe. With a few swipes on our phones, we can look up a favorite 

recipe, find the hours of a restaurant, attempt to self-diagnose an illness, track 

                                                      
16 Cyzewski, 17. 

17 Twenge, location 753. 

18 Twenge, location 761. 
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our favorite sports team, and reserve a seat for a movie (side note – iGen prefers 

to watch movies at home in their PJs with their parents’ snacks). There are faith 

benefits to smart phone use; you can easily carry several Bible translations, set 

reminders to pray, and participate in a Bible reading plan with friends. When we 

need directions, our phones tell us the best route to our destination while we 

keep our eyes on the road. Our phone’s contacts app stores all the information 

we need to contact others and allow us to reach out by text, email, messenger, or 

a phone call. Many also raise the safety aspects. Phone users can call for help in 

an emergency, and parents can easily stay in touch with their children – or even 

track their location. 

Cracks in the Screen 

While there are many benefits to smartphone use, some of the undesirable 

effects should give us pause. Cyzewski succinctly summarizes some of the 

drawbacks of screen use: “Our capacity to focus, our ability to be alone with our 

thoughts, and our identities are all at the mercy of our screens that are peppered 

with posts and notifications.”19 Newport describes how smartphones have 

altered the ways we connect with others, dramatically undermining the values 

that first made them appealing. “They joined Facebook to stay in touch with 

friends across the country, and then ended up unable to maintain an 

                                                      
19 Cyzewski, 63. 
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uninterrupted conversation with the friend sitting across the table.”20 Nir Eyal 

shares a similar thought: “Distraction can take a toll on even our most intimate 

relationships; the cost of being able to connect with anyone in the world is that 

we might not be fully present with the person physically next to us.”21 Cyzewski 

concurs: “Our digital devices and social media apps are limiting our ability to 

concentrate, to have conversations, to eat dinner with our families or friends, and 

to practice spirituality because they distract us, eat up valuable time, and train us 

to crave stimulation, affirmation, and passive amusement.”22 

Twenge explored several of the common effects of smartphone use that 

have surfaced in iGen. Smartphone use has brought a major change in the nature 

of social interaction. I can think of a number of situations where I wanted to 

strike up a conversation with someone, but their attention was focused intently 

on their screens. Smartphones allow us to be more connected than ever, yet the 

rise of cell phone use has increased the prevalence of loneliness and isolation. 

Twenge writes, “The timing of the recent, severe drop in going out and getting 

together with friends is highly suspicious: it occurred right when smartphones 

became popular and social media use really took off. Time spent with friends in 

person has been replaced by time spent with friends (and virtual friends) 

                                                      
20 Newport, xii. 

21 Nir Eyal and Julie Li. Indistractable: How to Control Your Attention and Choose Your Life 
(Dallas, TX: BenBalla Books, Inc., 2019), p. 225. 

22 Cyzewski, p. 18. 
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online.”23 She adds, “Teens are Instagramming, Snapchatting, and texting with 

their friends more, and seeing them in person less. For iGen’ers, online 

friendship has replaced offline friendship, allowing them to avoid certain social 

interactions.”24 Tom Rath shared that a study titled “The iPhone effect” indicated 

that the visible presence of a smartphone degrades the quality of a conversation, 

even when the phone is powered off.25 

Virtual connections are not the same as in-person relationships. Newport 

quotes an interview where Public Health Educator Holly Shakya wrote, “we 

have evidence that replacing your real-world relationships with social media use 

is detrimental to your well-being.”26 Spending less time with friends, iGen youth 

have less opportunity to practice social interaction, which might affect their in-

person interaction in college and job interviews, dating, and making new friends 

in high school and college. Twenge writes, “Life’s social decisions are still made 

primarily in person, and iGen gets less experience with such situations. In the 

next decade we may see more young people who know just the right emoji for a 

situation—but not the right facial expression.”27 

                                                      
23 Twenge, location 1048. 

24 Twenge, location 1076. 

25 Tom Rath, “It's Not About You: A Brief Guide to a Meaningful Life,” (Amazon Original 
Stories, 2019) Kindle, location 131. 

26 Newport, 140. 

27 Twenge, location 1305. 
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Screen use can also contribute to loneliness. “Teens who visit social 

networking sites every day are actually more likely to agree ‘I often feel lonely,’ 

‘I often feel left out of things,’ and ‘I often wish I had more good friends.’  In 

contrast, those who spend time with their friends in person or who play sports 

are less lonely.”28 The use of screen activities is linked to more loneliness, while 

involvement in nonscreen activities is linked to less loneliness. Those who 

interacted in person felt emotionally closer to those who interacted online.29 

Social media has also increased the experience of FOMO (Fear of Missing Out), a 

common expression of loneliness. Scrolling through your feeds is a reminder of 

all the fun things your friends are doing.30 

Siegel highlights the importance of investing time in developing 

relationships. “(A) limited sense of a separate self can bring despair and 

hopelessness to youth and adults alike. Meaning and connection emerge when 

we embrace the reality of our deeply relational nature. Living in isolation can 

lead to life-threatening anguish.”31 Twenge asserts the value of teens spending 

time developing in-person social skills. She writes, “Parents: your teen going out 

                                                      
28 Twenge, location 1155. 

29 Twenge, location 1281. 

30 Twenge, location 1355. 

31 Dan Siegel, Aware: the Science and Practice of Presence: the Groundbreaking Meditation 
Practice (New York, NY: Tarcher Perigee, 2018), p. 360. 
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with her friends is not a waste of time—it’s an investment in her future.”32 Siegel 

agrees. He writes that studies of various dimensions of health, including 

longevity, happiness, and mental health, show that interpersonal connection 

within a network of social support is one of the best predictors of health. He 

sums it up saying that “Relationships are not icing on the cake; they are the cake. 

In fact, they are the main course, as well as the dessert."33 

As another drawback, researchers found that smartphone use can 

contribute to a decline in overall mental health. Newport interviewed an 

administrator from a college mental health services department who noticed a 

significant increase in the number of students struggling with anxiety and 

anxiety-related disorders. Her initial hunch was that it had something to do with 

smartphones. This administrator hypothesized that the constant processing and 

sending of messages was somehow affecting the students’ brain chemistry. A 

few years later, Twenge agreed that this spike in mental health issues coincided 

directly with the time when cell phone use became ubiquitous.34 Other factors 

like stressful current events and academic pressures existed before the spike in 

anxiety that began around 2011. “The only factor that dramatically increased 

                                                      
32 Twenge, location 4146 

33 Siegel, 91. 

34 Newport, 104 references Twenge’s article “Have Smartphones Destroyed a 
Generation?,” which appeared in the September 2017 issue of the Atlantic. 
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right around the same time as teenage anxiety was the number of young people 

owning their own smartphones.”35 

Cell phone use might be masking some deeper issues in mental health. 

Twenge writes that “iGen’ers look so happy online, making goofy faces on 

Snapchat and smiling in their pictures on Instagram. But dig deeper, and reality 

is not so comforting. iGen is on the verge of the most severe mental health crisis 

for young people in decades. On the surface, though, everything is fine.”36  The 

rise of the smartphone has contributed significantly to a host of mental health 

issues, especially in the areas of happiness and depression. Twenge studied the 

level of happiness related to time spent on screen activities (TV, chat, video 

games, texting, social network, Internet) compared to non-screen activities 

(working, homework, in-person social interaction, print media, religious services, 

sports/exercise). She concluded, “The results could not be clearer: teens who 

spend more time on screen activities are more likely to be unhappy, and those 

who spend more time on nonscreen activities are more likely to be happy. 

There’s not a single exception: all screen activities are linked to less happiness, 

and all nonscreen activities are linked to more happiness.”37 She followed the 

conclusion with this suggestion: “If you were going to give advice for a happy 

                                                      
35 Newport, 104. 

36 Twenge, location 1317. 

37 Twenge, location 1119. 
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life based on this graph, it would be straightforward: put down the phone, turn 

off the computer or iPad, and do something—anything—that does not involve a 

screen.”38 

Twenge shared the results of a couple of studies focused specifically on 

how Facebook affects happiness. One study found that higher Facebook use led 

to lower mental health and life satisfaction while higher in-person interaction 

improved mental health and life satisfaction. Another study asked Danish adults 

to stop using Facebook for a week. Those who took a break “were happier, less 

lonely, and less depressed than those who had used Facebook as usual” and 

“were also less likely to feel sad, angry, or worried.” Referring to the random 

assignment of the subjects in the study, Twenge asserts that Facebook use isn’t 

merely correlated to decreased happiness; “as a true experiment, it shows that 

Facebook use causes unhappiness, loneliness, and depression.”39 

I’ve experienced this comparison-induced dissatisfaction in my own life. 

When I see someone’s picture from a new restaurant, I suddenly want to eat 

there. When I scroll onto someone else’s family vacation post, I suddenly think 

that I am due for a vacation and I’d like to visit that place. On one occasion, I put 

up a Facebook post that I was confident would go viral. I don’t remember what it 

was about, but I’m guessing it involved a super cute picture of our kids. When I 

                                                      
38 Twenge, location 1128 

39 Twenge, location 1139. 
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checked back for notifications, I was astonished to discover that not a single 

person had liked it or commented on it. I was shocked. This post was great. After 

a few puzzled moments, I realized that I had shared it as a private post. I was 

relieved to see the likes and comments start to accumulate when I changed the 

post’s settings and actually shared it with friends. 

Comparison, low levels of happiness, and anxiety are only the beginning 

of mental health issues exhibited in iGen. Cyzewski offers this summary of an 

article Jean Twenge wrote for The Atlantic: “Depression, anxiety, and suicide 

rates among teens and young adults bumped up noticeably once smartphones, 

tablets, and social media began to be integrated into childhood.”40 Twenge found 

that “teens who spend more time on screens are more likely to be depressed, and 

those who spend more time on nonscreen activities are less likely to be 

depressed.”41 She also found that the number of teens who agree with the 

statement, “I feel like I can’t do anything right,” has recently reached all-time 

highs. Social media likely plays a major role. Since online posts usually only 

highlight the success of others, teens feel inadequate when they see the posts of 

others. “If they spent more time with their friends in person, they might realize 

that they are not the only ones making mistakes.”42 
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Although homicide rates among iGen are decreasing, self-harm is 

increasing; cyberbullying is likely a key contributor. To put it bluntly: teens have 

to be physically together to kill each other, but they can cyberbully each other 

into suicide through their phones from anywhere at any time of the day.43 Teens 

who spend a lot of time looking at their phones aren’t just at higher risk of 

depression—they are also at an alarmingly higher risk for suicide. “Once again, 

the link between screen time and mental health issues is distressingly clear: teens 

who spend more than three hours a day on electronic devices are 35% more 

likely to have at least one suicide risk factor.”44 Screen use only increases the 

opportunity for being bullied. “(K)ids who are bullied at school are twice as 

likely to have at least one suicide risk factor such as considering suicide or 

making a suicide plan. However, cyberbullying—electronic bullying via texting, 

social media, or chat rooms—is even worse. Two-thirds (66%) of cyberbullied 

teens have at least one suicide risk factor, 9% more than those who were bullied 

offline at school.”45  “These analyses show that three hours of screen time a day 

increases the chance that a teen will be at risk for committing suicide. So how 
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much screen time is too much? Risks start to increase with screen time of two 

hours or more a day and go up from there.”46 

I want to wrap up this section about characteristics of iGen with an 

observation about safety. While iGens are physically safer than previous 

generations (think about the plethora of child safety devices, constant 

surveillance, and kids with leash backpacks), there is speculation about how 

their interest in safety will affect their initiative for exploration and creativity. 

The move toward physical safety is generally positive. “The nuance comes when 

we’re talking about not just physical risk but decreased intellectual, social, and 

emotional risks—the leaps of faith young people sometimes take that can lead 

them on their greatest adventures.”47 The advent and development of safe spaces 

on college campuses has taken away from the opportunity to hear different 

voices and opinions. “It’s an intriguing reversal: the original type of safe space 

promoted tolerance based on someone’s identity or beliefs; the new version 

suggests that students should not tolerate another’s identity or beliefs.”48 In some 

circles, the movement toward safe spaces has gone to the point of trying to 

prevent anyone from ever feeling uncomfortable for any reason. In doing so, 

Twenge believes students miss the opportunity to learn some of life’s valuable 
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lessons. Twenge, however, is not pessimistic about iGen’s future. She writes that 

“iGen’ers have a solid basis for success, with their practical nature and their 

inherent caution. If they can shake themselves free of the constant clutch of their 

phones and shrug off the heavy cloak of their fear, they can still fly. And the rest 

of us will be there, cheering them on.”49 

Before moving on, I briefly want to mention a general observation about 

smartphone use, concentration, and awareness. It’s not surprising to know that 

moving quickly between social media posts, texts, and browsers, and eagerly 

checking every notification has led to a shortened attention span, likely affecting 

our depth of understanding. “Apparently, texting and posting to social media 

instead of reading books, magazines, and newspapers are not a boon for reading 

comprehension or academic writing.”50 Lytle agrees, believing that “digital 

media and social networking are causing a loss in our ability to concentrate and 

sustain engaged thought.”51 Screens affect our ability to be present to life and to 

the people around us. These digital technologies are making it increasingly 

difficult for people to focus on and fully engage with the people and events 

around them. 
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Practices for Unplugging 

How do we respond to the concerns that have arisen with screen use? 

Considering the serious side effects of current trends in screen use, one might 

consider getting rid of their smart phone and other screens. That is probably not 

realistic or even recommended. None of my sources suggested anything this 

drastic as a recommended response to the alarming stats on cell phone use; 

however, most agree that we must do something to turn the tide that is starting 

to carry in serious consequences. In this section, I’ll explore some approaches to 

consider for setting appropriate boundaries on cell phone use. Twenge offers a 

nice introduction to this topic: 

Overall, the key to phones is moderation—for both teens and adults. Use 
your phone for all of the cool stuff it can do, but put it down and be 
present for the moment as much as possible. Use an app that cuts you off 
from social media if you have to. Carve out blocks of time to study or 
work when it doesn’t intrude. Do not sleep with it or give it nude pictures 
of yourself. It is not your lover. Do not continuously turn your attention to 
it when you are talking with someone in person. It is not your best 
friend.52 
 
A child’s appropriate use of screens begins with parents who model 

healthy smart phone use. “(A) parent’s use of digital gadgets is the most 

powerful form of modeling and reinforcement. The truth is, parents need to 

model their own limited usage of technology so kids get the message that there’s 
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more to life than time spent on a laptop, smartphone, computer or tablet.”53 One 

dad, who was concerned about the example he set for his nine and thirteen year 

old kids, did something extreme; he got rid of his smartphone and replaced it 

with a basic flip phone.54 While most parents need not go this far, it is a good 

practice for parents to be thoughtfully intentional about phone use.55 

Concerning when a child should get his or her own phone, Twenge 

believes that parents should delay getting their child a cell phone as long as 

possible. She says that while there is no reason for an elementary school child to 

have his or her own cell phone (though I know several elementary school 

children who have them), many parents buy cell phones for their middle school 

kids for safety and convenience. Because the link between social media use and 

depression is strongest among the youngest teens, Twenge urges parents to spare 

teens the pressure of exposure to cyberbullying and sexual expression made 

possible by cell phone use for a few years until they are more certain of who they 

are. Setting limits for middle school kids like buying them a flip phone for safety 

and convenience and having them access social media (if they insist on it) from a 
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family computer is a good solution because it lets teens communicate with 

friends without allowing the phone to become the central focus.56 

Twenge shares a few other principles for appropriate smartphone use. She 

recommends that no one, including adults, sleep within ten feet of a phone. This 

practice not only moves the blinking lights and notifications out of reach, it also 

prevents someone from grabbing the phone during a restless night of sleep. For 

those who use their phones for an alarm clock, Twenge suggests buying a cheap, 

old-fashioned alarm clock. She also suggest that people put away their phones 

when they are with someone in person. She shared a rule developed by a group 

of friends: “when they have lunch or dinner together, everyone puts his phone 

facedown in the middle of the table, on silent. The first one who picks up his 

phone pays the bill.”57 She also offers this experiment for adults and teens: “for a 

week, cut your phone, Internet, and social media time in half, and use that time 

to see friends and family in person and/or to exercise. More than likely, you’ll 

end that week feeling happier.”58 

For someone looking for more than a few practical guardrails, Newport 

recommends a “full-fledged philosophy of technology use, rooted in your deep 

values, that provides clear answers to the questions of what tools you should use 
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and how you should use them and, equally important, enables you to 

confidently ignore everything else.”59 His approach is called Digital Minimalism; 

he defines it as a “a philosophy of technology use in which you focus your online 

time on a small number of carefully selected and optimized activities that 

strongly support things you value, and then happily miss out on everything 

else.”60 Digital Minimalism begins with the following assumptions: clutter is 

costly, optimization is important, and intentionality is satisfying.61 

Newport offers a digital declutter as a starting point to help digitally 

distracted people wean from cycles of digital addiction and begin to rediscover 

satisfaction in activities like walks, talks, books, and staring at clouds. The first 

step toward a digital declutter is to define your technology rules based on which 

technologies are essential and which are optional. “A technology is optional 

unless its temporary removal would harm or significantly disrupt the daily 

operation of your professional or personal life.”62 The second step is to take a 30-

day break from non-essential technology with a goal to “spark a permanent 

transformation of your digital life.”63 In step three, you reintroduce technology in 
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a way that supports something you deeply value. “The fact that it offers some 

value is irrelevant—the digital minimalist deploys technology to serve the things 

they find most important in their life, and is happy missing out on everything 

else.”64 

As someone reintroduces technology, Newport recommends integrating 

solitude, limiting social media, reclaiming leisure, and joining the digital 

resistance. I’ll come back to solitude in its own paragraph; it was a theme that 

came up in several of my resources, and it is a key to faith formation. In limiting 

social media, Newport advocates for reclaiming conversation over any type of 

digital communication. He suggests limiting text and email use to setting up 

conversation and in-person meetings. He also suggests a practice that he simply 

calls “don’t click like;” clicking the like button only feeds the approval appetite in 

others. Still another practice to limit social media is to hold conversation office 

hours, letting relatives and friends know when they can converse with you. 

Newport also suggests the practice of reclaiming leisure that prioritizes 

demanding activity over passive consumption, uses skills to produce something 

valuable in the physical world, and requires real-world, structured social 

interactions. In reclaiming leisure, Newport suggests joining something new, 

developing a leisure plan, and limiting activities like surfing the web and using 
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social media to scheduled times.65 Newport makes several suggestions about 

how to join the digital resistance, including things like deleting social media from 

your phone, using only one app at a time (even disabling some functions if 

necessary), and limiting social media connections to close friends and family.66 

Several of my resources identified the importance of solitude, a practice 

that is becoming increasingly rare. I saw Blaise Pascal’s belief that “All of 

humanity’s problems stem from man’s inability to sit quietly in a room alone” 

quoted frequently. Solitude – being alone with oneself without the input of 

others – is an important practice. In Aware, Siegel notes, “our ability to reflect lies 

at the very heart of emotional and social intelligence, skills many people have not 

learned.”67 Newport wrote extensively about the nature and importance of 

solitude, which he describes as tuning into what is happening in your brain 

instead of reacting to the environment around you. In solitude, you attempt to 

“move past reacting to information created by other people and focus instead on 

your own thoughts and experiences—wherever you happen to be.”68 Cyzewski 

notes that a lack of solitude might well be detrimental to spiritual health. “We 

may well say that losing the ability to be alone may mean losing an essential part 
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of Christian prayer and other spiritual practices. Prayer, meditation, and quietly 

waiting on God thrive in stillness, silence, and patient discipline—three things 

that digital formation counters with notifications, stimulation, and immediate 

gratification through feedback loops.”69 

Many life activities used to create natural opportunities for solitude, such 

as waiting in line or working in the yard. With a smartphone, earbuds, and a 

playlist, it’s now possible to completely banish solitude from your life.  Newport 

describes this state as solitude deprivation. Solitude gives space for things like 

clarifying hard problems, regulating one’s emotions, building moral courage, 

and strengthening relationships. “If you suffer from chronic solitude deprivation, 

therefore, the quality of your life degrades.”70 Newport suggests the following 

practices for integrating solitude into life: leave your phone at home, take long 

walks, and write letters to yourself.71 

Siegel’s main contribution to my research is his emphasis on developing 

awareness, which allows a person to find integration, balance, and presence. 

“Without integration, we are disposed to live lives of isolation that lack vitality, 

connection, and meaning.”72 Social media’s self-focus leaves many users feeling 
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unsettled, incomplete, and insufficient. Siegel writes that integration is essential 

for good health. “As integration may be the fundamental basis of health and 

happiness, then integrating your life—with whatever methods you find that fit 

you—is a positive pathway as you move forward.”73 There are various 

approaches to raising awareness and moving toward integration, including 

centering prayer, mindfulness, meditation, yoga, tai chi, and others. Siegel offers 

the Wheel of Awareness as another path. For its users, Siegel’s Wheel of 

Awareness “transformed how they came to experience their inner, mental lives—

their emotions, thoughts, and memories—opened new ways of interacting with 

others, and even expanded a sense of connection and meaning in their lives.”74 

I have enjoyed using the wheel of awareness as a form of contemplation. 

Siegel asks those who use this practice to picture a wheel with a hub. The hub is 

called the “knowing” and the rim contains what’s known. There are four sections 

to the rim of what’s known: the five senses, the input of the body systems, the 

mental activities (feelings, thoughts, and memories), and our relational 

connection to other people and to nature. The practice of the wheel involves 

imagining a spoke of awareness that extends from the hub, working its way 

through each stop on the rim. Between the third and fourth sections, someone 
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practicing the wheel imagines the spoke bending back into the hub of knowing. 

Siegel recommends thirty minutes to work through the Wheel of Awareness.75 

Faith for Tomorrow 

The previous practices, which are geared toward thoughtful use of 

technology and space for reflection, are beneficial for anyone who wants to 

minimize the influence that devices have in their lives. For the rest of this chapter 

I want to explore research specifically focused on religion and faith formation. 

We begin with a couple of observations about the religious involvement and 

commitments of iGen. Compared to previous generations, iGen’ers are more 

likely to be raised in nonreligious households, and more iGen teens have decided 

not to belong to a religion anymore. Until 2000, the vast majority of teens said 

that religion was at least a little important to them. “Overall, iGen is, with near 

certainty, the least religious generation in US history. Most iGen’ers do still 

participate in religion in some way. But there is now a relatively large segment of 

completely secular nonbelievers who don’t participate in religion at all: they 

never attend religious services, don’t pray, and don’t believe in God.”76 In 

addition, Twenge discovered that “iGen’ers are actually less spiritual as well as 

being less religious. iGen’ers and late Millennials ages 18 to 24 are the least likely 
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of all age/generation groups to say they are a ‘spiritual person,’ showing a 

pronounced break even with older Millennials in their late twenties and early 

thirties.”77 

iGen’ers who are religious often practice an individualistic version of 

faith. In his book, Soul Searching, Christian Smith “found that most teens 

embraced ‘moral individualism,’ his label for teens’ idea that ‘we are all different, 

and that’s good.’”78 Smith described the prominent faith of our time as Moralistic 

Therapeutic Deism (MTD); we’ll come back to it later in this chapter.79 Young 

people distrust religion because it often is at odds with their experiences of 

science, pop culture, and sexuality – especially concerning its antigay attitudes. 

