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A NEW WINESKIN

The Dream of Family Ministry

You are never too old to set another
goal or to dream a new dream.

Les Brown, Live Your Dreams

It was a milestone, for sure. I had just completed twelve years in chil-
dren’s ministry. My staff, volunteers, and family showered me with
cards and words of affirmation. My boss had even given me a crystal
clock. I had arrived. An entire generation of children had been born
and had grown up—and now those children were in middle school.
I had watched it happen. I had led it, for all practical purposes.
Twelve Vacation Bible Schools and twelve summer camps; six
hundred and twenty-four weekends with lessons to study, crafts to

prep, and volunteers to recruit; twelve fall recruitments; twenty-four
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parent meetings; thirty-six all-church announcements; five 9-1-1
calls; hundreds of first-time decisions; countless pagings of parents
for crying babies; and dozens of revisions of budgets and ministry
plans. You know the drill. It’s a lot—but I love it.

So I sat there at my desk, looking at my crystal clock, and a
series of haunting thoughts crept over me. An entire generation of
kids—were they different after this ministry we had created for them?
Would their faith last beyond their childhood? Would they change the
world with the love of Christ? Did our programs, sleepless nights,
tireless efforts, countless dollars, and careful screening of staft and

volunteers pay off?

| Want More

I must confess that deep inside, I wasn't sure of those things. I was sure
the kids had had fun. They had been given excellence. They knew songs
and Bible stories. They had memorized verses. They had made friends.
They had loved our programs, themed rooms, and cool T-shirts.

I feel embarrassed sharing this, but I believe there is someone
else out there who may have felt this way too. I simply got caught
up in doing a lot of really good things. And by the grace of God,
He chose to use those