Twenge summarizes her findings about iGen and religion, saying, “Religion will 

survive, but it will be a flexible, open, equal religion that gives people a sense of 

belonging and meaning and that reaches less than half of Americans.”80 As 

religious affiliation fades, a remaining question relates to where iGens will find 

community. One possibility is that they “won’t find it at all, content to rely on 

their social media network, with deleterious impacts on their mental health. Or 

perhaps iGen’ers will affiliate with others who share their interests rather than 

                                                      
77 Twenge, location 1807. 

78 Twenge, location 1901. 

79 The section “From MTD to HKT” begins on p. 57. 

80 Twenge, location 1966. 



53 
 

building community through religion. Either way, the structure of American 

community will fundamentally change.”81 

Losing Our Religion 

It seems important to consider what led to this steep decline in religious 

involvement over the last twenty years. Root identifies several factors, some of 

which have been coming into play over several centuries. The first factor he 

shares is the development of three different expressions of secularism (as 

identified by Charles Taylor), distinguished primarily by their relationship 

between the sacred and the secular.82 In “Secular 1,” which was dominant before 

the Protestant and Catholic Reformations, the sacred and the secular existed on 

different planes. In “Secular 2,” which was dominant in the modern world, the 

sacred and the secular existed side by side in separate spaces that rarely 

intersected. Faith in Secular 2 was expressed by institutional loyalty. “Secular 3,” 

the current expression of secularism, has little to no place for transcendence and 

divine action, instead looking to natural and scientific explanations for life. Root 

writes, “In the shadow of Secular 3, faith is flattened into a natural and material 

realm of church participation and the willful decision to believe certain things. It 
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can only be about affiliation and assimilation.”83 The influence of secularization 

indicates that there is a bigger issue than people leaving the church; instead, 

people no longer have ways to imagine the possibility of divine action or 

transcendence. 

Root names the culture’s – and the church’s – focus on youthfulness as 

another factor leading to decreased participation in religion. Culturally, we have 

moved toward the celebration (maybe even the worship or idolization) of 

youthfulness. Church has picked up the emphasis on youth, prioritizing ministry 

to youth without considering its drawbacks. Prioritization of youth/next 

generation ministry is a good thing, but maybe it has gone too far. Bonhoeffer 

cautioned that “the spirit of youth is not the Holy Spirit and that the future of the 

church is not youth itself but rather the Lord Jesus Christ.”84 It’s possible to 

worship youth rather than equip youth to worship God. Some churches have 

done whatever it takes to attract youth and keep them coming back. 

The obsession with youthfulness often goes unquestioned because no 
institution, collective, or movement has a future without up-and-coming 
new members to attend to its ideas, structures, and interests. “We need to 
care about the youth because the church is always one generation from 
extinction” is enough justification for why youth are important. But such a 
statement, as Bonhoeffer would point out, sees the future of the church 
not in Jesus Christ but in the young themselves.85 
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Root identifies the increased value of authenticity as a third factor in the 

decline of religious involvement. For Root, authenticity “is to see ourselves on a 

journey to make meaning, seeking to be loyal (often only) to what speaks to us, 

to what engages us, to what moves us.”86 In the age of authenticity, individuals 

pick and choose the things that bring meaning into their own lives – according to 

their own desires and beliefs. God becomes optional. “(I)f the concept of God 

helps me be authentically me, then it is worth keeping. But if the concept makes 

me feel unhappy or guilty—or worse, restricted—I abandon the concept for the 

sake of my own authentic journey.”87 Authenticity has become a key virtue of 

our time: “for us today, that which is authentic is more important than that 

which is holy, good, or righteous. What is lame and counterfeit, that which 

corrupts authenticity and keeps us from being real or genuine, making us a poser 

or a fraud, is worse than that which is evil, demonic, or perverse. It is better to be 

bad but authentic than to be good but phony.”88 In a culture that values 

authenticity, many people left the church when they experienced boredom or 

found that they weren’t allowed to ask their most pressing life questions in 

church.89 
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Another factor, church’s perceived irrelevance, follows on the heels of 

authenticity. Twenge found that churches didn’t substantially speak to their 

youth’s real life issues or actively involve them in forming their faith. 

iGen’ers want to interact with religion and not just be told what to do. 
Trevor, 20, wrote, “Young adults want answers about life and about who 
we are, why this even matters, what we can do. Instead we get told just to 
pray or a handout worksheet about Bible verses.” Vanessa, 21, echoes this 
thought: “The church should make things more interactive to keep people 
actively thinking instead of just listening to someone speaking at them.” 
This suggests that religious organizations should focus on active 
discussions with iGen’ers that address the “big questions” they have 
about life, love, God, and meaning.90 
 
A final factor in the decline of participation in religion is that churches and 

youth ministries in the last century have simply emphasized the wrong things. 

One misplaced priority has been the emphasis on doctrine over divine encounter. 

Ouch. In many churches, the goal of ministry became little more than winning 

religious commitment and aiming for institutional loyalty. Root summarized a 

key theme that emerged in a meeting he held with youth leaders: “It was as if 

faith formation had as its goal (telos) keeping people in the social/cultural 

institution and had little to do with a divine order finding footing and movement 

in the present.”91 Tragically, what this suggests is that churches have been more 

concerned about involvement in an institution than leading people to their own 

experience of God. Similarly, many evangelicals, with an emphasis on believing 
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in Jesus, emphasized a shift in beliefs rather than an encounter with the divine. 

“While transcendence was longed for, idealism cut into transcendence, making 

the measure of faith change from an encounter with the living Christ to a more 

immanent, and even material, commitment to cognitive belief in an idea.”92 

When institutional commitment replaces divine encounter, churches celebrate 

outward signs of commitment without considering the inner work of spiritual 

transformation. Some celebrated marks of “good church members” are 

involvement in religious activities, including regularly attending worship 

gatherings and education opportunities, serving in the church’s ministry, and 

contributing to the offering. 

From MTD to HKT 

As Twenge identified, not all iGen’ers have lost their religion. If churches 

have not been leading their followers into the presence of God, what kind of 

belief system have they passed along? Christian Smith’s research in the National 

Study of Youth and Religion identified the primary religion of the last few 

decades as Moralistic Therapeutic Deism (frequently referred to as MTD). MTD 

has thrived in the desire for the youthful, authentic, and secular. Root writes that 

“MTD presents Christian faith as a kind of individualized, consumer 

spirituality.”93  Religion is moralistic in its belief that God wants kind people 
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with good morals. It is therapeutic in its belief that practicing religion should 

help people feel better about themselves. The religion of our time is deistic in the 

way it presents God as a concept that decorates our lives, not as a person or an 

agency who actually does anything. Root finds the deistic component of MTD 

the most troubling: 

(W)hen cultural deism is added to the moralistic and the therapeutic, faith 
formation becomes bastardized . . . the moralistic and the therapeutic only 
become crooked when transcendence (divine action) is made impossible 
and when spirituality becomes only a subjective feeling in a fully flat, 
immanent world. The deism of MTD makes faith formation (and even 
evangelism) ever more difficult in the age of authenticity.94 
 

In MTD, faith and church participation are only valuable for their expressions of 

cultural participation and individual pursuits that lead to happiness and success. 

Since MTD is firmly rooted, there are no quick fixes. Root, however, 

believes that there is a way forward. “MTD is not easily cut out. Rather, it is a 

tumor that is wrapped around many organs and bones of twentieth- and twenty-

first-century American life. If we are still brave enough to try to reimagine faith 

formation, then it is essential that we begin at the back end, with the D of MTD—

deism—exploring and rethinking how it is we encounter divine action itself.”95 If 

Root is correct, leading people to know and to experience God becomes the chief 

aim of faith formation. 
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As we turn toward some key elements needed to help people know and 

experience God, I want to work toward a definition of faith formation. Cyzewski 

shares Renovaré’s description of spiritual formation as “a journey through which 

we open our hearts to a deeper connection with God” and Robert Mulholland’s 

description as “a process of being conformed to the image of Christ for the sake 

of others.”96 He adds, “If I were asked to describe what spiritual formation looks 

like, I might say that it involves patience, focus, silence, solitude, stillness, 

community, and regular practice.”97 Lytle adds that there is a necessary 

community aspect; she writes, “Christian faith formation, then, is the means by 

which Jesus and his teachings will perpetuate and give direction for communal 

action.”98 

In a discussion with leaders in theological education, Root and his 

colleagues believed that the term “formation” was more “‘authentic’ than ‘belief,’ 

‘conversion,’ or ‘commitment.’  To be formed was the authentic process of faith 

becoming lived.”99 In the age of authenticity, the church must validate the 

importance of human experience, finding ways for seekers and followers to 

encounter the person of God. “In the age of authenticity, we no longer give 
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ourselves over to orders and duties (or even intellectual arguments based on 

some disconnected reason), believing them to be more real than our own 

experience. Rather, experience itself becomes the measure of what is.”100 

As we turn toward exploring some key elements of the type of faith that 

speaks into our time, we begin with what Root believes is a necessary response to 

MTD: hypostasis, kenosis, and theosis (HKT). In hypostasis, someone finds their 

life through an encounter with the person of Jesus coming to one’s own person. 

Hypostasis counters the moralistic part of MTD by allowing people to articulate 

their death experiences and encounter the person of Jesus through ministerial 

actions of others.101 Kenosis is the self-emptying quality that Jesus ultimately 

showed in his journey to the cross. Through our own self-emptying, we can 

share in the personhood of Jesus and serve others in ministry. Kenosis counters 

the therapeutic aspect of MTD by making ministry to others the purpose of life in 

contrast to a purpose that seeks God’s endorsement of each person’s individual 

goals and dreams.102 The theosis aspect of HKT understands faith as much more 

than ascent to a set of beliefs; it is a participation in Jesus’ very being. “Theosis 

opposes deism by stating in the words of Paul that ‘we no longer live’ but that 
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Jesus’s being lives in and through us as Jesus shares our being by entering our 

person through the negation of our death experiences.”103 

What does faith formation with these aims look like? How do we lead 

those involved in our churches into an encounter with the divine that works 

against the principles of MTD? Root shares a great starting point for faith 

formation: “Unlike many of the popular faith-formation programs, I’ll seek to 

ground the formation of faith in the encounter with divine action spelled out 

theologically.”104 Drawing on the work of Michael Gorman, Root believes that 

“Faith is actually to enter into Christ; it is to have our own being taken into the 

being of Jesus. Faith is to find our self bound to the faithfulness of Christ, who 

goes to the cross out of obedience to the Father.”105 Key theological concepts for 

Root’s approach to faith formation include the reality of being “in Christ,” a 

recovery of ministry, an invitation to active participation, and the use of story. 

Root believes a significant aspect of faith is the reality of being “in Christ,” 

which comes through an encounter with Jesus. The phrases “in Christ,” “in the 

Lord,” and “in Christ Jesus our Lord” appear nearly ninety times in Paul’s 

undisputed letters; clearly it is an important concept for the Apostle Paul. At his 

                                                      
103 Root, 180. 

104 Root, introduction. 

105 Root, 119. New Testament scholar Michael Gorman is the Raymond E. Brown 
Professor of Biblical Studies and Theology at St. Mary's Seminary and University. He believes the 
phrase ‘faith in Jesus Christ’ should be translated as ‘the faith of Jesus Christ’ as a reference to the 
faithful obedience of Jesus to the will of the Father. To have faith in Jesus is to have union with 
Jesus in his loyalty to God the Father. 
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encounter with Jesus, “Saul comes to see faith as a transcendent experience born 

out of negation (death, brokenness, and longing). Faith is actually to enter into 

Christ; it is to have our own being taken into the being of Jesus.”106 Root 

continues, “(F)aith for Paul is not sure commitment but the experience of being 

found in Christ, of being found in union with him in and through the negation of 

the cross.”107 Similarly, he writes, “Faith itself is to have your being (your person) 

in the person of Jesus Christ. Faith is the experience of sharing in the person of 

Christ.”108 Hard work or right belief cannot bring a person to Christ. “To have 

faith is to be in Christ; it is to have the faith of Christ because Christ lives in you. 

The way into Christ is not through a program, a principle, or even a doctrine. 

The only way ‘in’ to this union, as Michael Gorman says, is through a death 

experience (the cross, negation).”109 

A corollary key to faith formation relates to the purpose of the church: it is 

a body (the priesthood of all believers) that receives the ministry of Jesus and 

offers it to others. Lytle supports this: “the church is not a place to go but rather a 

relational way of being in the world that forms and transforms us.”110 Root 

believes that “to help people have faith is to help them experience divine action 
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through the act of being ministered to and ministering to others.”111 He 

continues,  

Church has no life outside the receiving and giving of ministry. For 
without the dynamic receiving and giving of ministry, the church is 
absent Jesus. Absent Jesus Christ, all we can give to both the congregation 
and the world is an institution with programs to work on the self and 
events that are fun . . . The only thing the church offers the world is 
ministry! And this only thing, as we’ve seen, is everything. It is the very 
location of Jesus Christ; it is the energy to turn death into life and make us 
new beings who have our being and action in and through ministry.112 
 
As a household of ministry, the church’s gathered life centers on three 

core dispositions that direct the church toward Jesus: gratitude, giftedness, and 

rest.113 As a community of gratitude, the church seeks to lead others toward 

gratitude, the most natural response to God’s divine action and self-revelation. In 

the disposition of giftedness, the church helps people discover that their “very 

being is a gift that can impact the being of others.” The church is also a place of 

rest, both supporting a Sabbath rest and a rest from striving to prove ourselves 

worthy of anything. This understanding of ministry has a natural flow of 

receiving and sending. In ministry, “It’s not that you suck or that when God 

looks at you, God only sees Jesus. Rather, you are invited to recognize and admit 

your places of isolation, rejection, loneliness, and fear and to find that Jesus is 
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there with you—through your brokenness you find yourself loved by a minister 

and sent into the world to minister to your neighbor.”114 

Siegel’s research affirms the importance of living for something beyond 

ourselves as part of an integrated, aware life. In informal interviews about 

“spiritual growth,” people identified “connection to something larger than a 

private self and meaning beyond their individual survival” as two facets that 

define their spiritual journey.115 Being spiritual as a linking of a differentiated self 

with a larger interconnected self leads to a “vibrant sense of meaning in life.”116 

Too much focus on finding identity in the inner self without acknowledgement 

of the interconnected self promotes differentiation without linkage. “The result 

of such isolation can be despair and a sense of meaninglessness. Living a life ‘all 

about me’ has been shown to be unhealthy. This is an unintegrated way of living 

in our world.”117 The receiving and giving of ministry supports differentiation 

through negation and interconnection through shared experiences of ministry. 

Another key component of faith formation is involvement of individuals 

in the process as active participants rather than passive learners. Lytle believes 

that an individual’s active participation is essential to becoming Christian: 
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“Through full, conscious, and active participation in the Christian Story, I 

became Christian.”118 She shares a consensus of theorists who believe that faith 

formation is most effective when participants are voluntarily involved in a self-

directed process that aims for transformation. She encourages faith formation to 

take place in a community that carries out active practices like “faith sharing 

groups, private prayer and corporate worship, spiritual direction and service-

oriented outreach. These commitments require personal commitments of time 

and attention.”119 Active expressions of the Christian faith are then the basis of 

how participants live into and out of the values of the Christian community. 

“Through stories, traditions, prayers, worship, lament, healing, justice, and 

service, community members begin to embody and enact the faith community’s 

vision.”120 

A final key component of faith formation is telling the Christian story 

(stories) and inviting people to become part of it. The Christian faith is so much 

more than doctrines, beliefs, and rituals. “The gospel is not a message simply to 

be preached, it is a way to live and to inspire others as it is enacted; by living the 

message, disciples are formed by and become the media by which the gospel is 
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heard.”121 Storytelling was an important part of Jesus’ ministry to the disciples 

and a significant aspect of how he equipped them to minister. The Gospel writers 

each articulate discipleship as “a story-keeping, story-sharing, and story-making 

process whereby community members remember and retell their experience and 

understanding of God’s presence and the response it inspires.”122 Lytle shared 

many reasons to prioritize storytelling. She describes story telling as an effective 

way to share a “vision of life with God” and invite “others into the Christian 

understanding of it.”123 She adds, “Story-making moves faith into action, putting 

beliefs into practice, and adding our witness to the Christian story.”124 Sharing of 

stories is good for other people too; “Sharing stories is likely the most effective 

way to pass on faith, particularly when we hope to inspire personal conversion 

and social transformation.”125 

Root also shares the importance of storytelling for faith formation. He 

believes that “to be formed in faith is to give yourself to the story of Jesus coming 

to you, or someone you know, in and through a death experience. To be formed 

in faith is to be in a community that tells the stories over and over again of how 
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the living Jesus came to us through negation, ministering to us.”126 Root asserts 

that storytelling is necessary in an age of authenticity:  “To know if Christianity 

has veracity is not to memorize its doctrines but to hear its story told through the 

ministerial action of persons embracing and loving your own person as the act of 

ministry.”127 Lytle agrees that storytelling resonates with our time: “Most faith-

claiming people, particularly those under fifty, do not explicate doctrinal 

formulas or creedal statements when asked to describe their experience of faith 

formation or religious education. Instead, they typically tell stories.”128 

None of the previous components of faith formation mentioned the role of 

technology; however, there is a place for digital communication and connections. 

As we form faith, we must always evaluate the most effective method of 

communicating the Christian story. Lytle identified the following four 

evolutionary stages in communication throughout history: 1.0 (oral), 2.0 

(written), 3.0 (mass media), and 4.0 (interactive).129 The possibilities for forming 

faith have evolved with each development in communication. The most recent 

development, interactive, has led the church to develop practices such as virtual 

churches for those who cannot or will not enter a physical church space. 
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“Through four eras of communication, pastoral leaders adapted their methods of 

proclaiming the gospel and making Christians to meet contemporary needs and 

utilize emerging technologies.”130 The church must welcome the challenge to 

connect innovatively with others through a variety of means. “By boldly 

reimagining ways to be in relationship utilizing digital media and social 

networking, faith communities can establish new methods to invite seekers and 

engage faithful members.”131 The COVID-19 disruption forced churches to 

reimagine ways to connect with church members and seekers. Those that were 

already exploring digital connections fared much better than those that did not. I 

am excited to see how churches continue to integrate technology into their 

ministries to share the story of Jesus with others. 

Technology has found a permanent place in our lives. It offers many 

advantages, but it has also raised some cautions. One of the biggest tolls – if not 

the biggest – might be the mental health of our youth, who struggle to know who 

they really are. With Jesus, there’s always hope: “As bad as this may seem, even 

if we’re not done considering the bad news, all is not lost. Christianity has the 

deep roots of tradition and the spiritual practices that can help us respond in 

constructive ways to the fragmentation and distraction fostered by social 
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media.”132 All of this indicates the need for Christians to sharpen the practices we 

use to let God define our true self. 

The voice of the church has been pushed to the side with the rise of 

secularism. The 20th century viewed religion as oppressive and inauthentic. 

Churches tried to move youth toward duty and conformity when the cultural 

move was toward authenticity in individual expression. Church was valued as a 

social organization but had little value on pointing to the divine and 

transcendent. “The age of authenticity has made everything natural, material, 

and cultural, leading us to seek robust, consequential, and vital processes of faith 

formation that persuade individuals to authentically choose the path of Christian 

faith over all the other paths before them.”133 Therein lies the opening for the 

church. “People can be entertained on devices 24 hours a day; they do not need a 

church for that. They need a church for silence, reverence, community, ancient 

wisdom, the opportunity to be of service, the real presence of God.”134 These are 

practices that help us shape our true identity, not by the content of a small screen 

in front of us but by a rich relationship with the one who formed us and knows 

who we really are.
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Chapter 3: I Am Loved: Forming a Christian Identity 

As we begin to explore an approach to Christian formation, I want to 

revisit my children’s question: “Why can’t I play my tablet as much as I want?” 

In a meandering way, my research for chapter two led me to a short answer to 

their question. I would answer them by saying that I am concerned about how 

screen use is shaping their identities. I know my answer would not satisfy the 

kids (at least not at this point in their lives), but I believe it succinctly summarizes 

the key issue in our family’s battles around screen use. Admittedly, screen use is 

merely one factor, albeit a major one, in the overall formation of identity. 

Cyzewski seems to agree, as he sounds a cautionary alarm: “For Christians, 

social media and digital devices are capable of profoundly harming our spiritual 

health, especially how we spend our time, what we think about, and where we 

derive our identity from.”1 

Identity Crisis 

A phrase about identity from a podcast interview with Timothy Keller 

caught my attention. Keller and Carey Nieuwhof were talking about the core 

message Christianity needs to communicate in our time. Keller’s response was a 

mic drop for me: “Identity is received, not achieved.”2 He went on to explain that 
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many people seek to prove themselves repeatedly over the course of their lives – 

in school, in their career, in their family, and even in their leisure activities. 

Religions regularly play into this performance mentality, sharing a spoken or 

unspoken message that participants have to prove that they are worthy of 

heaven, love, belonging to a community, or whatever the goal of the religion 

might be. Keller shared – powerfully – that Christian identity is different. 

Christian identity is received, not achieved. 

As I started to explore identity, I wanted to have a good working 

definition. When I Googled “identity,” I was surprised to find the top results 

were links to articles about identity theft. At first, I was disappointed as it 

seemed that I would have to sort through some weeds before I found what I was 

looking for. Then I had a new thought: identity theft is a subtheme of my project. 

Screen use is stealing – or at least shaping – the identity of the users. Of course, 

the Google search results produced links to articles that would help online users 

protect and preserve their online identity from outside theft and attacks. I 

realized, however, that “identity theft” could also apply to what screen use is 

doing to its users. An individual’s use of technology is a powerful shaping factor 

in his or her identity. With so many threats to identity, could it be that social 

media is the most hardened criminal in identity theft? 

My Google search eventually led to this helpful definition: “[I]dentity is 

who you are, the way you think about yourself, the way you are viewed by the 
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world and the characteristics that define you.”3 I appreciate the many facets of 

this definition. It acknowledges that identity has both an internal and an external 

component, and maybe even an objective and subjective aspect. Identity is 

internal in that each individual has his or her own understanding of who he or 

she is. Identity is external in that the input of the people around us influences our 

sense of self. Identity is subjective in the way each person draws his or her own 

conclusions about life and its experiences. For me, identity’s objective element 

comes from my belief that God has the final say in who people really are. With 

many voices speaking into a person’s identity, the truest sense of identity comes 

when we see ourselves as God sees us – ultimately as God’s beloved children, 

created in the image of God to be in perfect relationship with God. M. Scott 

Moren believes God’s love for humanity is at the very core of human existence 

and identity: “I am loved, therefore I am. And to be loved is to be loved in 

relationship. My identity is a gift that arises out of the relationship with the 

Other (God) . . . You don’t need to find your identity in the way someone else has 

done it. You don’t need to live up to some kind of ideal way of being. The real 

you arises through God’s love for you.”4 

Identity formation – answering the question, “Who am I?” – is a 

complicated process with many contributing influences. I’m not sure if a person 
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4 M. Scott Moren, Leading Small Groups in the Way of Jesus (Downers Grove, IL: 
InterVarsity Press, 2015), 107. 
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ever completely settles on who he or she really is. It is influenced by immediate 

and extended family members, one’s circle of friends and peers, significant 

adults in one’s life, the church or faith community that a person attends (or 

doesn’t), the person’s interaction with his or her surrounding culture, and other 

influences in the community at large. How a person relates to God (or doesn’t) is 

another key characteristic of identity, and each of the preceding influences can 

shape a person’s view of God. All of these voices speak into a person’s identity, 

at times bringing a unified message and at other times competing with each 

other in a dreadful cacophony. 

The objective reality of human identity is rooted in the belief that all 

people are created in the image of God. Christian identity formation, then, seeks 

to shape identity in a way where God’s voice is the primary and most treasured 

input and the only voice that really matters. When there are competing voices, 

God’s voice carries the day. Jamieson says it well: “We have come to believe that 

only Jesus sees us properly. Only Jesus has authority to grant us our true honor 

and identity. Only Jesus continues to stand between us and his Father, praying 

for us and substituting for us. In no other eyes may we see our faces correctly 

reflected.”5 Identity for Christians should be firmly rooted in who God says we 

are; as a result, the primary goal of faith formation should be shaping the 

identity of followers of Jesus as beloved sons and daughters of God. This identity 
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(Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2016) Kindle, location 1674. 



74 
 

is secure because of who we are in the eyes of God, not because of what we have 

or have not done.  

Theological Foundation 

I want to lay out a few verses and theological concepts that will begin to 

shape a vision of cementing a Christian’s identity in God. The starting point for 

knowing our place in God’s story – as his beloved children – is the original 

goodness that we find in the opening chapters of the Bible. Several times 

throughout the creation narrative in Genesis 1, God saw what he had made, and 

God called it good. After the creation of humanity on the sixth day, “God saw all 

that he had made, and it was very good. And there was evening, and there was 

morning—the sixth day” (Genesis 1:31).6 The Christian story begins with original 

goodness; sin enters the story a couple of chapters later in Genesis 3. Original 

goodness precedes original sin in the biblical story, but our experience often does 

not follow this order. Most people who are part of the church are aware of 

original sin; we need a reminder of original goodness. Richard Rohr believes that 

the church uses the wrong starting point in sharing the Christian story. Rohr 

noted that the church contributed to incoherence of God’s grand story by starting 

the story with original sin rather than starting with original goodness or original 

                                                      
6 Unless otherwise noted, all biblical passages referenced employ the New International 

Version (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2011). 
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blessing. By starting the story with Genesis 3, “we started with a problem and 

never got beyond problem-solving.”7 

Much of the Old Testament lays out the Israelites failed attempts to solve 

the problem of sin and the resulting distance in their relationship with God. With 

much striving, the Old Testament saints tried to remove their shame and guilt. 

Despite their most diligent efforts, they clearly could not solve the problem. We 

find the familiar plot elements of effort, sacrifice, failure, and returning to sin 

repeated throughout the Old Testament. In faithfulness, God never gave up on 

his people. While the people repeatedly strayed from God’s plan for them, God 

repeatedly came to their aid, promising that the Messiah would come to make 

things right. God pursued them! 

Contrasting an effort-filled, busybody relationship with God, many 

passages in scripture highlight the importance of being still before God and 

waiting for God. “Be still” is a frequently repeated command in the Old 

Testament. Here are a few examples. As the Israelites approached the Red Sea 

with the Egyptian army in pursuit, Moses told the people, “The Lord will 

fight for you; you need only to be still” (Exodus 14:14). David writes in Psalm 

37:7, “Be still before the Lord and wait patiently for him; do not fret when people 

succeed in their ways, when they carry out their wicked schemes.” In Psalm 
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46:10, my go-to verse for contemplation, God invites readers to “Be still, and 

know that I am God; I will be exalted among the nations, I will be exalted in the 

earth.” In a reminder that God would not forever abandon his people, Zechariah 

exhorts the people to “Be still before the Lord, all mankind, because he has 

roused himself from his holy dwelling” (Zechariah 2:13). When Elijah was 

waiting for God to pass by in 1 Kings 19, he encountered God in the sound of 

sheer silence, not in the more powerful demonstrations of a great wind, an 

earthquake, or a fire. 

Eventually, in the fullness of time, Jesus entered the scene and announced 

that the Kingdom of God was coming near. Jesus’ forerunner, John the Baptist, 

prepared the way for Jesus by calling the people to repentance – to turn from 

their ways so they could become part of the new thing God was about to do. 

When Jesus took on flesh, he inaugurated the Kingdom of God on earth with 

powerful teachings and miraculous deeds. Contrary to the people’s previous 

way of striving to please God, Jesus called his followers into a new, restful way 

of relating to God. Jesus’ Great Invitation in Matthew 11 is one of many places 

where Jesus called his followers into his new normal as they followed him in 

God’s mission. He said, “Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and 

I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, for I am gentle 

and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy 

and my burden is light” (Matthew 11:28-30). For many years I believed this 

passage meant that we should dump all of our problems on Jesus and let him 
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take them from us. When we get ourselves into a bind, we bring it to Jesus, ask 

him to yoke in with us, and let him carry our burden. John Mark Comer, who 

draws heavily on the work of Dallas Willard, offers a different image as he 

unpacks life under the easy yoke. Comer writes, “If you want to experience the 

life of Jesus, you have to adopt the lifestyle of Jesus.”8 Taking Jesus’ yoke means 

doing life Jesus’ way. Comer believes that the Western church prioritized 

Christian theology and ethics over Christianity as a way of life. Living after the 

pattern of Jesus is an important way to ground one’s identity as a beloved child 

of God. 

Throughout the Gospels, we see story after story of how Jesus practiced 

union with God during his life on earth. When we look at the practices of Jesus, 

we find that he both carved out spaces to be still, and he brought calm to some 

chaotic situations. Luke 6 says that Jesus spent the night in prayer before he 

chose the disciples. Matthew 14 and Mark 6 share another occasion where Jesus 

slipped away to pray. Matthew 14:23 says, “he went up on a mountainside by 

himself to pray. Later that night, he was there alone.” This verse is nearly hidden 

between two major events: the feeding of the 5,000 and walking on water. The 

story of Jesus calming the storm appears in each of the synoptic Gospels.9  Each 

Gospel shares a similar account. A sudden squall developed, nearly swamping 
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2019) p. 82. 

9 This story is found in Matthew 8:23-27, Mark 4:35-41, and Luke 8:22-25 
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the boat and filling the disciples with fear. Jesus, however, slept through the 

storm until the disciples woke him. At the pleading of the disciples, Jesus calms 

the storms and the disciples’ troubling situation with the command of his voice. 

The New Testament letters show us that Jesus is so much more than a 

great example to follow. Beyond imitating Jesus, we are invited to live in union 

with Jesus. In chapter 2 I shared Andrew Root’s belief that recovering our 

identity “in Christ” is a significant component of faith formation in our time.10 I 

agree that this is an important step. As I looked through the many New 

Testament uses of the phrase “in Christ,” I selected a few key passages that 

highlight the incredible blessings of being “in Christ.” Romans 6:23 contrasts 

what we deserve as a consequence of sin with what we receive “in Christ:” “For 

the wages of sin is death, but the gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our 

Lord.” Romans 8:38-39, a passage that I have read at many funerals, confidently 

states that nothing “will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in 

Christ Jesus our Lord.” 2 Corinthians 5 shares that Christians are a new creation 

“in Christ” and “that God was reconciling the world to himself in Christ, not 

counting people’s sins against them.” (2 Corinthians 5:17-19). Ephesians also uses 

rich language to describe the Christian’s identity “in Christ.” “For we are God’s 

handiwork, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in 

advance for us to do” (Ephesians 2:10). A couple verses later, Paul writes that it is 

                                                      
10 Chapter 2, pages 61-62. 
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in and through Christ that Gentiles draw near to God and to the rest of 

humanity: “But now in Christ Jesus you who once were far away have been 

brought near by the blood of Christ” (Ephesians 2:13). 

Jesus is our way to the Father, Jesus shows how to authentically live in 

communion with the Father, and we find our deepest relationship with God, self, 

and others when we are “in Christ.” One episode from Jesus’ life affirms his 

identity as a child of God. In the last few years I’ve become enamored with the 

Gospels’ account of the baptism of Jesus. Here is Matthew’s account of the event: 

“As soon as Jesus was baptized, he went up out of the water. At that moment 

heaven was opened, and he saw the Spirit of God descending like a dove and 

alighting on him. And a voice from heaven said, ‘This is my Son, whom I love; 

with him I am well pleased’” (Matthew 3:16-17). 

To be sure, I previously had read and studied the Gospel accounts of 

Jesus’ baptism (also found in Mark 1 and Luke 3) in my life and ministry. They 

were among my go-to scriptures to support the classical doctrine of the Trinity. 

They were especially helpful in disproving modalism: in the baptism of Jesus, all 

three persons of the Trinity – Father, Son, and Holy Spirit – were present at the 

same time. As Jesus was baptized, the voice of the Father boomed from heaven 

while the Spirit descended on Jesus like a dove. I can still even bring to mind a 

Sunday school image of a kamikaze-type dove dive-bombing Jesus as he 

emerged from the water. This is an important text about the Trinity. 
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More recently, I’ve realized that the account of the baptism of Jesus is an 

equally important passage for affirming identity – both Jesus’ identity and ours. I 

like to imagine this story as though I were there as a first-person witness. I can 

envision John the Baptist’s feelings of inferiority over baptizing Jesus met by 

Jesus’ assurance that he should carry it out in order to “fulfill all righteousness” 

(Matthew 3:15). Following the baptism, I watch in astonishment as heaven opens 

up, the Spirit descends like a dove, and an audible voice declares, “This is my 

Son, whom I love; with him I am well pleased (Matthew 3:17).” The voice from 

heaven is even more personal in Mark and Luke, where it says, “You are my Son, 

whom I love; with you I am well pleased” (Mark 1:11 and Luke 3:22). I like to 

imagine what this experience might have meant for Jesus. There was no question 

about his identity; he was a beloved child of the heavenly Father. 

The life setting of the identity-affirming baptism of Jesus is very telling. 

The Gospels share very few details about the first thirty years of Jesus’ life other 

than his miraculous birth, the family’s escape to Egypt, their return to Nazareth, 

and the twelve-year-old Jesus’ (dis)appearance in the temple. Luke 2:40 tells that 

Jesus “grew and became strong, and the grace of God was on him.” The very 

next story in Luke’s Gospel is the baptism of Jesus, which occurred before he did 

anything in his astonishing ministry career as Savior of the world. I believe the 

placement of this event is significant. Jesus heard these beautiful words of 

affirmation before he called his disciples, before he taught the crowds, before he 

healed any sick people, before he performed a single miracle, and long before he 
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was crucified and rose again. His identity as a beloved child of God was not 

based on his performance or on any of his accomplishments. Jesus’ identity was 

rooted in his relationship with God the Father; his identity was received, not 

achieved. 

Grounded in God’s Love 

The personal pursuit of the received identity presented in the baptism of 

Jesus awakened in me when I attended a retreat for pastors that kicked off 

Ridder Church Renewal, a personal and ecclesiastical renewal process offered to 

pastors and churches in the Reformed Church in America (RCA) and the 

Christian Reformed Church in North America (CRCNA).11 The retreat presenters 

(Jim Herrington, Trisha Taylor, and Scott Stephen) shared the Gospel story of the 

baptism of Jesus, and they followed it up with the question: what would it look 

like to live and minister out of a sense of deep belovedness? I had nothing. I 

knew this question carried highest priority; I also knew that I could not begin to 

answer that question with any authenticity at that point in my life and ministry. I 

was well versed in obediently and dutifully serving God, but I was ill equipped 

to live out of an experiential awareness of God’s love for me. The question, 

“what would it mean to live and minister out of a sense of deep belovedness?” 

might have been the launch pad for my current research, my project, and my 

                                                      
11 I participated in Ridder Church Renewal with members of Papio Creek Church in 

Papillion, NE along with other RCA and CRCNA churches from Iowa, Minnesota, and South 
Dakota from September 2015 through December 2017.  The Ridder Church Renewal process 
included regular team meetings, five weekend retreats, and ongoing coaching. 
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dissertation. I knew I wanted to live from that reality in my own life. As I 

explored what it would mean to ground my own identity in the reality that I am 

a beloved child of God, I also knew I wanted that same grounding for my 

children and for everyone I know. I can imagine no better basis for authentic 

living than to know the deeply affirming love of the one who created us. 

There is a broad cultural interest in knowing and living from the true self 

– and that includes hearing the input of God. I made a short playlist to share 

before and after the parents’ meeting that kicked off my project. The playlist 

consisted of four popular songs that show a desire to know the true self. The 

songs on the playlist are “Who You Say I Am,” by Hillsong Worship; “Remind 

Me Who I Am,” by Jason Gray; “Show Yourself,” from Frozen 2; and “You Say,” 

by Lauren Daigle. I see a common theme in each of these songs. A repeated lyric 

in “Who You Say I Am” says, “Who the Son sets free is free indeed; I’m a child of 

God, yes I am.”12 Identity is shaped in relationship to God in the light of freedom 

Christians have in Christ. “Remind Me Who I Am” is anchored in this line from 

the chorus: “Tell me once again who I am to You, that I belong to You.”13 

While the previous two songs are from a Christian genre, the themes of 

knowing one’s identity and seeking the affirmation of a parent and/or God are 

                                                      
12 Ben Fielding and Reuben Morgan, lyricists, “Who You Say I Am,” performed by 

Hillsong Worship, On There Is More, (Hillsong Music Australia and Capitol Christian Music 
Group, 2017). 

13 Jason Gray and Jason Ingram, lyricists, “Remind Me Who I Am,” performed by Jason 
Gray, On A Way to See in the Dark, (Centricity Music, 2011). 
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also popular in a crossover/secular market. Lauren Daigle’s song “You Say” has 

struck an important chord across the music industry – both Christian and 

secular. I was surprised when I heard it playing on Kids Bop radio one day in 

our car. Daigle wrote the song the day after her first Dove awards ceremony in 

an attempt to keep where she was going in life married to her knowledge of 

where she had come from. “And thus brought up the issue of identity and trying 

to figure out how to exist when I felt like so many things were pulling me in so 

many different directions. I think a lot of times we build these complexes based 

on insecurity, based on fear, based on rejection, and lies that we have to 

constantly overcome. And so this song for me was just a reminder of identity.”14 

Daigle sings, “You say I am loved,” “strong,” “held,” and “Yours,” wrapped up 

with a gentle affirmation, “I believe what You say of me.”15 The song never 

identifies who “You” is; however, Daigle is a Christian, and it’s easy to hear 

“You” as the voice of God. 

I am a bit hesitant to admit it, but I’ve been intrigued by Disney’s Frozen 2 

movie. Our family viewed it in the theater shortly after it released around 

Thanksgiving 2019. Our kids really wanted to see it, and I really wanted to do 

something together as a family. While they took in every scene, I took a nap. I 

                                                      
14 Lauren Daigle. “Lauren Daigle – Story Behind the Song ‘You Say,’” CCM Magazine, 

July 13, 2018 https://www.ccmmagazine.com/features/lauren-daigle-story-behind-the-song-
you-say/ 

15 Lauren Daigle, Paul Mabury, and Jason Ingram, “You Say,” performed by Lauren 
Daigle, On Look Up Child, (Centricity Music, 2018). 
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knew I had missed something during my movie theater snooze because when we 

got home, the girls repeatedly sang along as Alexa played several songs from the 

movie. We saw the movie again over Christmas break, and I was on the verge of 

tears at my second viewing. The songs in a couple of scenes were very powerful. 

Early in the movie, Elsa hears a voice calling out, and she wrestles with a tension 

between staying with what’s familiar or following the voice into the unknown. 

Elsa’s quest to explore her identity eventually led her into the unknown across 

the dangerous Dark Sea. In a defining moment, Elsa unearths a key piece of her 

identity when she reunites with her deceased mother during the song, “Show 

Yourself.”16 At the beginning of the song, Elsa nervously trembles, admitting she 

has been a “fortress” with “cold secrets deep inside,” and she’s “different” in a 

way where “normal rules do not apply.” When she meets up with her mother, 

Elsa’s trembling stops, and she is emboldened to live out of this new knowledge 

of her true self. This identity-affirming encounter with her mother allows Elsa to 

cast off insecurity and inauthenticity to live out of the nature of her true self. 

I can hardly even imagine the freedom that comes from living like that: 

confident in one’s true self, affirmed in one’s identity, no longer trembling from 

cold secrets and perceived differences, and paying attention to the voices in life 

that matter most. This is what I want for myself and for those I love. This is the 

                                                      
16 Kristen Anderson-Lopez and Robert Lopez, lyricists, “Show Yourself,” Sung by Idina 

Menzel and Evan Rachel Wood, On Frozen 2 Original Motion Picture Soundtrack, (Walt Disney 
Records, 2019). 
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confidence that I want my children to have. This is what I want for every 

follower of Jesus. This is the goal of faith formation! 

My upbringing in a church-going, Christian family was well suited for 

making me into a good, dutiful church member and servant of God. My family 

has been actively involved in church going back several generations. My parents 

tell me that I was born on a Monday, I was in church the following Sunday, and I 

rarely missed a Sunday worship service throughout my childhood. We attended 

worship when it was extremely hot and cold, and even when we were on 

vacation. If we had a rare Sunday activity that conflicted with our usual 10:30 

worship service, we attended our church’s 8:00 a.m. early worship service. When 

I turned three years old, I began attending weekly, year-round Sunday school 

classes. I recall a gathering time for everyone in the church basement that 

consisted of songs, a prayer, and prizes/pins for things like bringing a friend or 

having perfect attendance. After Sunday school opening activities, we split off 

into accordion-divider rooms for a flannel board Bible lesson. Sunday school 

continued through high school; magazine-style lessons replaced flannel boards 

around middle school. From third grade through high school, I also attended 

Wednesday after school or evening catechism classes. When I was in high school, 

I was part of our church’s small, struggling youth group. I don’t recall much 

from youth group beyond a couple of fun events like a video scavenger hunt, a 

road rally, and a lesson about dating. 
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My faith practices were not limited to the church building. Our at-home 

faith practices generally consisted of praying before and after meals and 

completing an after-dinner reading from the Words of Hope daily devotional or 

an occasional story from a children’s Bible. During middle and high school, I was 

also involved in Campus Life, a countywide parachurch ministry that met for 

weekly meetings in our community and larger monthly, countywide gatherings. 

I appreciate much about my religious upbringing. Regular involvement in 

worship and Christian education laid a great foundation for knowing the Bible 

and applying its teachings. I was required to memorize many passages of 

scripture, and I can still easily recall them today. I was part of a faith community 

of people who knew me, cared about me, and invested time and effort into my 

religious education. These are very good things. 

There is, however, a shadow side to the emphases of my religious 

upbringing. Somehow, I came to believe that being a Christian requires a great 

deal of personal effort. There was not a lot of grace; there was not a lot of 

experience and imagination. In my effort to be a good Christian, I missed the 

dynamic insight from Tim Keller that identity is “received and not achieved.”17 I 

was rewarded for good behaviors. Religious activities like attending church and 

parachurch functions, memorizing verses and prayers, reading the Bible, doing 

good for others, and living a moral life were highly prized in my family and 

                                                      
17 Quote source noted in footnote 2 on p. 70. 
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community. I did all of the right things, and I had all of the “right” answers; 

however, I was pretty judgmental, and I generally believed that people get what 

they deserve in life. Sadly, I was able to be a model Christian in my church and 

community without a deep experience of the transformational love of God that 

necessarily leads to deep love for everyone around me. 

In my view of faith – and most areas of my life – it all depended on me.  

Hard work and determination worked well for much of my life. I was very busy 

in my childhood and young adult years. During high school and college, it was 

common for me to take a packed course load, participate in church and multiple 

extracurricular activities, and hold a part-time job. Sitting still was not something 

that came to me naturally. I enjoyed being busy, and I enjoyed the rewards I 

received for busyness: good grades and scholarship money, affirmation on field 

and stage, fun activities with others, and money for spending and saving. In 

some ways, busyness worked well for me. I graduated from high school as one of 

three class valedictorians. Through scholarships and work, I graduated from 

college with straight A’s and without any loans. I also had a good reputation 

among people who knew me. 

It was not all good. In my desire to succeed, I let my busyness define me. 

This carried on into seminary and into the first three churches that I served. 

Functionally, I was living as the essential self-made man. Dig deep. Try hard. 

Give it your all. If something didn’t work, I only needed to dig deeper, try 

harder, and give it more. This approach will only take a person so far. It took me 
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to the edge of burnout in my late thirties and early forties as I pastored a 

struggling, dying church. The result of all of this is that I struggled to know who 

I was apart from the things that I did. Further, while I lived for the praise and 

expectations of others, I did not invest much time in developing meaningful 

relationships. In life, it all depended on me. 

Somewhere in my busy, performance-driven approach to life, I became a 

perfectionist. I like to think of myself now as a recovering perfectionist. Brené 

Brown’s observation about perfectionism helped me to understand some of my 

core motivations in life.  

Perfectionism is, at its core, about trying to earn approval. Most 
perfectionists grew up being praised for achievement and performance 
(grades, manners, rule following, people pleasing, appearance, sports). 
Somewhere along the way, they adopted this dangerous and debilitating 
belief system: I am what I accomplish and how well I accomplish it. 
Please. Perform. Perfect. Prove. Healthy striving is self-focused: How can I 
improve? Perfectionism is other-focused: What will people think? 
Perfectionism is a hustle.18 
 
MTD has played a greater influence in my life than I’d like to admit. My 

commitment to God and church required me to live a moral life by being a good 

person and treating others decently and fairly. I wouldn’t say that I went to God 

for therapeutic reasons, but I definitely didn’t look for what God wanted to teach 

me in disappointment and tragedy. It was not even on my radar. I asked God for 

help when I faced things that were too big for me to handle, but I tried to 

                                                      
18 Brené Brown. Dare to Lead: Brave Work, Tough Conversations, Whole Hearts (New York, 

NY: Random House, 2018) Kindle, p. 78. 
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accomplish most things on my own. In an effort to receive eternal happiness, I 

believed in Jesus so I could go to heaven instead of hell when I died. Although I 

was not a deist, I also didn’t cultivate a relationship that sought loving union 

with God. It wasn’t that I didn’t have opportunity to learn and practice spiritual 

disciplines. If I’m honest with myself, I would say that I didn’t take the time for 

my own spiritual formation. I will readily admit that I didn’t take it seriously 

during my M.Div. program. I was becoming a pastor to convert many people to 

Jesus; I foolishly believed I didn’t have the time or need to nourish my own soul.  

My enrollment in Western Theological Seminary’s Doctor of Ministry 

program could not have come at a better time in my life. The components of the 

program truly have been transformational; I somewhat loosely – yet also 

completely seriously – say that my work in the program is saving my soul. The 

program introduced me to several practices and experiences that are helping me 

to slow down, to pay attention to my interior life, and to develop union with 

God. Borrowing a phrase from Peter Scazzero, I can say that the biggest shift for 

me is that I’m reprioritizing my life so my “doing for God” flows out of my 

“being with God.”19 I’m working out a rule of life that includes solitude, 

contemplation, Sabbath, and physical health. I have met a few times with a 

spiritual director. After working through the disbanding of my former church, I 

                                                      
19 I have seen this idea from Scazzero quoted in multiple locations. He writes about it in 

Chapter 3, “Be Before You Do,” of Emotionally Healthy Discipleship (Grand Rapids, Michigan: 
Zondervan, 2021). 
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took some time off in the fall of 2019 as an unofficial sabbatical, during which our 

family took a mini-retreat to Colorado and began to experiment with Sabbath.  

The biggest insight into my own formation occurred during a four-day 

silent retreat at the Cloisters on the Platte, a gorgeous Ignatian retreat center near 

my home. I loved the entire experience – the teaching, the silence, the worship, 

the confession, and the reflection times – everything except the rosaries. My 

greatest insight came during a spiritual direction session. I was talking with the 

spiritual director about how I had based much of my identity on things that I did 

or didn’t do, and this carried over into my relationship with God. Then he asked 

me the key transformational question, “What if you let God adore you?” Full 

stop. Mind blown. I had never even considered it! I wasn’t sure if it fit into my 

theology. I thanked the director for this question and assured him that I would 

find time during and after the retreat to let God adore me. Letting God adore me 

is deeply reorienting. It shifts much about my view of God. Deep down I 

believed that God’s love for me was dependent on my obedient service to him. 

As an Enneagram type one, I was always able to find things that didn’t measure 

up to God’s standard of perfection. As a minister in the Reformed Church in 

America, I was well versed in God’s grace for a sinner like me. Sadly, God’s 

grace was in my head, not in my heart and soul. It strikes me as ironic that my 

deepest experience of grace came at a Catholic retreat center. I was finally 

beginning to believe that my identity as a beloved son of God was received and 

not achieved. 
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I had another important life observation as my D.Min. cohort was 

wrapping up an in-person gathering in Holland in August 2019. I was walking 

on the boardwalk along Lake Macatawa at Kollen Park in the morning before our 

concluding session. Strangely, I found myself walking quickly. It was strictly a 

recreational walk; I had plenty of time before our cohort was set to meet, and I 

wasn’t in a hurry to get anywhere. As I reflected on my unnecessarily brisk 

walking pace, I realized that a fast pace had become my default – not only for 

walking by myself and with others but also for the tasks of life. In that moment 

of reflection, I realized that I wanted to slow the pace of life, to pay more 

attention to what is around me, to be more intentional about how I live, and to 

create more space to let God define who I am. 

I wish I had had these key observations earlier in my life. I find myself 

pondering Kierkegaard’s insight expressed in his observation, “Life can only be 

understood backwards; but it must be lived forwards.” I see the awesome gift it 

would be to know God’s incredible, unceasing love as the ground of someone’s 

identity present from one’s earliest memories rather than living out of an 

unceasing pursuit of trying to earn God’s love. Aundi Kolber envisions what it 

could be like to live as God’s beloved: 

I wonder what it would be like for you to imagine that God thinks of you 
in this way. No matter how your day goes, what you do or don’t 
accomplish, where you fail or succeed, or how scared or overwhelmed 
you might feel, you would know He is the One who lovingly watches out 
for you, who is delighted just to be near you. That’s the goodness 
embedded in your very existence, dear reader. During our hardest, 
scariest times—whether our bodies feel stressed and jumpy or sluggish 
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and slow—God is there to reassure us that we are not defined by our best 
days or our worst days. We are His beloved.20 
 

Life-shaping Practices 

Before moving on to some practices that help to shape identity in Christ, I 

want to circle back to the role of screen use in identity formation. To consider 

how technology might shape an adolescent’s identity, let’s imagine the effects of 

screen use for two eighth grade students with very different approaches to using 

their devices. The first student wakes up and immediately grabs his phone to see 

what texts and social media posts he missed overnight. He uses his phone to play 

music while he gets ready for the day, scrolls through posts on the way to and 

from school and practice, and checks for updates in between classes. After 

scoring the winning goal, he takes fifteen pictures to get the perfectly framed and 

filtered pic and comes up with a clever caption to notify the world of his feat. 

Frequent texts from friends interrupt his evening study time. He listens to music 

while getting ready for bed, and he watches a few YouTube videos as he falls 

asleep. A screen is the first thing he sees in the morning, the last thing he sees at 

night, and he takes a few more glances if he wakes up at night. With this constant 

screen availability, I cannot help but wonder, what does this student see? What 

does he miss? What effects does this use of screens have on his social, emotional, 

mental, and spiritual health? 

                                                      
20 Aundi Kolber, Try Softer: a Fresh Approach to Move Us Out of Anxiety, Stress, and Survival 

Mode-and into a Life of Connection and Joy (Carol Stream, IL: Tyndale House Publishers, Inc., 2020) 
Kindle, p. 85. 
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The other student wakes up to silence and spends a few moments 

reflecting on God’s love for her. She intentionally leaves the TV turned off and 

her phone on the charger, preferring instead to be present to her surroundings as 

she gets ready for the day. She views her ride to school and practice as a time to 

check in with her parent and siblings (“car time is conversation time” for her). 

She limits her afterschool phone use to what is necessary for homework along 

with one hour to check her social media accounts. She leaves her phone in the 

kitchen while studying, scheduling a five minute break every hour to check texts 

and posts from friends. An hour before bed, she checks her phone for 

notifications one last time, and she leaves her phone in the family room to charge 

overnight. Before going to sleep, she reflects on her day, noting the day’s 

consolations and desolations, confessing her shortcomings, and basking in God’s 

love for her. 

Based on their use of devices, these students would have markedly 

different experiences of their day – and I suspect of the screen-related influences 

that shape their identity. The first student goes with the flow and spends much 

of the day reacting to the myriad of notifications that come his way. The second 

student is proactive in her device use, limiting it to things that add value to her 

life. Devices are not the primary problem, of course. Devices are merely a 

medium. The bigger problem is that many people have not established healthy 

habits and guardrails to guide their online behavior. What’s more, no one has 
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encouraged them to implement practices that shape their identities as deeply 

loved children of God. 

Habits and practices around screen use develop over time – often without 

much thoughtful intentionality. A couple of phrases that I explored in Ridder 

Church Renewal are relevant in articulating a thoughtful way forward in faith 

formation. The first phrase is “your system is perfectly set up to get the results 

you are getting.” The second is similar: “If you keep doing what you’ve been 

doing, you’ll keep getting what you’ve been getting.” These two phrases beg the 

questions, “How did we get here,” “Where do we want to go,” and “How do we 

get to where we want to go?” We got to where we are by “doing what we’ve 

been doing.” I believe we want to get to a place where we are equipping people 

to form their identity in Christ. Part of our approach to getting there will be to 

help families implement faith and technology practices that support faith 

formation rooted in God’s love for people with the aim of grounding one’s 

identity in Christ. For the rest of this chapter, I will attempt to lay out what I 

believe are some key components of a faith formation approach that will help 

children receive (rather than striving to achieve) their identity as children of God. 

Boundaries on Screen Use 

The first component is boundaries on screen use. I was both intrigued and 

challenged by Jean Twenge’s research on screen use, not only for its insights 

about the effects of screen use on adolescents, but also by its potential effects on 

adults. I shared a video clip in my project presentation of an interview Twenge 
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conducted concerning her work in iGen. At the end of the interview, one of the 

interviewers asked Twenge how her research influenced her parenting. Twenge 

replied that the day she analyzed the data about screen time, unhappiness, and 

depression, she went home and put her daughters’ tablets in the drawer.21 When 

the anchors followed up asking Twenge if she has a lot of flip phones in her 

house, she replied that her kids didn’t really seem to miss their tablets. 

Eliminating screen use might seem like an overreaction; however, families do 

well to have boundaries on screens for all members – parents included. Twenge 

observes that problems begin to emerge when screen use exceeds two hours per 

day. Nir Eyal believes that limits are most effective when kids have a say in 

setting them up.22 

I commend to parents the following practical guidelines that will 

encourage their families to be thoughtful and intentional about how they use 

screens. I believe it is important to keep screen use out of the bedroom, at least 

overnight. It is best if kids use screens in a communal area of the home where 

they can interact with others. I also see value in having a bedtime and wake time 

for devices, turning them off an hour before the person goes to bed and leaving 

                                                      
21 “’iGen’ author on why today's kids are developing more slowly,” CBS This Morning, 

August 17, 2017, https://www.youtube.com/ watch?v=E8oBrmlIZe8&list= 
PLUNycDFfa7XJ5Ep5uXpZDXm7EMtXbbGqj&index=3&t=49s 

22 Jean Twenge and Nir Eyal weigh into this topic in “The Truth about Kids and Tech: 
Jean Twenge (iGen) and Nir Eyal (Hooked),” November 6, 2018, https://www.youtube.com/ 
watch?v=T6IBlFELDxc. 
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them off for the first hour after waking. I believe it is important for parents to set 

a daily time limit for their kids’ and their own use of screens; two hours seems to 

be the maximum time use before the negative aspects of screen use appear. Many 

devices allow users to set daily use limits. Next, users benefit from turning off all 

non-essential notifications, which often distract users from daily life and open up 

a rabbit hole of distracting links. In a family context, I see a lot of benefit from 

having screen-free meals, regardless of if the meals are at home, in a restaurant, 

or somewhere else. I also believe that it is essential for parents to model 

appropriate, intentional use of their phones. One more thing: I see the benefit in 

taking gadget breaks along the lines of one hour per day, one day per week, and 

maybe even one week per year. Practicing these guidelines will make the use of 

gadgets more thoughtful and intentional, focusing on things that add value to 

individual and family life. 23 

Yoke up with Jesus 

The second component of shaping identity in Christ is inviting or 

challenging people to yoke up with Jesus. The frenetic pace of life that so many 

people follow leaves them stressed and looking for an escape, often leading them 

to outlets like sex, eating, dieting, exercising, social media, short tempers, 

shopping, etc. Reflecting on the challenges of 2020, J.D. Greear commented, “You 

                                                      
23 Andy Crouch, The Tech-Wise Family: Everyday Steps for Putting Technology in Its Proper 

Place (Grand Rapids, MI: 2017) is a great resource for families who are looking to build a family 
philosophy for screen use in their home. 
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likely emerged from 2020 as either a monk, a hunk, a chunk, or a drunk. I hope 

you chose wisely.”24 

Jesus wants us to find our life in him and our purpose in doing life his 

way. John Mark Comer believes Jesus offers his yoke to his followers because 

equipment for life is much better than an escape from life. Jesus practiced a full 

yet unhurried life, and he invited his followers to do the same. The three basic 

goals Jesus had for his first disciples, who functioned as his apprentices, were to 

be with Jesus, to become like Jesus, and to do what he would do if he were you.25 

“He offers his apprentices a whole new way to bear the weight of our humanity: 

with ease. At his side. Like two oxen in a field, tied shoulder to shoulder. With 

Jesus doing all the heavy lifting. At his pace. Slow, unhurried, present to the 

moment, full of love and joy and peace.” 26 We yoke up with Jesus when we 

develop a rule of life that emphasizes how our doing for Jesus flows out of being 

with Jesus. 

Silence and Solitude 

The next component for shaping identity in Christ is to implement the 

practices of silence and solitude. The importance of silence came up in several of 

                                                      
24 I heard Greear share this quote in a podcast, but I also saw it posted several times on 

Twitter. The earliest tweet I saw was from March 26, 2020. 

25 Comer, 77. In the third section of The Ruthless Elimination of Hurry, Comer unpacks the 
practices of silence and solitude, Sabbath, simplicity, and slowing as key components of a rule of 
life. 

26 Comer, 88. 
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the resources that I consulted. John Eldredge observes, “There’s no pause in my 

day, no sacred space at all. If God is going to get in, he’s practically got to force 

his way. And I’ve noticed that God doesn’t like to shout.”27 Eldredge continues, 

“Let’s be honest: we prefer distraction. The more distracted we are, the less 

present we are to our souls’ various hurts, needs, disappointments, boredom, 

and fears. It’s a short-term relief with long-term consequences. What blows my 

mind is how totally normal this has become; it’s the new socially acceptable 

addiction.”28 Life is loud for many of us. Some noises are just there as the 

background of our setting in life; many are chosen. TV, playlists, sportscasts, 

barking dogs, and the sounds of air and auto traffic are the background score for 

many of us. It’s difficult to hear the sound of sheer silence – in which God 

appeared to Elijah in I Kings 19 – when someone is surrounded by noise. 

Practicing silence and solitude offers a break from the usual sounds around us to 

flood our auditory sense with natural sounds, and it creates space to know the 

presence of God.  

I have personally used various forms of media as background noise for 

much of my life. I routinely had news, a game show, or a sporting event playing 

in another room, even when I wasn’t paying attention to it. I wasn’t intentionally 

avoiding silence, but I wasn’t seeking it or allowing it either. Over the last couple 

                                                      
27 Eldredge, 8. 

28 Eldredge, 47. 
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of years, I’ve been intentional about creating space for silence, and I find it 

incredibly refreshing. I carve out times for solitude – usually in the morning on 

our deck or near the fireplace whenever possible. I often turn off the radio while 

driving. When I take walks, I sometimes forego catching up on podcasts, tuning 

into the sounds around me instead. While I cannot say that I’ve had any 

theophanies during my times of silence and solitude, I know that I am more 

attuned to my surroundings. I also have had numerous insights about something 

related to ministry, family, and other areas of life while walking or sitting in 

silence. I believe that I am only starting to experience the many benefits of silence 

and solitude. 

I don’t have any specific recommendations for families related to silence 

other than the encouragement that they find a workable way to include it in their 

days and weeks. One starting point is to keep all sounds from media turned off 

until a certain time or until everyone leaves home for school or work. Another 

way to implement silence is to turn off the radio in the car for the first few 

minutes of a drive. Depending on the age of children, families could schedule 

two to five minutes of solitude as part of their morning or evening routine. Based 

on the multiple benefits of silence, I suggest that families experiment to find 

ways that they can introduce it to their children and practice it on a regular basis 

in a manner that works for them. 
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Sabbath 

Another important component for youth and adult faith formation is the 

practice of Sabbath, a life-altering practice that confronts our default tendencies 

to identify either as consumers or producers. In his book on youth and Sabbath, 

Nathan Stucky observes that many of us are busy consuming, and consumption 

fills our free time. We consume many things – entertainment, food, sports, and 

various forms of media – and the list of things we can consume is growing 

exponentially. “There’s no end, no limit, to all our consuming. We produce; we 

consume; we’re busy being busy. This is the opposite of a life marked by 

Sabbath. Unless, at some point, we’re willing to do one radical thing. Just stop.”29 

I say with much regret that I have not intentionally practiced Sabbath in a 

life-giving way for most of my life. When I was a child, my family’s approach to 

Sabbath felt very dutiful. It wasn’t extreme or overbearing, but it also wasn’t 

joyful and restorative. I’ve only begun to discover the blessing of Sabbath in the 

last couple of years. As a doer, I go through my days and weeks with an endless 

list of things to accomplish. As it relates to identity, I feel good when I 

accomplish a lot, and I feel worse when I don’t do all that I had hoped to do. 

Against this backdrop, Sabbath is becoming a real gift. I can set aside one day 

each week and know that it’s OK – even desired – not to accomplish anything. 

Sabbath also makes space for the practice of reflection, an important skill for 

                                                      
29 Stucky, 58. 
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shaping identity. As Stucky notes, “Self-reflection draws a line between 

experience and identity; it allows people to have their experiences rather than 

being their experiences.”30 

As families look to practice Sabbath, I encourage them – as with silence – 

to experiment so they can find practices that work for them.31 I like Scazzero’s 

starting point, where he suggests including these four components for Sabbath: 

stop, rest, delight, and contemplate.32 The specifics of Sabbath observation will 

look different for each family, and even for each individual within a family. The 

main thing is to set aside one day as a reminder that children of God are not 

defined by or slaves to their accomplishments; their identity is found in their 

relationship as beloved children of a loving Father. Stucky shares the life-shaping 

potential of Sabbath in his introduction to Wrestling with Rest: “I want my 

children to know that who they are cannot be reduced to any work they can or 

cannot do. I want them to know that they were loved before they existed. I want 

them to know they will always be loved, and I want them to know that love and 

grace are just part of who they are. I want them to know that love and grace are 

just part of who God is.”33 

                                                      
30 Stucky, 37 

31 I enjoyed Bethke’s description of his family’s approach to Sabbath in chapter 7 of To 
Hell with the Hustle. They view Sabbath as a weekly celebration on par with Christmas. 

32 Peter Scazzero, Emotionally Healthy Spirituality: It’s Impossible to Be Spiritually Mature, 
While Remaining Emotionally Immature (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2017) Kindle. 

33 Stucky, 2-3. 
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Stucky shares how a seminary student named Sue discovered the gift of 

Sabbath that greatly contrasted the legalistic Sabbaths of her upbringing. 

“Sabbath provides an opportunity for God’s people to remember that their lives 

and their identities ultimately find their rooting and basis in God’s grace and 

provision, not in endless work.”34 With this view, “the Sabbath opened a space 

for Sue to hear God’s affirmation of her identity in Christ—an identity that 

couldn’t be earned by endless work, an identity that upended the impostor 

syndrome, and an identity that had actually been hers all along.”35 

Sabbath stands in stark contrast to the practices of a culture that affirms 

the value of busyness.  As a cautionary note, families and churches are often a 

major contributor both to over activity and to a corollary, works-based identity. 

Stucky’s interviews with teens “show the students linking busyness and identity 

both within culture more broadly and within their self-understanding. These 

students see busyness as a cultural reality; they see it as a force larger than 

themselves; and they see it as inherent to the identity of the culture that 

surrounds them” and of which they are part.36 Even rest can feel busy: “Given 

the link between busyness and identity, it comes as no surprise that many youth 

                                                      
34 Stucky, 10. 

35 Stucky, 11. 

36 Stucky, 79. 
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have come to define rest as inclusive of constant motion.”37 “Some families go so 

far as to look suspiciously at these students when they rest.”38 Kenda Creasy 

Dean notes that churches add to the busyness: “most youth ministry resources 

are brimming with recipes for anxiety, ideas for more things we could do with, 

for, and to youth than we will ever have time to implement, no matter how many 

lock-ins, service projects, or mystery rambles we plan.”39 Instead of contributing 

to the busyness, it’s time for families and churches to end the enslavement to 

busyness; Sabbath is a great place to start. 

Family Faith Practices 

Recognizing the crucial role that the family plays in faith formation, 

another key component of faith formation is for families to practice faith in their 

life together, both as part of a church and in the family context. The usual first 

step for family faith formation is involvement in a local church community. 

Major benefits of church involvement include belonging to something bigger 

than themselves, opportunities to give and receive ministry, and involvement in 

community. While I fully support church involvement, I also believe that 

families have to do more than attend a worship service or Sunday morning 

program together. In the ministry programming of some churches, families drive 

                                                      
37 Stucky, 80. 

38 Stucky, 90. 

39 Stucky, introduction.  
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to the church building together but participate in completely separate 

programming, meeting up to drive home again after having completely 

unrelated experiences. 

When it comes to faith, the influence of parents is highly significant: “‘No 

other conceivable causal influence . . . comes remotely close to matching the 

influence of parents on the religious faith and practices of youth,’ (Christian) 

Smith said in a recent talk sharing the findings at Yale Divinity School. ‘Parents 

just dominate.’”40 Parental influence is even more important than the influence of 

the church. “‘Parents, for better or worse, are actually the most influential pastors 

. . . of their children,’ Smith said. ‘Parents set a kind of glass ceiling of religious 

commitment, above which their children rarely rise.’”41 Smith also found that 

“One of the strongest factors associated with older teens keeping their faith as 

young adults was having parents who talked about religion and spirituality at 

home.”42 

In Smith’s discoveries, I cannot help but hear echoes of Deuteronomy 6, 

which offers an image of faith that happens in the context of everyday life. 

“These commandments that I give you today are to be on your hearts. Impress 

                                                      
40 David Briggs, “The No. 1 Reason Teens Keeps the Faith as Young Adults,” The 

Huffington Post, December 29, 2014, https://www.huffpost.com/entry/the-no-1-reason-teens-
kee_b_6067838. I referenced Christian Smith’s research about Moralistic Therapeutic Deism in 
chapter 2 on pp. 52-53 and 57-58. 

41 Briggs, “The No. 1 Reason Teens Keeps the Faith as Young Adults.” 

42 Briggs, “The No. 1 Reason Teens Keeps the Faith as Young Adults.” 
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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. Tie them as 

symbols on your hands and bind them on your foreheads. Write them on the 

doorframes of your houses and on your gates” (Deuteronomy 6:6-9). This 

passage, of course, specifically addresses internalizing the Ten Commandments 

in the context of the Shema; however, I believe it has much broader application 

in life. Faith is learned and practiced in everyday life, when we’re home and 

we’re out, when life is good and when life is hard, when it’s easy to love others 

and when it’s hard. Unfortunately, too many parents have farmed out the key 

role they play in their children’s faith formation to the church, and churches have 

gladly accepted this role.43 Sunday-only spirituality misses so much of real life. 

I envision an approach to faith formation where Church and family 

partner together to ground children’s identity as beloved children of God. 

Churches and families would work together for children’s faith formation, with 

parents being the champion of their children’s faith. Formation that happens at 

church should equip parents for their role as their child’s faith coach and 

reinforce the discipleship that is happening at home. What happens at church 

should support what happens at home, and what happens at home should apply 

and reinforce what happens at church. Children’s and youth ministry 

programming should offer materials for parents to help their children apply and 

                                                      
43 Kara Powell addresses the relationship between parents and churches: 

www.churchpulseweekly.org/2020/08/kara-powell 
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practice what they experienced on Sunday. I would love to see families interact 

daily around a weekly or monthly theme. 

Imaginative/Experiential Practices 

The final component of faith-identity formation is the use of imaginative, 

experiential practices. Identity in Christ forms by engaging the heart, the soul, 

and the mind in God’s story. St. John of the Cross believed that “the Christian 

imagination plays a great role in the spiritual development of the soul.”44 G. K. 

Chesterton similarly said, “There is something mysterious and perhaps more 

than moral about the power and call of imagination.”45 In my experience both as 

a child and as a pastor in Protestant circles, I have seen an emphasis on feeding 

the mind. Shaping the heart and the soul were either a secondary goal or were 

largely absent. I learned substantial amounts of content, knew how to make 

moral decisions, and was encouraged to modify undesirable behaviors; however, 

I was missing an experience of loving God. I readily relate to the story from Jared 

Patrick Boyd that I shared in chapter one when he went several years without an 

experience of God’s love for him.46 Looking back, I realize that I longed for 

regular experiences of God’s love and grace, but I practiced a faith that often 

seemed boring, irrelevant, and disconnected from real life. 

                                                      
44 Boyd, 19. 

45 Boyd, 19. 

46 Chapter 1, 21-22. 
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The rich tradition of Ignatian spirituality has a lot to offer the Protestant 

tradition about imagining and experiencing God and his love for his children. 

“Ignatius was convinced that God can speak to us as surely through our 

imagination as through our thoughts and memories . . . In the Exercises, 

contemplation is a very active way of praying that engages the mind and heart 

and stirs up thoughts and emotions.”47 Some of my most cherished experiences 

with God came during the previously mentioned Ignatian silent retreat where I 

engaged my imagination in ways I never had before. I imagined God sitting in 

heaven, observing (sinful) people on earth, and loving every person on every 

continent. I knew of God’s love prior to this experience, but I entered it in a new 

way through the exercise. Imaginative experience is a powerful teacher. The 

daily examen of Ignatius is also a valuable tool for reviewing the day, confessing 

sins, and tuning into the consolations and desolations of the day. 

The goal of Christian faith formation is to ground one’s identity as a 

beloved child of God who knows God’s love in every experience of life: in the 

highs and the lows, moments of great pride and deep embarrassment, and 

everything in between. There are many life experiences that attempt to steal the 

Christian’s true identity in Christ and replace it with the lies of a false self. Some 

of the most powerful identity thieves are works righteousness, shame, and 

                                                      
47 Kevin O’Brien, S.J., “Ignatian Contemplation: Imaginative Prayer,” 

IgnationSpirituality.com, a service of Loyola Press, Accessed August 25, 2020, 
https://www.ignatianspirituality.com/ignatian-prayer/the-spiritual-exercises/ignatian-
contemplation-imaginative-prayer 
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comparison. Our current technology continues to offer new ways to reinforce the 

false self, especially through the temptations of comparison and of projecting a 

false self through social media. We are not helpless. There is a way forward that 

emphasizes God’s love in and through all things. Identity is received, not 

achieved when Christian faith is grounded in an experience of God’s eternal love 

for his cherished, adored children.
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Chapter 4: Imagine . . . 

“Hey, kids – It’s time for this week’s imaginative prayer,” I yell down the 

basement stairs. “Turn off your tablets and come on up.” 

“OK. We’ll be up in a minute. We need to get back to our houses,” they 

say, referring to their Minecraft game. 

“Sounds good. We’ll be in the family room.” 

A few minutes later, the kids come up, grab their journals, and spread out 

in their favorite places on the sectional. 

“In last week’s prayer we looked at some of the many things that God 

loves. Take a few minutes to draw whatever you think of about how God loves 

so many things from last week’s reading.” 

They spend a few minutes drawing in their journals. After they share their 

drawings with the family, we transition to this week’s prayer. 

“Today we’re going to look at how God invites us to live a life of love,” I 

say. 

“Close your eyes and let’s take a few deep breaths together. ‘God I pray 

that you will release our imagination and help us to hear you speak to us during 

this time together. We open our hands to you. We open our ears to you.’”1 

This was a typical scene in our house on Saturday mornings or Sunday 

afternoons for about six weeks while my family – along with several other 

                                                      
1 Boyd, 36-37. Each weekly prayer begins with this paragraph. 
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families from Trinity – participated in my project on imaginative prayer. My 

project offered a family faith formation practice that equipped parents from 

Trinity Church in Papillion, NE to lead their families through six weekly 

identity-shaping exercises in imaginative prayer. My hope was that the six 

weekly practices would give participants a taste of a deeper connection with God 

and develop within these families a desire to experience God through ongoing 

practices in imaginative prayer. 

Project Approach 

The idea for my project percolated up naturally over the course of several 

months of research and reflection. My initial research looked at the effects of 

screen use in children and adolescents and how their use of screens might affect 

how they view themselves. As I began to study the drawbacks of screen use, I 

identified my research problem: digital distractions hinder children and youth 

from knowing God and distort their understanding of their true self. The 

research question that emerged is “what practices can families use to tune out 

digital noise in order to let God speak into their lives?” My project hypothesis 

became, “Imaginative prayer exercises will help children experience God’s love 

and forgiveness and extend an invitation for them to be invited to participate in 

God’s work.” The design for my project was an action research experience in 

which parents practiced six imaginative prayers with their children over the 

course of six weeks. My project also used phenomenological reflection to draw 
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out some of the common themes of the participating families’ experiences with 

imaginative prayer.2 

The weekly prayers came from Imaginative Prayer: a Yearlong Guide for Your 

Child’s Spiritual Formation, by Jared Patrick Boyd. The book had my attention 

from first glance. As I was exploring Imaginative Prayer, the first prayer that I 

read focused on confession and forgiveness; it was deeply impactful for me.3 

Reading the written prayer, I imagined that I was reviewing my sins with Jesus 

sitting by my side. One by one, I pulled my sins – all of my mistakes, 

handwritten on pieces of paper – out of a previously hidden box. To my surprise, 

Jesus was not angry with me. He looked at me with love. As I looked at each sin 

and reviewed it with Jesus, it disappeared. I immediately knew this book of 

prayers would be a powerful tool. Inviting me to use my imagination, the prayer 

challenged how I perceived the way God viewed me when I sinned. While I have 

an informed theology of abundant grace and forgiveness, in practice I realized I 

imagined myself sinking down “beneath God’s righteous frown” in the face of 

my sin.4 I grew up believing that God was disappointed or even angry about my 

sin. In turn, I wanted to keep my sins from God – as if God didn’t know about 

them. This prayer offered a different approach, inviting me to bring my 

                                                      
2 Appendix A is a bulleted list of my research approach. 

3 Boyd, prayer 15: “Forgiveness means God takes away our sin,” 129-135. 

4 This phrase comes from the anonymous hymn What Wondrous Love is This, Public 
Domain, 1811. https://hymnary.org/text/what_wondrous_love_is_this_o_my_soul_o_m 
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shortcomings to light in the loving presence of Jesus. For me this was a new way 

to approach God. Through this prayer, I felt a sense of freedom to ask God to 

peer into my life and relieve my shame and guilt. It was a perspective-shifting 

experience. 

The Imaginative Prayer book is a collection of prayers structured after a 

creed that is comprised of six major themes: receiving God’s love, loving others, 

forgiveness, Jesus is king, the good news of Jesus, and joining God in mission. It 

has a very thoughtful and deliberate structure. Each individual prayer begins 

with a question and answer (which is also repeated at the end of the chapter), 

and the answers comprise the creed that is found near the beginning of the 

book.5 Each major theme has six individual prayer emphases, and there is a 

separate prayer written for each emphasis. Each major theme also has a review 

exercise. Altogether, the book has thirty-six prayers and six review sessions for a 

total of forty-two weeks of material. Recognizing that families might miss a 

weekly prayer on occasion throughout the year, the author believes that families 

will likely take about a year to make their way through the entire book. 

The chapter for each prayer theme follows a similar pattern. The 

“Connection and Formation” section shares some background information about 

the content and aims of the session. Next comes a “Q + A” section that shares a 

                                                      
5 Appendix B is the creedal poem on which the prayers are based. More resources about 

the book, including lesson samples and information for family and church subscriptions to the 
prayers, are available at imaginativeprayer.com. 
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question and answer about the key point of the session in a catechism-like 

format. The heart of each session’s content is the imaginative prayer. The prayers 

begin with an invitation to welcome the Holy Spirit. Each prayer is an invitation 

to imagine something about God’s involvement in our lives, to see something 

from God’s perspective, or to receive something from God. The prayers use 

various means to bring in biblical stories and concepts. Some prayers closely 

follow a Bible story; others expand on a theological concept. Each prayer 

includes pauses for silent reflection. The “For the Parent or Mentor” section 

follows the prayer; it offers tips that adults can use to talk about the prayer with 

their children during the week. The last section, “For the journal,” offers 

suggestions for how children can share their reflections at the end of the week. 

When it came time to decide on the content and aims of the project, I 

decided to invite families from Trinity to participate in a six-week, at-home 

experience in imaginative prayer. The process for families would begin with a 

two-hour session for parents during which I would share some of my research 

about screen use along with some significant components of faith formation for 

our time. I also wanted to include time in the session for parents to talk with each 

other about the use of screens in their homes and about their experiences with 

faith formation – both their own and what they are practicing with their children. 

The session would end with instructions for how families could carry out the 

weekly prayers and daily check-ins. 
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Imaginative Prayers 

In order for families to get a sense of the overall flow of the prayers, I 

decided to include one chapter from each of the six themes. As I swiped through 

the book, I was looking for one prayer from each theme that I thought would 

connect best with the families. I also wanted to choose a couple of different styles 

of readings (some that followed a biblical narrative and some that were based on 

a biblical concept.)  It was easy for me to choose prayers from the first three 

themes; they were vivid and connected with me immediately. I found it a little 

more challenging to choose from the last three themes. None of them jumped 

out, so I selected the ones that I thought would best offer the invitation for 

families to receive from Jesus and join him in mission. 

The first prayer that I included is called “God Loves So Many Things.”6 It 

is the very first prayer in the book, and its goal is to expand our understanding of 

the breadth of God’s love for all of his created order. This prayer is an imaginary 

tour around planet earth that invites participants to fly into the air, under the sea, 

to many different countries, up into space, down to a forest, and into a flowery 

field. This prayer’s Q + A asks, “What is the most important part of the story? 

The most important part of the story is that God loves so many things.”  

                                                      
6 Boyd, prayer 1, 35-40. 
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The second prayer, “God Invites Us to Live a Life of Love,” helps 

participants consider how love is the life’s most important thing.7 Participants in 

this prayer imagine what it would be like for them to be the smartest person, the 

best athlete, and the most popular person around. Then it shifts to a lectio style 

reading of 1 Corinthians 13, emphasizing Paul’s teaching that nothing matters if 

we do not love people. It concludes with another reading of 1 Corinthians 13, this 

time from The Message translation. The Q + A for this prayer asks, “What is God’s 

invitation to us? God invites us to live a life of love.” 

The third prayer, “Forgiveness Means God Takes away Our Sin,” is the 

prayer that initially drew me into the book.8 The Q + A for this prayer is, “What 

does forgiveness mean? Forgiveness means God takes away our sin.” 

Participants imagine that they have a plain, secret lockbox containing 

handwritten notes listing all of the things they wish they had not done. Jesus 

knocks on the door of the room and asks if he can come in. While our natural 

instinct is to hide the box, we invite Jesus in. Jesus doesn’t even notice the box, 

but we decide to show the contents to him anyway. As we pull out each piece of 

paper, Jesus says, “I love you and I forgive you.” Suddenly, the paper 

                                                      
7 Boyd, prayer 7, 75-80. 

8 Boyd, prayer 15, 129-135. 
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disappears. At the end of the prayer, Jesus says, “You don’t need to hide 

anything in this box. Just keep the lid open.”9 

In the fourth prayer, we imagine how “We Have Life with God through 

the Faithfulness of Jesus the King.”10 This prayer explores how Jesus gives us the 

ability to do everything that he requires from us. This prayer’s participants 

imagine that they are invited to a feast. The invitation asks them to bring a dish 

to share, to wear a special robe, and to prepare a speech. They feel inadequate for 

the tasks, knowing they are unable to cook, they don’t own a special robe, and 

they are not good at speaking. The next morning, Jesus shows up at their door 

and makes them a robe, prepares a dish, and gives a beautiful speech. They are 

thankful to discover that Jesus did everything they were supposed to do for the 

feast with them and for them. The Q + A for this prayer is, “How do we have life 

with God? We have life with God through the faithfulness of Jesus the King.” 

The fifth prayer offers an invitation to receive from Jesus and to follow 

him; it’s called, “We Receive the Promises of God When We Choose to Follow 

Jesus.”11 This prayer has strong overtones of Jesus with his disciples in the Upper 

Room; participants imagine Jesus washing their feet and serving them bread and 

juice. After Jesus serves the participants, he hands them a card that simply says, 

                                                      
9 Boyd, 133. 

10 Boyd, prayer 23, 189-195. 

11 Boyd, prayer 30, 243-249. 
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“Follow me.” Through written and verbal invitation, Jesus invites them to follow 

him to receive a good life and to bring good news to the world. This prayer’s Q + 

A is, “How do we receive the promises of God? We receive the promises of God 

when we choose to follow Jesus.” 

The sixth prayer is “God Is at Work All around Us: Open Your Eyes and 

Join God in His Mission to the World;” it is the final prayer in the book.12 This 

prayer asks participants to imagine what they would see and listen to if they had 

special eyes and ears. Then they imagine they have ears that hear God’s voice 

and eyes that see both how God is working in the world and the needs of the 

people around them. Participants imagine what God might want to do in their 

family, at their school, and during the events of their week. As they look around 

the world, imagining that God wants to bring peace and reconciliation to all of 

creation, they ask Jesus to show them where he wants them to help. The prayer 

answers the question, “Where do we see God in mission?” with the answer “God 

is at work all around us: open your eyes and join God in his mission to the 

world.” 

Having chosen the prayers I wanted to include in the project, I contacted 

the publisher (InterVarsity Press) requesting permission to print a booklet that 

contained only the creedal poem and the six prayers we would be using for the 

project. After exchanging several emails over the course of a couple of months, 

                                                      
12 Boyd, prayer 36, 288-293. 
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the publisher sent me a pdf file with the selected pages along with a copyright 

statement to print on the booklet. The publisher added that they were pleased to 

hear that I was using their title for this purpose. They allowed me to use the file 

free of charge with the understanding that each participant would receive a 

printed copy of the Imaginative Prayers book at the end of the project. I was 

thrilled to receive a $250 action team grant from a Thrivent Financial member 

that I used to buy copies of the book for participating families. 

I faced a few challenges as I proceeded to plan and carry out the project. 

Finding a good block of time on families’ calendars to carry out the project was 

one challenge. I decided to target the middle of winter, hoping that families 

would have time to complete the prayer experience before spring activities 

started up. I scheduled the meetings with parents for the last weekend of January 

– the weekend between the NFL Conference championship games and the Super 

Bowl. Another challenge I faced was deciding which families to invite. I knew 

the project was asking families to make a significant time commitment, and I 

wanted to include families who would follow through and have a good 

experience. Finding the right messaging about the experience became the biggest 

challenge I faced in promoting the project. I struggled to find a concise way to 

communicate that I was carrying out a family-led experience in imaginative 

prayer that aimed to minimize the effects of screen usage. On one hand, I was 

concerned that using the language of faith formation in the digital age might lead 

families to think I would share with them a program or app they could use when 
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my hope was to steer them toward unplugging. On the other hand, I was 

concerned that inviting families to an experience of imaginative prayer might be 

too unfamiliar or even seem “new age,” deterring them from participating. 

Working through these challenges as best I could, I began to promote the 

experience to Trinity’s families. My primary audience was Trinity families with 

elementary school children; I also wanted to include older siblings from these 

families. After consulting with Trinity’s children’s ministry leaders, I sent an 

email to selected Trinity families who we thought would be great participants in 

the project. In addition, I shared a general invitation for families connected to 

Trinity’s children’s ministry through the usual communication channels: bulletin, 

email, Facebook, and worship slides. I also shared a live video post on Trinity’s 

Facebook page and on my own Facebook page. Lastly, I made a flyer to hand out 

to families on a Sunday morning as they were checking their children in and out 

of Trinity Kids.13 With the help of Trinity’s office manager, I set up an online 

registration link through Trinity’s church management system. 

I was very pleased with the number of people who were interested in 

participating in the project. Nineteen families signed up to participate and either 

attended an in-person introduction session or received the materials to 

participate remotely. These families represented ninety-five people: thirty-eight 

adults and fifty-seven children (thirty-four boys and twenty-three girls). At the 

                                                      
13 Appendix C contains the promotional emails, announcement, and flyer. 
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time of the project, the age range of the children was four to sixteen years. Most 

families live in the Omaha metro area; one family lives in Montana and another 

family lives in the state of Washington. 

Getting Started 

I asked all participating families to attend a two-hour introductory session 

either on Saturday morning or Sunday afternoon, January 25 or 26, 2020. 

Thirteen families attended an in-person session. At the session, I presented some 

of my most concerning research about screen use. We explored ideas about 

gadget guardrails, and I shared some of my research about characteristics of faith 

that sticks. The end of the session focused on what the six-week experience 

would look like. 14 As the session wrapped up, I asked parents to schedule a time 

for their families to participate in the six weekly prayers. I also asked the parents 

to think about how they might take a few minutes each day to talk about the 

weekly theme; I encouraged after school or bedtime as good times to have this 

conversation. We also talked about how children could reflect on their 

experience through weekly drawn or written journal entries. Families left the 

presentation with a printed booklet of the six weekly prayers along with a pencil, 

a notebook, and stickers for each child that they could use to journal about their 

experience. 

                                                      
14 Appendices D and E share the handout and PowerPoint presentation from the session. 
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Six of the families who wanted to participate in the project were unable to 

attend either of the two introductory sessions; four local families had conflicts 

that weekend, and two families lived out of state. I shared with these families a 

30-minute Facebook live summary of the content that we covered at the 

introductory session and either gave them a printed copy of the prayer 

document or shared a link with them to introduce them to the material. 15 Almost 

as an afterthought, I invited all participating families to join a Facebook group 

where they could ask questions and share about their experiences and hurdles 

with other families. During the project, I shared with reminders with the group 

to encourage families to keep up with the weekly prayers. While there was some 

good interaction in the group, there was not as much participation as I had 

hoped there would be. 

I initially asked the families to complete the prayers by the middle to end 

of March. I put together two Google forms to collect reflections about the prayer 

experience from the families; one form was for the parents, and the other was for 

the children.16 The final two lines of the kids’ feedback form was an invitation for 

the kids to send me a picture of an entry from their journals and a picture that 

they drew of themselves with Jesus.17 I shared the links to the feedback forms by 

                                                      
15 Presentation link: https://www.facebook.com/david.parrish.9275/videos/ 

10156989305117194 

16 Appendices F and G contain the content of the feedback forms. 

17 Appendix H contains the artifacts that the kids and their parents submitted. 
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email and in the Facebook group on March 11, 2020 – just as the United States 

was beginning to shut down due to COVID 19. I have no idea how COVID 

affected the response, but I know that many family’s routines were thrown into a 

tailspin. In the weeks that followed, I encouraged families to finish out the 

prayers and complete the form when they were finished. I offered a couple of 

extensions to the deadline, ultimately setting a final deadline of September 27, 

2020 to complete the feedback form. 

Respondent Information 

Eleven of the nineteen families who began the project followed it through 

to completing the feedback form. Responses from the eleven families represented 

the experiences of fifty-three people: twenty-two adults, twenty-two boys, and 

nine girls. The youngest participants were four-year-old boys (there were two), 

and the oldest student participants were sixteen-year-old boys (twins). Nine of 

the eleven responses came from the thirteen families who attended an in-person 

introduction; two responses came from the six families who received materials 

for remote orientation. Ten of the eleven parent responses were submitted by 

women (note: I was not the male respondent). There were ten responses to the 

kids’ feedback form representing twenty-two children (the parents’ form 

represented a total of thirty-one children). Two kids completed the form 

themselves; parents submitted the other eight responses on behalf of the kids. 

One family who signed up to participate contacted me to let me know that they 

did not complete the prayers; they added that they were sorry for letting me 
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down. My attempts to get any type of feedback from the other seven families 

were unsuccessful.  

Screen Use Adjustments 

Before I get into the specific results of the project, I want to share a couple 

of the parents’ reflections about changes to their family’s screen use after the 

introductory session. When I asked the families if they used screens any 

differently following the session, the responses varied. Some of the families 

indicated that they were previously aware of the effects of screen use and 

already had some restrictions in place; for these families, the presentation 

supported their approach to limiting screen use. One family noted, “Our kids 

already have limited screen time outside school so this presentation just 

reinforced that for us.” Another family echoed, “we have set screen times at our 

house, and my kids do not have excessive screen time each day that needs to be 

replaced with other things.” A couple of the families said that they began to limit 

device use more than they did before. One family simply stated that the 

presentation “made us use technology differently!!” The presentation led another 

family to a new evening ritual, reporting, “We have decreased our screen time 

even more and have been spending screen free family time after dinner.” I 

appreciated one mom’s summary when she said, “The statistics drove the point 

home that it all needs to be limited and we need to stay on top of it and not let 

our guard down even when it is sometimes easier to just hand over a device.” 

 



124 
 

General Observations 

As you might expect, each individual’s experience with the prayers was 

unique, even within families who experienced the prayers together. Different 

things stood out to each participant, and the child’s age and personality had 

some impact on their experience. Answering the question about how each child 

interacted with the material, one mom answered, “Each kid did pretty much as 

expected based on their personalities: one child had no problem listening but 

was reluctant to share in the discussion and journaling, another child bounced 

around while listening and had an answer for everything, and another child 

acted like he was listening but would start discussing something completely off 

topic, but enjoyed drawing in his journal.” Similarly, another parent wrote, “Our 

oldest child is imaginative anyway, so she got into it easily. The youngest was a 

little more easily distracted, but usually managed to stay listening. The middle 

child is analytical and liked the summary of the lesson, but not necessarily the 

roundabout way of getting there.” Reflecting on the entire prayer experience, a 

mom with four kids said that the oldest “liked the discipline of getting together, 

the second child liked the structure and same pattern each week, the third 

appreciated opportunities for creativeness, and the youngest saw it as something 

he could understand and be on same level with others.” She added, “All asked 

good questions, but not all the same week.” 
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Attitudes 

A few of the families commented on their children’s attitudes about the 

prayers. For some it was excitement; for others it was ambivalence. Sharing 

about her kids’ attitude, one mom said, “They both would be excited when we 

said we were going to do imaginative prayer tonight. They asked about it 

periodically. I think it was upbeat, excited. Like I said, they asked frequently if 

we would be doing imaginative prayer; they liked the process.” A mom with two 

participants shared, “The kids were excited about the prayers at bedtime.” A 

mom of four kids shared that “they were pretty positive all around. We had one 

off night, but probably it had come at the end of a long day.” Another mom 

added, “The kids were always pleased to see me show up with the booklet.” 

Another family’s attitude was neutral, and attitudes varied among the children. 

“The girls were pretty engaged in it. Our son wasn't always a willing participant 

but he participated more than he let on to (he listened even if he was pretending 

to ignore). The kids overall attitude was neutral toward participating. They 

didn't dread it, but it wasn't a super high experience for them either.” Another 

family shared that their children’s attitude was “unfortunately not too positive. I 

liked the idea behind but others just seemed disinterested, not sure why . . . ” 

Major Project Findings 

While each family and individual had their own unique experience with 

the prayers, I saw five major themes emerge as I reviewed the family’s responses. 

First, most of the families indicated that they had some type of deepened 
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experience or connection with God. Second, several of the families shared what it 

was like for their family to try on a new spiritual practice. Third, most of the 

families commented about how the prayers were a positive faith experience that 

they could participate in as a family. Fourth, many families addressed the 

challenges they faced as they tried to schedule and implement a new routine. 

Fifth, a few of the families could sum up their experience with the phrase, “It 

didn’t work for us.” 

Deeper Connection with God 

One of the major themes shared by participating families was a deepened 

experience or connection with God. While the specific experience varied by 

family, every family mentioned something about an experience with God. The 

experiences varied from greater knowledge of God to increased awareness of 

God to a very personal encounter with God. An experience of God was my top 

desired outcome of the Imaginative Prayer process, so I’m thrilled to see that all 

families experienced God in some way. In this section I’ll list out some of the 

general experiences of God and then move on to share some more specific 

experiences of God’s love, forgiveness, and ministry (both received and offered). 

The mom in one family noted the kids’ general attitude toward the 

prayers and indicated what the prayers began to open up for the kids: “All the 

kids had a great attitude and were excited going into the prayer each week. They 

seemed to enjoy the colorful descriptions in the prayer and sometimes 

commented on what they saw when they closed their eyes.” The response from 
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one of their children elaborated on the mother’s comment; he added that the 

prayers “helped because they got me thinking about Jesus more often.” 

In the family with the youngest participants, one of the children shared 

that “there was a lot of stuff you could think about, learn about Jesus.” The mom 

shared this summary of how the family connected with God: “I think this is a 

great way for kids to really ‘see’ faith, love, forgiveness.” She added, “I also like 

the focus of meditation, mindfulness as part of faith walk. I don't feel like this is 

talked about much in Christian faith but feel it is important (plus it is good for 

your health).” I found this to be an important observation because she works in 

healthcare. 

One family shared that the prayers “helped us really convey and drive the 

point home that God loves, forgives, and wants us to be a part of it all.” The 

children added that they liked “spending time with God.” In addition, the 

prayers helped them to know Jesus better because they “explained some of the 

things he does for us,” and they “help us spend time with him, to know that he’s 

right by me right now.” 

Another family responded that the prayer experience “introduced a new 

practice for knowing God. It has helped open the way for a more heartfelt, 

personal faith journey as opposed to a knowledge/head-based faith.” The 

prayers helped the entire family experience and connect with God in new ways. 

The mom said, “As adults, we got as much out of it or more than the kids did. 

The prayers were very emotionally impactful for me and they were very 
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memorable. The experience with the kids was very meaningful and it opened up 

other opportunities for us to disciple the kids, too.” The kids in this family 

confirmed that they also developed a deeper connection with God; “You could 

imagine the story was happening to you, that Jesus was actually talking to you. It 

was fun to relax and listen to the story. We had a time to rest and listen to God's 

Word in a fun way.” Thinking about how the prayers helped them know Jesus 

better, the kids said, “Jesus was in each story. He was in the prayers and it 

showed us how he shows his love through what he did (how he did things for 

us). It showed us how to be more like him and how to love each other.” 

A couple of families had very general feedback about a deepened 

experience or connection with God. One family came out of the experience with 

an expanded awareness of God’s involvement in their lives; they experienced 

that “this is more than just Sunday church, we have incorporated faith into 

everyday!” Another family experienced the “challenges Jesus faced, deeper 

understanding, ongoing conversation about why we study parts of the Bible 

more than once in different ways.” The dad found that the prayers offered 

“creative ways to talk about faith,” and the mom said that the prayers gave 

“greater focus on the day-to-day presence of Jesus in our lives & our kids’ lives.” 

I found it interesting that the parents in two families did not indicate 

much about a connection with God; however, the children shared something that 

I would consider an experience of God marked by an awareness of God’s 

involvement in their lives. The children in one family shared their experience 



129 
 

“that God was involved and listens to us” and that the prayers “make me want 

to believe and love Him more.” The children in the other family said, “we talked 

about him more.” This might have been limited to conversation that was absent 

of experience. These were two of three families that generally did not have an 

overly positive experience with the prayers. I’ll address some of their more 

specific feedback at the end of this chapter. 

One family shared what I describe as a very significant experience of 

meeting God in a new and profound way. This family has four girls; the older 

two participated in the prayer experience. The mom said, “This was an 

interesting way to connect my kids to God and grow their faith. My oldest 

particularly, asked if we could do more.” The prayers opened up some deep 

questions for their oldest daughter. “She had really deep questions to ask. ‘Why 

does God hide/veil himself from us’ (and I explained that he doesn't). The 

prayers were very thought provoking.” This family noticed how the themes 

developed across the prayers: “there was an obvious trajectory. They worked 

through their connection with God and who he (is) and ended with looking 

outward at the world through God's eyes and purpose.” 

The two girls from this family who participated in the prayers had very 

different yet equally meaningful experiences. The older daughter shared this 

about the prayers: “I wanted to listen to them. They felt more real, and I 

understood God better. I actually experienced feelings instead of just 

knowledge.” The mom wrote that this daughter “really benefited at her 
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particular age (11). She was able to engage the most since she understood some 

of the more abstract concepts.” The prayers “actually helped her a lot because 

she felt uncomfortable accepting everything she learns in church when she 

couldn't reconcile Old Testament God and New Testament God for instance. 

Making Jesus a personal friend and seeing God in the love and beauty all around 

her helped her to connect spirituality to these things she already either sees or 

experiences.” The other daughter (age 8) “liked all the warm, fuzzy aspects of 

this. She takes everything she learns in Sunday school as absolute anyway. It was 

easy for her to accept all the concepts, even when she didn't fully understand 

them.” The mom commented that this daughter “is a sweetheart, a snuggler, and 

a believer. She always has been. These prayers made her feel that she was just 

more loved, valued, and special. She liked taking an imaginative journey. She 

enjoyed hearing her sister's questions, but they did not make her question her 

own comfort with who she has been taught God is. She is shy and a little 

reserved with people she doesn't know or trust. After completing these 6 prayers 

she seems more comfortable with Jesus as a friend and more at ease talking 

about her faith.” 

At the request of the daughters, this family indicated that they intend to 

continue with other prayers from the book. “She seemed to feel a heartfelt 

connection to God and the process after this 6 week sequence. I liked hearing my 

kids talk deeply about their understanding of God.” The mom, who teaches in 

Trinity’s children’s ministry said, “Even my Sunday school questions don't elicit 



131 
 

responses like the ones my kids gave me for Imaginative Prayer.” Reflecting on 

the lasting influence of the imaginative prayer experience, the mom noted, “I 

think that my kids already feel a much deeper connection to God and Jesus. It is 

personal. I had a hard time translating God's closeness and warmth to them 

(even though I feel it myself) because it was my experience and not theirs yet. 

They have begun to have their own spiritual experiences.” The mom 

summarized the experience with this: “I felt I got to know my children even 

better hearing them talk about their relationship with God. I enjoyed seeing them 

grow in faith and intimacy with God.” 

In one of the response questions, I asked families to indicate if one or two 

of the prayers were particularly meaningful to them. This question helped me 

find out a bit more about how the prayers contributed to a specific experience or 

connection with God. The six prayers from the project each connected in some 

way to Root’s concepts of hypothesis, kenosis, and theosis along with a 

connection to his emphasis on receiving ministry from God. Several participants 

shared how the experience helped them to experience God’s love, forgiveness, 

and/or ministry.  

The favorite prayer for some of the families emphasized God’s love for us. 

One family really liked the flying prayer, where participants imagined all of the 

things in the world that God loves. This prayer expanded the family’s view of the 

scope of God’s love and power. The kids enjoyed “flying through the air and 

swimming through the ocean; we felt like Superman. God can make anything 
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possible. God makes so many things.” That family talked about some of the 

people in their lives who don’t currently know the love of God, and they talked 

about how they could share God’s love. Another family appreciated “imagining 

him, seeing what he could do.” Two of the children specifically shared how the 

prayers helped them to experience the love of God. One girl shared that the 

prayers “helped me understand he is warm and our personal God. He isn't a 

distant, uncaring, cold king like those of history.” Another girl shared her 

experience of God’s unconditional love: “It made me know he loves me no 

matter what.” 

The prayer most frequently mentioned as being particularly meaningful 

was the prayer about forgiveness. Three families simply stated that it was their 

favorite, and other families shared some additional info. The children in one 

family said, “Even though we do bad things, God forgives us.” A mom said that 

this prayer “was a great way to explain forgiveness and my daughter really took 

to this one, seemed to really process this and asked the most questions about it.” 

Another family reported that “the box one (forgiveness) was very impactful - I 

found a box where our daughter had written her good things and her sins.” 

Another family mentioned a connection to real life opportunities for practicing 

forgiveness: “The way it was illustrated with the box made it easy for the 

younger ones to understand. It was also the easiest to keep top of mind all week 

because there is a constant need for forgiveness in the daily interactions of our 

family: kids fighting with each other, parents getting upset with the kids, etc.” 
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One of the girls shared how the forgiveness prayer led to further reflection; she 

said that the prayer “about the hidden box and showing Jesus our papers made 

me think a lot.” Another girl shared that as a result of this prayer, “I felt closer to 

him knowing that he takes away your sins. He is like a real friend.” 

The third prayer that was mentioned as particularly meaningful focuses 

on how Jesus does for us everything that he requires us to do. This is the prayer 

about the feast, where Jesus carries out for the guests of the feast the tasks that 

they feel inadequate to do on their own. The youngest participant shared that he 

liked “the party one.” The kids in another family said they remembered “the one 

with the party where you had to make a robe, give a speech, and make food and 

a random person (who is also Jesus) comes and helps with all of the tasks for 

you.” After reading this prayer, the parents said that they “talked about grace & 

salvation being a free gift (Jesus does everything necessary).” Another family 

that was impacted by the feast prayer said that this prayer “may have seemed 

especially meaningful because it fell at a particularly focused time or because the 

details were so much more concrete than some of the other studies.” 

The fourth prayer that connected with families also focused on receiving 

ministry from Jesus. In this prayer participants imagine Jesus washing their feet, 

serving them bread and cup, and handing them a written invitation to follow 

him. One family “liked how they picture Jesus talking to them.” One of the girls 

from another family connected the prayers with her participation in the church’s 

first communion class. “I liked the one where God kneels at your feet and gives 
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you an invitation. I guess I have communion on my mind since I am in 

communion class.” 

Trying on New Practices 

The next major theme that emerged in the project focuses on the families’ 

varied experiences of trying on new spiritual practices. There were many facets 

to the full imaginative prayer experience. Families were invited to read a weekly 

prayer; the prayers included a welcoming of the Holy Spirit, active engagement 

of the imagination, lectio readings, and silence. In addition, families were 

encouraged to have a daily discussion about each week’s prayer emphasis and to 

complete a journal entry at least weekly. While some families had at least 

minimal prior experience with one or more of the practices, other families had no 

experience with any of them. Overall, the families had very different experiences, 

and some were more meaningful than others were. 

General Observation on Novelty 

Let’s start with a few of the families’ general description of their 

experience. One mom shared these thoughts: “The kids were all willing to 

participate and sat well through the sessions. All of the kids were great about 

laying/sitting quietly and listening. Answering questions was hit and miss, 

depending on the week. Conversations didn't always last long, but all the kids 

wrote something in their journals each week as well.” Another family wrote, 

“We scheduled our time for Sunday afternoons usually around the kitchen table 

– which went the worst as far as kids sitting still – or in the living room. Once we 
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were in the car for a trip and that seemed to go the best-possibly because 

everyone was strapped in and couldn’t reach each other to cause distractions.” 

The kids in this family “didn’t mind short daily discussions but we had to ask 

the right questions to get them talking.” Still another family said that it all went 

“pretty well. Some sessions connected more deeply than others.” The kids in the 

family “did well with responding to the check-ins. It was pretty new for all of us 

in this format, for sure. It was a good experience to try something new.” Still 

another family said, “The process of closing eyes and imaging was new for our 

family. The daily check-in, occurring during the ride in the van home or sitting at 

the dinner table, was not necessarily new but gave it more meaning.” One high 

school participant shared an important new discovery. He said, “It helped me to 

pray differently.” He also stated that he liked “how in depth they were.” 

It Was All New 

Three families shared that everything about the prayer experience was 

new. One family said it this way: “All of this was new. I enjoyed the journaling 

and daily check ins!” They shared that their family’s involvement in the prayers 

opened up further conversation around the “meaning of prayer at dinner and 

bedtime!” For this family, the experience looked like “craziness, followed by 

seriousness!” Another family said that it “was all new for the boys, except taking 

about spiritual things. We had done that before.” One of the children in this 

family “was somewhat able to follow, we had to explain some of the questions 

for him to understand.” Another family said that the practices “were all new to 
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us. It was good for everyone. I wasn't sure if we would find the imaginative 

prayer thing awkward, but it was not at all. The first prayer was a great start. It 

sent the message to the kids that these prayers are fun and different.” 

Slow Start 

A couple of the families indicated that it took them a little while to get 

started. One family shared, “All of it was new to our family - there were some 

bumps along the way.” The prayers “started out slow/bad...got better as 

everybody got used to something new. The kids got more involved in discussing 

and journaling as the process went on. In the beginning one of them was 

definitely not on board but over time they understood the visualizing process 

better.” Another family described their family’s experience like this: “My kids 

just had a hard time keeping eyes closed and focusing. It got better as weeks 4-6 

hit but the first couple were tough. We explained multiple times why it was 

important to close eyes and listen, imagine. I think just practice was the way we 

addressed this.” Another family that took a couple weeks to get up and running 

said, “It took a lesson or two to get the kids used to what we were doing.” 

Another family simply stated that “they got better each time.” 

Stalled or Never Launched 

In contrast to the families that gained momentum after a few weeks, one 

family lost steam at the end, and another family’s prayer experience never get off 

the ground. One family shared that “at first they really liked it. Towards the end 

it was a bit of a chore.” Another family said, “the imaginative prayer was 
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different and maybe that's why they struggled. I did a couple of check ins and 

they didn't seem to be reflecting on what they had been read, so I had to kind of 

guide them to give answers, which was okay.” 

Engage the Imagination 

A number of families shared feedback about their children’s invitation to 

engage their imagination. One child liked “the things it made me think about” as 

she closed her eyes and tuned into her imagination. Similarly, another child in 

the family said, “I liked the descriptions and that we got to close our eyes.”  A 

girl liked that the prayers “have a lot of things you can imagine.” Her brother 

“liked closing his eyes and imagining.” The kids from another family liked 

“imagining” and being “taught things;” they found the prayers to be “calming 

and focused.” Another mom shared that her “youngest giggled occasionally and 

tried to joke about things. She liked the highly imaginative prayers the best 

(flying).” 

Journals 

Several families commented on their family’s experience with using 

journals. Each week’s prayer had at least one suggestion for something the kids 

could draw or write in their journals. It was the first experience of journaling for 

many of the children, and the results varied greatly among the children.  

Responses seemed to be either very positive or very negative with few comments 

in the middle. Several families had a positive experience: One family said that 

the journals “gave us OUR OWN way to share.”  Another family shared that 
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their daughter “likes to write and process so she was very eager to do the 

journaling.” Still another family said that “the girls especially were into the 

journaling. When they knew what they were supposed to do, they willingly 

participated. It was helpful to have a prompt for what they needed to journal 

about.”  Another family shared that “all liked the journal after feeling weird at 

first.” They added that the journals brought focus; however, they are not sure 

about future journal use: “We need to keep thinking about the role of the 

journal.” A family that was not overly positive about the prayer experience 

noted, “the interactions with the kids sharing their journals was interesting.” 

Two families noted very different experiences with the journals among 

their children. One family responded that their oldest child “loved the journal at 

first, became quieter, but liked following along with scripture. The next child 

engaged in both parts, leading the interest. The third child had an interesting use 

of journal & listening while drawing. The youngest was the most imaginative, 

but was sometimes slowed down by the journal.” Another mom added that her 

experience with journaling might have influenced her children. “My younger 

two were good about drawing or writing in the journals. The older two, not so 

much. They did not use the journals as much as I had hoped, but then again, I'm 

not much of a journal person either, so I can understand them not using them.” 

Two families stated that the journals simply did not contribute anything 

to their experience. One family said “the prayer itself and listening went pretty 

well, getting answers and journal time out of everyone was more challenging.” 
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None of their children “were very enthusiastic about journaling.” They noted 

that they intend to continue using other prayer experiences from the book; 

however, they will not attempt to continue using the journals. Another family 

reported that their kids “did not attempt to do the journals at all and I even 

offered for them to draw instead of write.” 

Silence 

The final observation about trying on something new is the experience of 

the practice of silence. Each prayer had several pauses for silent reflection during 

the reading; and there was great variety in how the families experienced these 

pauses. For some families, the practice of silence was challenging. One family 

noted, “It was hard for them to keep focus” during the silence. Similarly, another 

family shared that the “pause for silence was the most difficult part!” Another 

family said that they cut the scheduled periods of silence “a little shorter than 

suggested. It was sometimes met with giggling but got easier as time went on.” 

One family said, “At first it was during the pause they would ‘peek’ their eyes 

open. I think by the end they managed to mostly keep eyes closed.” One mom 

was surprised at how well her kids did with silence. “They did better than I 

expected with the pauses – no outbursts or commentary, once they figured out 

what was rhetorical! :) They were very quiet and respectful until the end when I 

asked questions.” 

A couple of families appreciated the silence, but it took them a little while 

to get there. One mom said her kids “thought we were done... again something 
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we must need to practice more in our home.” Another mom said, “If a question 

was asked, they felt they had to answer.” She added that “the silence for deep 

breaths at the beginning were excellent. It released stress and helped everyone 

switch gears (like meditation).” Two families commented about their family’s 

willingness to sit in silence. Commenting on pauses for silence, one family said, 

“Mostly, they were willing to do those things – first time felt funny to them.” 

Addressing what worked about the experience, they answered, “Learning to take 

the time, count out the pauses and the breaths, read slower.” For one family, the 

children “were respectful of the pauses and silence. The kids honored the 

process.” 

A Positive Experience for the Whole Family 

The third theme that emerged is how families saw the prayers as a 

positive experience that they could participate in as a family. I was able to 

narrow down their responses about family time into appreciation for a general 

shared experience and more specifically for a shared faith-building experience.  

Family Togetherness 

A number of families reflected with appreciation on how the prayers were 

something that their family could do together. The children from three families 

noted that they enjoyed the togetherness of the prayers. Reflecting on what they 

liked about the prayers, the kids from one family simply shared, “We got to be 

together with our family.” Another family’s children said the prayers “brought 

us together and helped us learn Bible verses.” The children from another family 
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said they liked “doing something as a family.” The parents from this family 

added that they “hope that it creates routine to add this aspect to our weekly 

family schedule.” Another mom shared, “It gave us a meaning of togetherness!!” 

She added that the experience “restored my faith in my family.” When I followed 

up to learn more about this comment, the mom wrote in a quick reply, “Our 

family is always going and going...I go until I can’t anymore. When we read the 

devotional it gave us time to sit still for a moment. That is why it restored my 

faith in family...getting some extra time with them!” This family indicated that 

they intend to continue to use the prayers: “Absolutely...it was a GREAT way for 

our family of 5 to get together!” Another family replied, “Since the kids are 

spaced out in age a bit (only because there are so many of them) we do not 

usually have a devotional time all together as a family. Sitting all together was a 

fun experience, and I would love to promote it more during a more structured 

time (not over the summer).”  

One family is thinking strategically about scheduling time for the parents 

to meet with each of their children individually. This family has four children. 

They said that the prayer experience “was all new and really good for us and we 

will continue to do some kind of Bible study/reading/devotional with each kid 

individually each day. I think because we are outnumbered in terms of adults to 

kids and because they are all at different levels it will be more beneficial for us to 

do one on one time with each kid.”  
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Further Family Faith Formation 

Not only were the prayers a good experience for families to do together, 

they also led to some great faith experiences – especially deeper conversation 

about spiritual things – for several families. For example, one family shared 

about how the prayers “gave us a taste of doing family devotions together” and 

how the journals “fostered some follow-up discussions.” Another family enjoyed 

how the prayers encouraged them in “setting routine for together time with God. 

It ‘forced’ the together time with God (we had together time but not time 

together learning about God). I think this is something I would like to continue.” 

For one family, the prayers were about “planting seeds – a good first experience 

of experiencing God/imaginative prayer. They set an expectation for how family 

faith formation could be.” For yet another family, the experience brought 

“greater focus on family study, more emphasis on prayer for our kids.” Another 

family said, “We loved the overall concept of scheduling and sharing in prayer 

and discussion time each week. It gave us a reason to discuss things that we 

should’ve already been discussing together.” 

Three families shared responses about significant spiritual conversations 

sparked by the prayers. One family said, “We enjoyed it. It sparked some good 

conversation. The older 2 boys listened better than the youngest.” They told how 

one child gave short answers and another children showed some great insight 

into the topics. The mom “enjoyed setting aside time each week for prayer and 
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discussion,” and she hopes that they “can continue to have deep spiritual 

conversations together.” 

Another family reported, “I loved having a time together as a family 

where we could talk about faith. This has not really been a part of our family 

time, and it was nice to set aside a time for it.” They talked about how the 

prayers were a great way for their family to grow in a shared spiritual activity; 

they believe that the lasting impact of their involvement in the prayers will be 

“the concept of having devotional and prayer time all together, and not everyone 

having their own Bible time separately.” They expressed an interest in 

continuing the prayers together, saying, “My kids will randomly ask faith 

questions, and maybe doing more of these would prompt more questions going 

forward.” 

Still another family positively shared about how they were able to develop 

faith together. The mom “enjoyed sharing the prayer, question and talk time 

with them. I would say that the sessions averaged more than a half hour after we 

finished talking about spiritual questions. It is possible they had fun postponing 

bedtime too.” When asked if the prayers sparked spiritual conversations, they 

said, “Tons. We discussed what heaven would be like, the book of Revelation, 

what it means to see the world as God sees it and identify need, whether God 

hides himself from us, what happens to babies that die and go to heaven, who 

will be waiting for us when we get to heaven, whether God will have time for us 

individually when we go to heaven, if our loved ones in heaven can see us in the 
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bathroom, why anyone would ever want someone else to wash their feet....” The 

prayers were a great launch pad for their family to experience God together. “We 

realized that we all grew much faster and talked about things much more when 

there was something to get us started. We go to church and do church things. We 

pray at meals and bedtime, but we don't always get to really feel Jesus' presence 

together.” 

Forming a Faith Routine 

A number of families found the prayer experience valuable and explicitly 

shared their desire to continue it by making it a part of their routine. When asked 

what they believe the lasting influence will be, one family said, “I think just 

trying to make the routine/time out of every week, maybe daily as a family to 

spend time in the Word, or in prayer.” Another family “would love to use this as 

a weekly devotional - possibly starting next fall when we are starting a back to 

school routine again.” Reflecting on the whole experience, a family said, “I’m 

really glad we did it, am always looking for ways to get our kids involved in 

more faith formation, and think it will be a great start for creating a routine.” 

Consistency: Important but Challenging 

The fourth major theme is the challenge of finding a consistent time to 

complete the components of the weekly prayers. My suggestion at the parent’s 

meeting was that families begin the prayers within a week or two of the initial 

meeting and complete one prayer weekly for six weeks. I suggested that they 

find a consistent day and time each week. Being consistent was clearly a struggle 
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for several of the families. One family said that their biggest challenge in the 

process was “Time, finished it later!” Another family simply stated, “we did not 

have a consistent set time or day that we did the prayer.” One family noted that 

they “sometimes were busy and forgot a week and had to catch up.” Another 

family shared about how they “struggled to find a consistent time. We generally 

tried to do the prayer on Sundays and follow up during the week.” This family 

believes they would benefit from “finding a regular time to have the experience 

and having everyone be ready to participate at that time.” A busy family with 

four children noted their need for flexibility. “As parents, we wrestled to fit it in 

sometimes. We couldn’t schedule a set time, and sometimes had to postpone 

when we did in order to have the needed focus. It has been a very unusual time 

not just with global events, but also with injury and unexpected church & work 

changes. We completed all of them, but over more than 6 weeks. We were glad 

we did, but we realized the challenges of our schedule.” 

Two families shared the benefit of following a consistent routine. 

Responding to what worked well for them, one family replied, “Setting aside a 

time each week – the same time each week – with the expectation that this is 

what we would do together.” For one family, Friday night prayer became part of 

their routine. “This was the best time for our family, easy way to end the night, 

wind down before bed. We completed them typically on Friday, a great way to 

end the week and then into weekend and next week continue to discuss Friday's 

topic.” Another family completed all six prayers and found that “sticking to the 
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Sunday schedule worked best for us.” They added that “having scheduled time 

for both the prayer sessions and the daily check-ins” worked well. “Once we got 

into the routine the kids just knew it was a normal part of our schedule. 

Daily Check-ins 

A couple of families also noted difficulties in carrying out the daily check-

in questions. One family “had a hard time staying on top of the daily check-ins. I 

ended up asking some of the questions right after the prayer.” Similarly, one 

family said, “The daily check-ins didn't go so well for us. They were often 

forgotten amid the chaos of the week. We tried to do a summary of the previous 

week before the current week.” Another family commented, “It is hard to follow-

up every day without talking points/material dedicated to each day - it is hard 

to engage kids each day with ‘what happened to you today from the prayer last 

Saturday?’” This family would have liked “more talking material through the 

week.” 

Ongoing Participation 

A couple of families shared their thoughts and plans for ongoing 

participation. While one family mentioned a desire to get into a routine, another 

plans to make some modifications to the schedule. Asked if they will continue 

with the prayers, one family said, “Yes! I think it would be great to do! I think 

maybe next year start a routine and go through them, even repeat down the road 

when they are older.” This family had the youngest participants in the project, 

and they have two other younger children who did not participate this time. 
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Another family also plans to continue the prayers, but they realize that finding a 

set time each week likely is not realistic for them. “Likely, we will do it similarly 

to how we have been. I wish we could set a weekly time/day, but our family size 

seems to dictate grace about that.” If I offered the six-week experience to families 

again, this family suggested that I “ball park a timeline, don’t try to fit it into a 

precise six weeks.” One family is unsure about future participation, noting that 

they “are not really in a routine right now.” 

It Didn’t Work for Us 

The last theme that emerged from the parent feedback centers on 

difficulties encountered by some of the participating families. Some struggled 

with certain elements or dynamics that didn’t work, and the feedback from a 

couple of other families indicated that the entire imaginative prayer experience 

didn’t work for them. Since each family’s experience was different, I’ll share their 

stories family by family. 

Desire More Kids’ Involvement 

One family believes they would have benefited from a different format 

that gave their children more involvement in leading the prayers. Regarding the 

imaginative prayers, they said that the “kids weren't that engaged because they 

weren’t as involved in the actual process.” This family preferred the Red Letter 

Challenge (RLC), a congregation-wide study that Trinity used during Lent, 

because their kids were involved in leading daily readings. This family indicated 

some benefit of their involvement in imaginative prayer in other answers; 
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however, they shared that they completed all six prayer “at least partially out of 

a sense of obligation because it was for your school project.” Without sharing any 

specific details, this family said that “the material may not truly be age 

appropriate/accessible for younger ones.” 

It’s Not for Everyone 

Reflecting on how the experience went, one family answered, “Not super 

great, the kids seemed disinterested and had difficulty focusing. We only did 3 

weeks and then I gave up because it was taking too much energy to force them to 

do it.”  Describing the children’s interaction with the material, the mom said, 

“Both kids were pretty off task or did not seem to be grasping the information 

based on the answers they were giving. They were talking, wiggling, not paying 

attention, etc. . . . and the other just seemed bored.” Aware of the kids’ struggles, 

the parents attempted some adjustments: “We tried to change the location, 

encouraged them to participate and be on task. We switched who read.” When 

asked about changes to improve the experience, she replied, “Don’t know, I 

think some things are just not a good fit for certain people.” This family showed 

both regret and gratitude around their involvement in the experience: “We 

appreciate the opportunity and I wish it would have worked out better for us.” 

Maybe Later 

Age seemed to be a factor for a number of the families. The family with 

the youngest participants said that the experience “was a little difficult. I think 

the concepts were a little tough for our son. He also struggled with the sitting 
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and listening. Their daughter didn't do too bad. She struggled a little to listen, 

sometimes distracted by brother. I am not sure either one fully understood.” She 

indicated that the daughter grasped more than her younger brother. Answering 

the question about spiritual conversations created by the prayers, they said, 

“Unfortunately not many, but again I think my kids didn't quite get the concepts, 

we really used the phrase “show love” a lot when we are talking about sharing 

with sibling, etc.” Another family with young participants reported, “It was hard 

to keep the boys’ attention. The 5 year old seemed to actually do better than the 8 

year old.” This family shared that one child was “not interested” and “not 

cooperative.” Overall, they experienced a “lack of patience from the boys.” This 

family only “made it through 3 lessons. Just too difficult to keep their attention.” 

They believe it would have been easier if the children were older. Both of these 

families said they want to use the prayers again when the kids are older. 

Kids’ Age Range 

The children in two families cover a significant age range, which played 

into their experience of the prayers. One family has a ten-year span between the 

oldest and youngest children. This family shared many positive experiences from 

their involvement in the project, but they also faced a couple of challenges. The 

mom shared that “the older ones thought of it as another assignment. The 

youngest one thought it was fun!” When I asked for more information about the 

older boys’ experience, she said that anything with reading and note taking 

would feel like an assignment to them. A family with a seven-year age span 
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shared that the youngest “was just along for the ride.” “He struggled to follow 

along,” and he “had a hard time listening. I had an incentive for him each time 

and that helped.” 

From the Kids 

As we wrap up the reflection section, I want to turn to a fun form of 

feedback from the kids. The final instruction on the kids’ feedback form asked 

the children to draw a picture of themselves with Jesus. It was fun to see what 

the kids drew.18 I included this on the form because I was curious to see how the 

children would illustrate their posture or stance with Jesus. I purposely left the 

instruction nondescript, giving the children a wide-open option to take their 

drawing in any direction they wanted. In a sense, this drawing was a way to 

explore if the project led to the results that I had hoped. My goal was that 

participants would know that God loves them. There are many ways that kids 

could draw themselves receiving Jesus’ love: they might sit on Jesus’ lap, walk 

side by side with him, give him a hug, sit down with him for ice cream, etc. One 

picture showed Jesus with the child in heaven. Another picture showed Jesus 

and the child gazing at the sun shining on a grassy, flowered hill. A couple of the 

submissions showed Jesus offering an assurance of forgiveness. Several of the 

pictures showed Jesus holding hands with the child. All of the pictures indicated 

a loving closeness between Jesus and the children. 

                                                      
18 Their submissions are included in Appendix H 
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I’m grateful for all of the families who participated in the project, and I 

count it an incredible privilege to review their responses. Every family’s 

experience was different, and each child in the individual families interacted 

with the prayers in their own way. While some families struggled to carry out 

the prayers as they were designed, others had incredibly rich experiences of the 

love and forgiveness of God. Some families indicated that they will try these 

prayers again when their children are a little older. Some of the prayers 

connected deeply with most of the children, and others led to less impact. Some 

children clearly had a more deeply meaningful experience than others – even 

their siblings – had. As I reviewed the results of this project, I was able to see that 

everyone had their own unique experience of trying on a new faith formation 

practice. While some families likely will chalk up imaginative prayer as 

something they tried with little result, I’m confident that others view the prayers 

as the launch pad to a whole new way of experiencing and dwelling in God’s 

love.
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Chapter 5: Replay 

“Where did you guys see God at work today?” I asked our kids. 

“I saw someone who was lonely, so I talked to her.” 

“I noticed the butterflies in our bush.” 

“I didn’t really see anything today.” 

 “I thought the sunrise was really beautiful this morning.” 

“It was fun to look for the NEOWISE comet. I wish we would have had a 

telescope so we could see it better.” 

“I saw some really cool birds, and I liked looking for toads at Walnut 

Creek.” 

“It was fun to see the baby goslings too.” 

“Those are some great things to notice. Thank you for sharing about 

them,” I said. “Let’s go to a different question. Do you know anyone who doesn’t 

know the love of Jesus?” 

“I’m not sure about Lydia” 

“I don’t think Alex goes to church.” 

“Most of my friends are part of a youth group.” 

“Is there anyone you want to pray for today?” 

“People who have coronavirus.” 

“People who are lonely.” 

“Owen’s dad died. I want to pray for his family.” 

“Lord, hear our prayer. Amen.” 
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These were some of the conversations my family had while we were 

doing the daily check-ins suggested as part of the rhythm of my imaginative 

prayer project. We had had some similar conversations prior to participating in 

the project, but our scheduled imaginative prayers and check-ins helped to make 

this a more regular part of our weekly and daily family routine. This is just one 

of the many ways we were able to see how our emphasis on faith formation was 

connecting with our kids. I am both pleased with how the project worked to 

explore its aims and curious about the deeper and longer-term influence that the 

prayer exercises will have for my own children and for the families who were 

involved in the project. 

Project Progression 

In some ways it seems like I took a roundabout way to land on a project 

focused on imaginative prayer. My hunch that screen use was tuning out the 

voice of God and that some type of spiritual practice would help families be 

more attentive to God developed incrementally and became more focused over 

the course of the project. Identity formation was not initially on my radar, but it 

eventually became the focus. My initial research explored some of the drawbacks 

of technology use along with some guidelines for tech use and important 

components of faith formation. I was concerned about the statistics on negative 

effects of screen use in general and particularly alarmed by how social media 

influences mental health. I was hopeful as I explored some practices and 

approaches that people of all ages could use to disconnect from technology in 
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order to be more present to God, to themselves, and to the people around them. 

After nine months of researching screen use and digital distraction, I had 

accumulated a lot of information about the negative effects of excessive screen 

use. It was important information, but I did not have what I most wanted: 

direction for spiritual practices that families could try on. My project work 

stalled out at this point for a couple of months. 

Although I struggled for a while to come up with a project idea, I was 

enthusiastic about how it all finally came together. My ultimate goal was to offer 

families a resource they could use as they began to develop practices for listening 

more attentively to the voice of God – to let God speak into family members’ 

understanding of their true selves. After a time of searching for a project idea – 

which was partially put on the shelf by my father’s death and the closing of the 

church that I served – my work got back on track when I came across Imaginative 

Prayer: a Yearlong Guide for Your Child’s Spiritual Formation, by Jared Patrick Boyd. 

I’m sure there are other works available from a variety of Christian traditions; I 

just had not landed on anything that excited me until I came across this work. 

I don’t actually recall how I found it, but this book was exactly what I was 

looking for. I think it came up when I ran a Kindle search for family faith 

practices. After downloading the sample, I quickly moved on to purchase the 

book. It didn’t take long to go from purchase to project idea. I was intrigued after 

I read one of the prayers, and, after reading three or four more prayers, I had a 

good idea that this book would make a meaningful project. As I swiped through 
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the imaginative prayer book, I found many things that I loved. I was drawn into 

the book’s variety of approaches to using imagination; this felt to me like a new, 

fresh experience of God. I appreciated the key themes that the book explored 

along with the progression of the themes throughout the book: receiving God’s 

love, loving others, forgiveness, Jesus is king, the good news of Jesus, and joining 

God in mission. Further, I appreciated that the themes comprise a 

creedal/catechistic format. For me this format feels like the whole experience has 

a solid foundation within the greater Christian tradition. I also endorsed the 

book’s intended use for family formation; it provides a whole year of material for 

families to experience God and to reflect on the experience together. 

The imaginative prayer book’s dependence on Ignatian formation was 

also big draw for me. In the book’s introductory chapter, Boyd shares about the 

pivotal role imagination played in the conversion and spiritual formation of 

Ignatius of Loyola. While recovering from a cannonball injury, Ignatius had little 

more to do than to read the Life of Christ, by Ludolph of Saxony, and a collection 

known as The Lives of the Saints. As he imagined the lives of Jesus and the saints, 

Ignatius’ “imagination, and thus his desires, began to shift toward following the 

person of Jesus—doing great things for the greater glory of God.”1 Encouraged 

by the Life of Christ to imagine scenes from the Gospels, Ignatius’ imaginative 

experience of following Jesus eventually led to his complete conversion. 

                                                      
1 Boyd, Imaginative Prayer, 20. 
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“Ignatius imagined his way toward a life of complete devotion to Christ. And 

then he enacted what had first taken place in his imagination.”2 Imagination 

would go on to be a major emphasis in Ignatius’ Spiritual Exercises, his major 

gift to the faith formation of future generations. 

My excitement about the imaginative prayer project springs from its 

practical application of many of the themes that I explored in chapters two and 

three: it twists together many strands that emerged in my research and reflection. 

I’ll briefly share a few examples here. Practicing the prayers would require 

participants to disconnect from their devices in order to engage the imagination. 

As an identity-shaping practice, the prayers invited participants to hear from 

God personally and let God speak into each participant’s understanding of his or 

her true self. Silence, a practice that came up repeatedly in my research, was 

included several times in each of the prayers. In addition, the prayers were 

highly experiential. Instead of offering another cognitive, knowledge-building 

expression of faith, the prayers invited participants into a personal experience of 

God. 

Similarly, the project includes practical application of some of the keys to 

faith formation identified by Andrew Root. As an expression of HKT (Hypostatic 

Kenotic Theosis), the prayers value each individual’s personhood and focus on a 

personal, experiential encounter with God. Practicing the prayers is an invitation 

                                                      
2 Boyd, 20. 
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for participants to set aside self-interest (a practice of kenosis) in favor of 

becoming part of God’s mission in the world. The imaginative prayers build off 

an assumption that God exists and that we can participate in God’s life by 

seeking union with God (theosis). Root also highlighted the importance of 

ministry as receiving from God and giving to others. These themes are found 

throughout the prayer exercises. Finally, my project was a faith formation 

practice that families could experience together; it met my goal of offering 

something that would equip parents to work toward their baptismal vows by 

being more involved in their children’s faith development.  

I enjoyed watching how the themes from the preceding paragraphs 

played out in the experiences of the participating families throughout the project. 

A good starting point is the openness of families to learn more about some of the 

pitfalls of technology use and to participate in the practice of imaginative prayer. 

When I began to seek project participants, I did not know how many families 

would want to participate. At the time I began enlisting families for the project, I 

had been working at Trinity for two years as part-time associate pastor with an 

emphasis on pastoral care. Because I only knew a few Trinity families (mostly 

those who had kids the same age as our kids), I knew involving families in the 

project would depend more on developing interest in the subject than relying on 

relationships I had within the church. 

My hunch that the project’s dual emphases on tech and faith would 

capture the interest of Trinity families was confirmed when several families 
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committed to being part of the project. The conversations held during the 

introductory sessions further confirmed my hunch that families were interested 

in learning more about how device use was influencing their children, about 

practices that they could use to disconnect, and about tools that they could use to 

support their children’s faith formation. It was clear that these subjects were 

important to Trinity’s families and that parents welcomed the opportunity to 

learn more about how they could lead their children toward growth in 

establishing tech boundaries and in knowing and hearing from God. 

For families involved in my project, the timing in life related to the age 

and stage of their kids was good. Most of the kids were in elementary school, so 

the use of social media and phones among the children was not yet a reality for 

many of the participating families. Their children were not yet old enough to be 

using phones and social media, and the parents did not give in to peer, cultural, 

or anxiety-driven pressure to get phones for their kids at an early age. Many of 

the children, however, have access to tablets or other screens. Looking at the 

attitudes of tech use among participating families, I found that most of the 

families were already aware and at least somewhat concerned about the impact 

of their kid’s technology use before they attended the introductory session. All 

families agreed that boundaries in device use are a good thing. My research 

confirmed the hunches that most families had about the negative side of tech 

overuse. Because the participating families already had some awareness of the 

dangers of device overuse, most already had some limits on how their kids use 
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devices. The introductory session raised the concerns of some families to the 

point where they implemented new limits on their kids’ device use. While the 

research resonated with the families who participated, I’m wondering how the 

presentation would have gone with other families who have little concern about 

their kids’ screen time or for those who have few gadget guardrails. 

Beyond an awareness of thoughtful screen use, my project was an 

invitation to an imaginative experience where participants could hear personally 

from God and allow God to shape their identity. In contrast to a cognitive, 

academic, knowledge-building faith exercise, I designed this project to offer a 

practice that would allow participants to experience God personally. I intended 

for this prayer project to allow participants to receive God’s love, to experience 

forgiveness, and to envision what it means to join God’s mission of restoring the 

world. These experiences clearly occurred for some of the participants. It was 

exciting to read the families’ responses in the feedback form. Although the 

experience did not connect with some of the children, several others clearly had 

new faith experiences that were personal, real, and formative. I believe these 

experiences were an initial connection point for an ongoing relationship with a 

God who is real, loving, present, and personal. One of my greatest and lasting 

hopes for the entire project is that these initial experiences of intimacy with God 

open up a deeper longing for ongoing personal experiences with God. 

As the project feedback came in, I could also see that the specific 

experience of any particular individual was a mixed bag. While all families 
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expressed openness to trying on a new practice of prayer, the results of their 

involvement varied in terms of connection and resistance. Some families 

reported meaningful experiences for every family member who participated, 

including the adults. In other families, one or two children seemed to get much 

more out of the experience than other children did. A couple of families ended 

their involvement in the prayers when they realized that the prayers were just 

not connecting with their kids. Some families who made an initial commitment 

to participate in the project either did not start the prayers or did not provide 

feedback about their involvement. The varied experiences with the prayers 

suggest to me that there is no one-size-fits-all approach to spiritual formation. 

This indicates to me that churches should consider a variety of approaches as 

they look to equip families to lead their children’s spiritual formation. 

Key Considerations for Churches 

Parents as Partners 

My work on this project has given a few thoughts that I believe every 

church should consider as they look at their approach to spiritual formation – 

especially for children, but also for youth and adults. Possibly the biggest 

surprise of my project was my observation that the participating parents were 

willing and even eager to try something new for their children’s formation. I’ve 

heard a narrative among some church leaders that parents want to drop off their 

kids at church for faith formation, similar to how they drop off their kids at 

school for education and practice for sports and arts. The thought is that parents 
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would rather farm out their children’s faith formation than be involved 

personally in this important task. I have bought into this narrative to some 

degree. In great contrast, however, I found a group of parents who are very 

willing to take an active role in their children’s formation. Granted, families who 

are looking for drop-off formation would not have signed up for my project; 

however, the interest in my project shows that some parents want to be a key 

player in their children’s faith formation – at least in my context. Since this is 

true, I suggest that churches continually consider how they can partner with 

families for effective faith formation, looking for ways to equip parents to 

leverage their role as their children’s primary faith influence. I offer a couple of 

ideas near the end of this chapter.3 

Engage the Imagination 

Another suggestion is that churches continually evaluate how they carry 

out faith formation, and specifically, that they look for ways to engage the 

imaginative and experiential dimensions of the disciples entrusted to their care. 

My own experience consisted primarily of a didactic, educational approach to 

formation across the lifespan. In my circles, those esteemed for formation were 

the people who took classes to increase their knowledge of the Bible, theology, 

spiritual practices, etc., regardless of whether or not their knowledge led to any 

evidence of life change, deeper union with God, or greater expressions of love for 

                                                      
3 See the Sequels: Future Developments section that begins on p. 172. 
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neighbor. I am not at all opposed to growing in knowledge of God and God’s 

ways, but I now believe that faith formation must emphasize leading people to a 

personal experience with God. I see no drawback to helping people personally 

relate to God, and my project indicates that some people will benefit from an 

experiential expression of faith. Churches should try to develop a well-rounded 

diet of faith-forming practices. 

Stimulate Silence, Solitude, and Sabbath 

The final suggestion I want to share is that churches find creative ways to 

promote silence, solitude, and Sabbath across the board to all age groups. The 

world around most of us is loud, busy, and full of distraction. Churches often 

contribute to their members’ distraction and busyness (and sometimes to the 

loudness). It is easy for churches to be about busyness and even to make 

busyness the apparent goal of the Christian life. I’m reminded of a conversation I 

had with a Christian neighbor, who asked me how things were going at my (now 

former) church. When I told her we were “busy,” she replied, “oh good,” 

without inviting any further conversation about what kept us busy. Busyness is 

not the goal of the Christian life, yet churches that fall into the trap of over-

programming give the impression that busyness is what God desires. Churches 

do well to offer another way. Practice silence. Promote solitude. Popularize 

Sabbath. These are the practices of Jesus; let’s require them for church staff 

members and make them normal for Jesus’ followers. It will change how we 

form the faith of those who follow Jesus in our day. 
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Reflections for a Replay 

Family Selection 

If I did my project over again, I would change a few things. First, I would 

tweak the process of inviting participants to include a personal conversation with 

each family that signed up for the introductory session. While I’m pleased with 

both the number of people who initially signed up and also with the number of 

family’s who completed the feedback form, I’m also a bit disappointed in the 

percentage of responses. Seven of nineteen families did not provide any feedback 

about their experience, and one additional family notified me that they did not 

complete any of the prayers, despite having some initial interest in participating. 

I am wondering if a conversation about the scope of the project might have led to 

a higher response rate by excluding the families that might not follow through. 

Project Promotion 

Second, I would find a better way to market and promote the project. 

Billing it as faith formation in the digital age was confusing to some. At least one 

of the families shared my concern about a lack of clarity in my communication 

concerning what the project aimed to accomplish. They explained it like this: 

“We were very confused (both of us) because the Imaginative Prayer material 

did not seem to have any connection at all to the technology/social 

media/internet discussion in the introductory session.”  This family was 

expecting to learn how they might use technology to support their children’s 

faith development. While I’m not opposed to exploring how technology could be 
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used for faith formation (see the section about future projects at the end of this 

chapter), it was not the aim of my project. A more focused promotion of the 

project could have cleared up some of these expectations. 

Increase the Introduction 

If I did the project again, I would offer a longer introductory session. 

When time ran out on the Saturday introductory session, I realized that we could 

have used another hour to dive more deeply into the material. We spent the first 

hour talking about gadget use, leaving only an hour to reflect on two equally 

significant topics: emphases of faith formation and introduction to the 

imaginative prayers. I initially wanted to hold a longer session, but children’s 

ministry staff persuaded me to keep it to two hours out of concern that parents 

would hesitate to attend a longer event. In retrospect, I believe the presentation 

would work better in a 3-4 hour format, with an hour devoted to each of the 

major topics: screen use, faith formation, and imaginative prayer. In this format I 

would give an hour each to the drawbacks of screen use, the pillars/components 

of faith formation for children and youth, and practical tips for carrying out the 

imaginative prayers as a family. In a longer format I would also be able to 

provide more direction about introducing the somewhat challenging practices of 

silence, daily check-ins, and journaling. I may well explore offering half-day 

seminars about faith formation and digital distraction to churches in the future. 
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More Involvement for Kids 

If I did the project again, I would encourage families to give their kids 

more involvement in leading the prayer exercises. Two of the families suggested 

this in their follow-up reflections. One family said, “My husband and I took 

turns reading every other week, I personally found it easier to focus when I was 

the one reading and would maybe let older kids switch off reading too for this 

reason if we do anything like this again.”  They suggested that the prayer 

experience could be improved by “letting older kids lead some of the prayers.”  

Another family echoed, “Kids weren't that engaged because they weren't as 

involved in the actual process; in Red Letter Challenge we have the kids 

participate by reading the daily Bible reading out loud, but in Imaginative Prayer 

there really wasn’t any aspect of that involvement - sit and listen to Mom or Dad 

for ten minutes.”  Having the kids receive the gift of the prayers as ministry from 

Jesus is an important component of the prayers, but I can also see the benefit of 

having the kids read at least one of the prayers to the family as their opportunity 

to minister to the family. 

Connect the Families 

If I did the project again, I would also work to facilitate more connection 

between the participating families. A few families mentioned their appreciation 

for being involved in this project with other families. One expression of this 

comradery occurred when parents shared with each other about their struggles 

around setting boundaries for their kids’ screen use. Reflecting on the 
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introductory session, one family said, “The technology facts and class discussion 

on faith background were interesting and helpful in letting us know we’re not 

alone and a lot of families have the same struggles.”  Another family said, “It 

was really helpful to have a conversation with others from Trinity about the 

struggles we face as parents and facing digital technology. It was good to know 

no one's perfect and we're not alone. It was also helpful knowing that we are in 

this together!” 

Some families expressed interest in having greater connection with the 

other families during the project. After the project was underway, the main 

connection between families happened through the Facebook group that I 

created. The Facebook group was an eleventh hour idea I came up with in order 

to encourage the families and to help them develop a bit of connection. The 

group had minimal participation over the course of the prayer experience. Some 

families appreciated what the group offered, yet others desired a deeper 

connection. Without going into much detail, one family said that it was “great to 

have the fb [Facebook] part!” Another family would have liked something 

deeper than the surface engagement offered through the Facebook group. One 

mom noted, “It would be interesting to have a group of parents reflecting on the 

experience together either electronically or in person.”  I’m not sure if this family 

knew about the Facebook group. If I offered the project again, I would make a 

forum for discussion an important component rather than an afterthought. 
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In-person Follow-up Event 

The final change I would make if I repeated the project is to offer an 

optional in-person follow-up event. Seeing the interaction and hearing the 

appreciation from several families for the sharing of tech challenges in the 

introductory session, I believe families equally would have enjoyed a feedback 

and debriefing session where they could reflect together on their experiences 

with imaginative prayer. I would offer the in-person gathering in addition to and 

following the completion of the Google feedback form that I developed. I would 

use the feedback from the form to develop the topics that we would cover during 

the session. The Google feedback form was incredibly helpful in gleaning each 

families’ experiences with the prayers; an in-person session with several families 

would further open up the opportunity for follow-up questions as well as allow 

collaborative feedback from the group. It would also develop collegiality among 

the families. Since my project’s conclusion coincided with widespread 

shutdowns from the COVID pandemic, an in-person follow up would have been 

incredibly challenging. That said, I did not originally plan for an in-person 

follow-up meeting. The potential benefits of that type of feedback session became 

clear after I completed most of the work of the project. 

Project Puzzles 

Parent Preparation 

While I learned a lot throughout the process of the project, there were 

several things that raised by my curiosity. This section will focus on some of my 



168 
 

“puzzles.”  Some of the families did not have a positive experience with the 

prayers; I puzzle over what I could have done to facilitate a better experience for 

all of the families. I wonder what changes I could have made to the introductory 

session to better prepare the families for the experience. I’m curious about how 

parents introduced the experience to their kids and about how the parents’ 

attitude toward the prayers might have influenced their family’s overall 

experience, i.e. did parents’ projections influence their kids’ experience. I also 

wonder if the families who struggled with the process could have made some 

adjustments along the way to tailor the experience for their families’ needs. I let 

the families know that I was available to work through their complications, and 

no one contacted me for input. 

Age and Personality 

Similarly, I puzzle over the influence of age and personality. While all 

members of some families struggled with the prayers, there were other families 

where the experience varied between siblings. From my observations, younger 

children had less meaningful experiences than older children did. In contrast, 

one family noted how their youngest child appreciated the way the prayers 

allowed him to be on the same level with his older siblings; the prayers helped 

him feel more grown up. In general, older girls appeared to have the most 

meaningful interactions and reflections on the prayers. All of these factors leave 

me more curious about how age, gender, and personality influence how 
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individuals experience imaginative prayer and if there are some people for 

whom imaginative prayers simply do not work. 

Are You Still There? 

I puzzle over the families that did not reply to my repeated requests for 

feedback. Eight families who began the prayer experience provided no feedback. 

Of these eight families, only one family communicated to me that they would not 

complete the prayers. I’m left wondering what happened to the other seven 

families. I even talked with two of the families over the summer; both sounded 

like they would start the prayers shortly after we talked and provide feedback 

when they finished. I heard nothing from either family. What was the experience 

of these families? Did they complete any of the prayers? Did they complete all of 

them but not share their feedback? Were they simply unwilling to share the 

results of the experience with a pastor from the church, viewing it as a private 

family activity? Due to their radio silence, I just do not know. I find some 

consolation in my advisor’s comment that “no response is data too;” however, it 

is not the type of data I had hoped for. 

Reaction to Journals 

I puzzle over the range of reactions to the use of the journals. The 

responses ranged from slightly positive to strongly negative, with most 

responses clustering around the more negative end. While not a core part of the 

experience, journaling was a suggested activity that would allow participants to 

reflect on their experience with the prayers. Based on the responses, it seems like 
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journaling was a new practice for most of the children, and it was not a 

significant component for most. Novelty might have contributed to this reality. 

Maybe I could have shared more at the introductory session about different uses 

of the journal, such as drawing or bullet points. Maybe journaling is not a value 

for the families involved. I’ll admit that I have never had much regularity with 

journaling. While I can only speculate about the children’s experience with 

journaling, one parent’s comment might sum it up well: “Journaling was an 

easier sell to the kids who enjoy drawing and/or writing.” 

Response of Kids vs. Parents 

Regarding the responses of two families, I puzzle over how the experience 

reported by the parents appeared to differ significantly from that reported by 

their children. In both of these families, the parents’ feedback indicated that they 

struggled with the entire experience; however, the children’s responses showed 

some positive interaction with the material. One of the families stopped 

participating after three weeks because the parents believed the prayers were not 

connecting with their kids. Another family stated that their relationship with me 

and the commitment to my project were factors in their somewhat dutiful 

completion of all six sessions. I was saddened to hear about their struggles with 

the prayers. Reporting experiences of God’s love and forgiveness and a desire to 

know God better, the response from the kids in these families gave me reason to 

believe that kids had a more positive experience. Further, the content of one of 
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these family’s responses indicated to me that their family benefited more from 

the prayers than the overall tone of their response would indicate. 

Preferred Prayers 

The final puzzle I want to address relates to which of the six prayers were 

more memorable and impactful. In their responses participants referenced the 

earlier prayers, which focused on a personal experience of God and the blessings 

we receive from God, much more frequently than the later prayers, which 

focused on participating in God’s mission. Few participants mentioned the 

session focused on the invitation to follow Jesus, and there was not a single 

comment about the session focused on seeing the needs around us and joining 

God’s mission to the world. If I put it in the framework of the Heidelberg 

Catechism, I would say that the sessions about God’s grace and freedom from 

guilt connected more deeply with participants than the sessions on living a life of 

gratitude.4 Many factors could influence this outcome, including the novelty of 

the earlier sessions compared to the latter sessions, variations in the imaginative 

methods used between the sessions, or any number of other factors. I do not 

have the feedback to explore this more deeply. I simply share my observation 

that participants mentioned the sessions focused on what we might get from God 

                                                      
4 The Heidelberg Catechism is one of the confessions of the Reformed Church in 

America. The progression of the major themes addressed in the catechism is often described as 
guilt, grace, and gratitude or sin, salvation, and service. 
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more frequently than the sessions about what we offer to others in response to 

God’s love for us. 

Sequels: Future Developments 

The work of my project served as a springboard for a number of ideas for 

follow-up projects. One future project would research ways to help families ease 

into incorporating new spiritual practices into their daily or weekly routines. To 

some degree, every family struggled with implementing a new spiritual practice. 

Some families with good intentions of participating did not even complete the 

first exercises. A couple of families merely missed a week or two. Other families 

needed several additional weeks to complete the six exercises; either they did not 

start right away or they missed several weeks along the way. A couple of 

families resigned themselves to the belief that they would never be able to find a 

regular time for a weekly faith practice that worked every week for all family 

members. The families who had the most consistent participation had a weekly 

time and place in their schedule for the prayers, yet even those families missed a 

week or two. I would love to see someone carry out a project that explored ways 

to help individuals and families mitigate some of the roadblocks to starting a 

new spiritual practice, whether they flow from schedule, novelty, interest level, 

or something else. This project could begin with researching barriers to change 

and growth and then identify some approaches for implementing change. 

For another follow-up study, I can see a project that explores several 

different ways families and churches can use imaginative prayers. I am curious 
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about how a variety of age groups would experience the prayers in a similar way 

to how I used them in my project. One application would be to use the 

imaginative prayers as curriculum for children’s ministry; this is one of Boyd’s 

intended uses. I can also see offering the prayers in the same format with a focus 

on teens, either in a family setting or as program material for youth ministry. I 

have used other formats of imaginative prayers on occasion in my previous work 

as a youth pastor, and they were some of the students’ favorite lessons. Some of 

the parents involved in my project indicated that the prayers are valuable for 

adults. One mom said, “My husband and I alternated between who read and 

who listened with the kids. I enjoyed listening as he read and imagining on my 

own.”  Another mom said, “As adults, we got as much out of it or more than the 

kids did. The prayers were very emotionally impactful for me, and they were 

very memorable.” I am also interested to see how a small group of adults would 

experience and reflect on the prayers and how they might carry out daily check-

ins through group text or messaging. Still another use of the prayers would be to 

offer the six sessions as a weekend family retreat. 

Another project could identify more resources and practices to equip 

families to carry out their important role in forming their family’s faith. The 

families in my project seemed very open to having more tools in their faith 

development tool chest. My project focused on how imaginative prayers could 

help form a child’s identity in Christ; it is merely one practice among many. The 

research for a follow up project could dig deeper into the role parents play in 
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developing the faith of their children. Some of the research could look into how 

parents generally perceive their own role and the role of the church in child and 

youth faith formation. The project could also survey how the families in a 

particular context perceive their role in family faith formation. I could see this 

project’s author presenting several ideas for family faith formation, then asking 

participating families to customize what they believe will be most effective for 

their family. 

Another area of further study could explore how screen use alters the 

brain, especially focusing on how it influences brain development in young 

children. I did not look very deeply into the effects of screen use on neural 

development and cognitive functioning. Some simple online searches indicate 

that the dopamine hit from screen use is similar to what one might experience 

from other addictions. There is research available about how screen use in 

children – especially those who are introduced to screens at a very young age – 

influences brain development. I would be curious to know how those changes in 

brain function affect the child’s ability to receive love from God and others. Glow 

Kids: How Screen Addiction Is Hijacking Our Kids - and How to Break the Trance, by 

Nicholas Kardaras, would be a great resource for that project. The Shallows: What 

the Internet Is Doing to Our Brains, by Nicholas Carr, would also be a helpful 

source for this research topic. 

I can envision a project that explores how companies exploit the rewards 

aspect of screen use across the ages. The battle for the soul that Bill Maher 
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described5 – the competition for clicks and their accompanying payments – is 

largely rooted in the variable rewards aspect of device use. Companies get paid 

for the number of clicks on their ads, apps, articles, and videos. As part of the 

research in this project, the author could put together a list of apps that could be 

useful for faith formation, and the project could probe how one or more apps can 

be leveraged for faith formation. I know I would love to see a game that helps 

my kids know their way around the Bible as well as they know how to get 

around their Minecraft worlds or something that helps them know the teachings 

of Jesus as well as they know the lines from their favorite YouTube videos. 

Another project idea I have is to invite families to try on a different model 

of church that emphasizes ministry to and through the family unit, a model that 

equips church members for ministry carried out by the family. Rather than 

offering distinct ministries for individual ages and stages within a family, I can 

see a model of church that ministers to the whole family. Instead of going to 

different rooms to study different topics, all family members would meet 

together to listen to and learn from each other. This church model would equip 

families to experience God together, to live with abundant love and grace toward 

each other, to practice giving and receiving forgiveness, and to serve the people 

around them with purpose and intentionality. This church approach would 

value helping busy families (especially families with kids on travel teams) 

                                                      
5 I referenced this quote in chapter 2, footnote 1, p. 25. 
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experience God and minister to the people around them rather than shaming 

them for not being at Sunday morning services. This model of church would 

offer families space to collaborate with other families as they share in life’s joys 

and struggles. This approach feels more like the Christian community of the 

New Testament than many of the churches of our time do. I’d love to see a 

project that invites a group of families into this type of community.  

The final follow-up project idea I have came from a podcast with Kara 

Powell, the Executive Director of the Fuller Youth Institute. On an episode of 

Church Pulse Weekly, Powell, Carey Nieuwhof, and David Kinnaman were 

discussing how youth workers can support family faith formation in the time of 

COVID. 6 I was intrigued by Powell’s suggestion that churches could send 

recommended videos or a video series that families could watch together and 

discuss over several weeks. She suggested that family members rotate who leads 

a weekly meeting, choosing a song or two to sing together (played from Spotify 

or iTunes), showing the video, and leading a family discussion on the topic. A 

project like this would serve many of the findings of my research: it would 

leverage parents’ role as primary pastor to their children and give the kids an 

active role in the process of forming their faith. 

                                                      
6 David Kinnaman and Carey Nieuwhof with Kara Powell, “Church Pulse Weekly Live 

w/ Kara Powell,” Barna, August 10, 2020, https://churchpulseweekly.org/2020/08/kara-
powell/ 



177 
 

An unresolved frustration I have with my project is that I cannot 

ultimately evaluate the long-term results of my research question and 

hypothesis. My project helped parents to consider thoughtfully how they and 

their children use digital technology. I gave them spiritual formation principles 

and practices for their consideration. I invited them into a six-week experience in 

imaginative prayer, an experience that was new for all and meaningful for many. 

Ultimately, I do not know if this experience with imaginative prayer will have 

any long-term effect in helping participants shape their identity by listening to 

God. I know that some families had significant experiences with meaningful 

conversations, but I am unable to evaluate the long-term results. At best, I trust 

that the project planted seeds that will sprout into a much deeper desire for 

communion with God. I trust that the Holy Spirit will bring the ongoing growth. 

This is the nature of so much of ministry. 

I have thoroughly enjoyed my work in this project. As a dad, pastor, and 

follower of Jesus, I set out to explore how Christians can navigate the shadow 

side of life in the digital world. My work did not disappoint. I began by looking 

at the negative impact of screen use on our relationships with ourselves, others, 

and God. I identified some principles and tools available to those who want to 

control their device use in order to seek greater awareness of God and their 

surroundings. I enjoyed working with families in helping them be thoughtful in 

their use of technology and to envision another way to seek God together. I 

offered imaginative prayer as a spiritual practice for families to create space for 
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God to speak into their lives as they find their identity “in Christ.” Ultimately, I 

will not know the long-term effects that my project will have for the families who 

participated; nonetheless, I know it was worthwhile. I set out to find something 

that would change the church. I landed on something that changed my family 

and me as we discovered an ongoing way to experience the transformative 

reality that we are deeply loved children of God.
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Appendix A 

Research Methods 

 My research problem: digital distractions hinder children and youth 

from knowing God and distort their understanding of their true self 

 My research question: What practices can families use to tune out 

digital noise in order to let God speak into their lives? 

 My hypothesis: Imaginative prayer exercises will help children 

experience God’s love and forgiveness and extend an invitation for 

them to be invited to participate in God’s work. 

 My project: Action research with phenomenological reflection that 

offers parents with six imaginative prayers to experience with their 

children over the course of six weeks. Nightly reflection on the weekly 

focus topic will happen through the six-week experience. Prayer 

themes to be covered include God’s love, loving others, forgiveness, 

Jesus is the King, the Good News of God, and the mission of God. 

Imaginative prayer experiences will come from Imaginative Prayer: a 

yearlong guide for your child’s spiritual formation, by Jared Patrick 

Boyd. I will invite families to participate in the six-week prayer 

experience during winter/spring 2020 with reflection and 

interpretation of the process taking place in winter/summer 2020.  
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Appendix B 

Imaginative Prayer 

Creedal Poem 

 
The most important part of the story is that God loves so many things.  

That he loves me. 

That when I am lost, he will come looking for me. 

That when I am sick, he wants to heal me. 

And when I make mistakes, he will always have grace on me. 

There is nothing that can separate me from the love of God. 

 

God invites us to live a life of love. 

Love looks like being patient and kind and not making a list of people's mistakes. 

Love looks like inviting people who may be left out. 

Love looks like taking care of people when they need help. 

We love others with the love that God pours into us. 

People will know that we are followers of Jesus because of our love for 

each other. 

 

Forgiveness means we can have peace with God. 

Forgiveness means God welcomes anyone. 

Forgiveness means God takes away our sin. 

Forgiveness  means we can forgive the sins of others. 

When we forgive, we will be forgiven. When we give, it will be given to us. 

Love and forgiveness make room for reconciliation. 

 

Jesus is the King who came to undo the power of death. 

Jesus is the King who came to defeat the power of sin. 

Jesus is the King who came to defeat the power of the Accuser. 

Jesus is a faithful King, even when we don't have faith. 

We have life with God through the faithfulness of Jesus the King. 

Love and forgiveness: this is how God became King. 
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God made a new promise, and it comes to us through Jesus. 

The good news of God comes to us through the words of Jesus. 

The good news of God comes to us through the life of Jesus. 

The good news of God comes to us through the death of Jesus. 

The good news of God comes to us through the resurrection of Jesus. 

We receive the promises of God when we choose to follow Jesus. 

 

When we follow Jesus, we join the mission of God to bring his love into the world. 

The mission of God is to make everything in the world good again, 

to bring all things under the reign of King Jesus, 

to bring peace and reconciliation to everything. 

The mission of God is to take away the veil that covers up the presence of God. 

God is at work all around us: open your eyes and join God in his mission to the 

world.1 

 

  

                                                      
1 From Imaginative Prayer by Jared Patrick Boyd. Copyright (c) 2017 by Jared Patrick 

Boyd. Used by permission of InterVarsity Press, www.ivpress.com. 
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Appendix C 

Project Promotion Materials 

Email to Selected Families 

Dear _____________, 

If you’re like me, you know that there are many challenges to helping your 

children form their identity as a deeply loved child of God and a follower of 

Jesus. This subject has become so important to me that I chose “faith formation in 

the digital age” as the focus of my current work in a Doctor of Ministry program. 

What does this have to do with you? I’m writing to invite you to consider 

participating in a six-week faith formation experience for you and your children. 

The experience will begin with a two-hour session where I’ll share with you 

some key findings about digital distraction along with important components of 

faith formation. At the end of the session, you’ll be ready to lead your family 

through six weekly exercises from a book about imaginative prayer. You’ll need 

about 30 minutes per week to complete the exercises (ideally at the same time 

each week) and a few minutes each day for a daily check-in with your child, 

usually around school pick up and/or at bedtime. I’ll check back with you at the 

conclusion of the six weeks to see how the experience influenced your family. 

While the imaginative prayer exercises are written for children age 5-13, I believe 

they are beneficial beyond that age span. They might be a bit beyond the reach of 

younger children; however, I’ve enjoyed going through them as an adult. I’ve 

also used similar exercises with teens in the past, and they’ve really appreciated 

the experience. 

If you want take part, please plan to attend a two-hour intro session either on 

Saturday, January 25 at 9:30 a.m. or Sunday, January 26 at 3:00 p.m. Childcare 

will be provided. Please let me know which session you plan to attend by 

registering here: https://registrations.planningcenteronline.com/events/344019. 

You can also invite any other interested parents who want to participate (the 

material is broadly Christian; any Christian family would relate to it). If you 

want to participate but cannot make either intro session, let me know so we can 

set up an alternate time to get you started. 

Let me know if you have any questions. Thanks for considering being part of this 

experience. 

Yours in the journey, 

Pastor Dave 

https://registrations.planningcenteronline.com/events/344019


183 
 

Email to all Trinity Kids families 

Dear Trinity Kids families, 

Do you want to help your elementary-aged children shape their identity as 

deeply loved children of God and committed followers of Jesus? If so, your 

family is invited to participate in a six-week faith formation experience that I’m 

leading this winter as part of my Doctor of Ministry program. 

Here’s an overview of what’s involved. The experience will start with a two-hour 

intro session where I will share some challenges to faith and identity formation 

in an age of digital distraction. At the end of the session, you will receive the text 

of six prayers and journals for your kids to record some reflections. Each week 

you’ll need to set aside 30 minutes to read the prayer for the week and to have 

the kids journal about the experience. You’ll also have a brief daily check-in with 

your kids about the topic for the week (school pick-up and bedtime are great 

times for the daily check-in). Around the middle of March, I’ll be seeking 

feedback about your family’s experience with the prayers. 

If you want to participate, please plan to attend a two-hour intro session either 

on Saturday, January 25 at 9:30 a.m. or Sunday, January 26 at 3:00 p.m. at the 

Family Life Center. Childcare will be provided if you request it during 

registration. Please let me know which session you plan to attend by registering 

here: https://registrations.planningcenteronline.com/events/344019. You can 

also invite any other interested parents who want to participate - the material is 

broadly Christian, so any Christian family would relate to it. 

If you want to participate but cannot make either intro session, let me know so 

we can set up an alternate time. 

Yours in the journey, 

Pastor Dave (prdave@trinitylife.org) 

Newsletter, Bulletin, and Email Invitation 

Do you want to help your elementary-aged children shape their identity as 

deeply loved children of God and committed followers of Jesus? If so, you’re 

invited to participate in a six-week faith formation experience this winter. Two-

hour intro sessions will be offered on Saturday, January 25 at 9:30 a.m. and on 

Sunday, January 26 at 3:00 p.m. Register at 

https://registrations.planningcenteronline.com/events/344019. Contact Pastor 

Dave for more info.  

https://registrations.planningcenteronline.com/events/344019
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Handout to Trinity Kids parents 

Family Creative Prayer 

Do you want to help your children anchor their identity as 

beloved children of God? If so, this at-home, family-led 

experience in creative prayer is designed for you! 

It starts with your participation in an intro session either on 

Saturday, January 25 from 9:30-11:30 a.m. or Sunday, 

January 26 from 3:00-5:00 p.m. 

For the next six weeks, you’ll lead your children through a 

written prayer and reflect on that week’s topic. This will take 

about 30 minutes per week. You’ll also have a brief daily 

check-in with your children. 

In mid-March I’ll follow up with you to hear about your 

family’s experience with the prayers. 

Want to participate? Please register through the link from 

the homepage at www.trinitylife.org 

Questions? Contact Pastor Dave at prdave@trinitylife.org 

 



185 
 

Appendix D 

 

Introductory Session Handout 
 

Faith Formation in the Digital Age 

Family Creative Prayer Presentation 

Rev. David Parrish 

January 25/26, 2020 

 

What would you miss most if you didn’t have your phone? 

What does screen use look like in your family? 

Video: “‘iGen’ author on why today's kids are developing more slowly”   

Twenge: iGen high school students spend “an average of  2 ¼  hours a day 

texting on their cell phones, about  2  hours a day on the Internet,  1 ½  hours 

a day on electronic gaming, and about  ½  hour on video chat in the most 

recent survey.” 

John Mark Comer – average iPhone users touch their phones 2617  times/day 

and use them over  2 ½  hours/day over  76  sessions, p. 36 

“(T)he average guy spends  10,000  hours playing video games by age twenty-

one.” 

Some problems of social media – Less in-person communication, shorter 

attention span, comparison, FOMO, projected image vs. reality, bullying 

Mental Health Issues: anxiety, depression, loneliness, self-harm  

What gadget guardrails does your family have? 

Blaise Pascal (1623-1662): “All of humanity's problems stem from man's inability 

to  sit   quietly  in a room   alone  .” 

Some practices to consider: silence, Sabbath, boundaries, modeling 

Identity theft: we’re not anchored in God’s view of who we are. 

What was the goal of your religious upbringing? What were the values, 

emphases, priorities, and practices of your childhood faith? 

Faith we’ve inherited and passed along: M oralistic  , T herapeutic) , D eism_ 

Faith needed: experiential/participatory, relevant, authentic, HKT from Root 

Baptism of Jesus in Matthew 3 



186 
 

Imagine if you and your children lived out of a sense of  deep  belovedness? 

What types of faith practices does your family experience together? 

My research: 

 My research “problem:” digital distractions hinder children and youth 

from knowing God and distort their view of self 

 My research question: What are some practices families can use to tune 

out digital noise in order to hear God? 

 My hypothesis: Imaginative prayer exercises will help children 

experience God’s love and forgiveness and be invited to participate in 

his work. 

Imaginative Prayer process 

 Weekly reading 

 Daily check-in 

 Weekly Journal 

 Experience Evaluation 

First prayer: “God Loves So Many Things” 

Join the Facebook group 

Thank you to Thrivent 

A few resources:  

Tech-Wise family, by Andy Crouch 

Ruthless Elimination of Hurry, by John Mark Comer 

To Hell with the Hustle, by Jefferson Bethke 

Digital Minimalism, by Cal Newport 

CommonSense Media – www.commonsensemedia.org 

Every Parent's Guide to Navigating our Digital World, Powell and Griffin 

Rightnow Media – Christian media resources with a kids’ section; text 

RIGHTNOW TLPRNM to 41411 
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Appendix E 

Introductory Session Presentation 
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Appendix F 

Family Feedback Form Questions 

Imaginative Prayer Parent Feedback Form 

Thank you for participating in the family imaginative prayer experience for my 

Doctor of Ministry project. Please complete the following form to share feedback 

about your family's involvement with the imaginative prayer experience. 

Couples are encouraged to work together to complete one form for your family. 

 

Please be honest with your responses. Feel free to answer with short phrases 

and/or bullets where appropriate. I am the only person who will read your 

replies, and I will summarize your responses for my dissertation. 

 

Please share your responses by Sunday, September 27, 2020. 

 

Thanks, 

Pastor Dave 

Who participated in the prayers? Please share the names of all participants 

(children and adults) along with the ages of children. 

How did the imaginative prayer process go for your family? 

If I had been with you during your family prayer time, what would I have 

observed? (Share about the who, when, where, how, etc. of the prayers for your 

family) 

Did you complete all of the six weekly exercises? Why or why not? 

Describe how each of your children interacted with the material. You may leave 

out names if you wish. 

How did you see your child’s personality influence his or her participation in the 

process? 

If one of the six prayers was particularly meaningful for your family, please 

share which one it was and what made it meaningful. 

Share a bit about your family’s attitude toward participating in the prayers, 

journaling, and daily check-ins. 
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Think about the entire process including the practice of a weekly spiritual 

exercise, the imaginative prayers themselves, pauses for silence, journaling, and 

daily check-ins. Were any of these practices new for your family or for any of 

your children? If so, what was it like to “try on” something new? 

How did your children experience pauses and silence in the prayer readings? 

How did the journals contribute to the experience? 

What further conversations about the Christian faith did these exercises start? 

You’ll receive a copy of the Imaginative Prayer book with 42 weeks of prayers. 

Will you continue to use the prayers? In what way? 

What do you believe will be the lasting influence of this experience for your 

children’s and family’s faith formation? 

Did you encounter any challenges throughout the experience? How did you 

address them? 

How did the introductory presentation on technology, faith, and an overview of 

the imaginative prayer exercises contribute to the experience? 

What worked well in this experience? 

What changes would you suggest to make this experience more beneficial? 

What did this entire experience mean for you personally? 

Following the January 25-26 presentation, are you considering using screens 

differently or making changes to how your kids use screens? 

Thank you for your participation! 
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Appendix G 

Kid’s Feedback Form Questions 

Imaginative Prayer Kids Feedback Form 

Please tell me a bit about your experience with the family imaginative prayers. 

You may complete this form once for each child or you can include all of your 

children's responses in one form. 

Please share your responses by May 31, 2020. 

Thank you! 

Pastor Dave 

 

Child/children's name(s) 

What did you like about the prayers? 

How did the prayers help you to know Jesus better? 

Which one or two of the six prayer experiences stands out to you? 

If you want to share any of your journal entries with me, please send a picture of 

the page or pages to prdave@trinitylife.org 

Draw a picture of you with Jesus and send it to me. Please scan or take a picture 

of your drawing and email it to prdave@trinitylife.org. Note for parents: this is 

intentionally wide open in order to see how the children view their relationship 

to Jesus – sitting in his lap, following him, walking side by side, etc. 
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Appendix H 

Kids’ Artifacts 
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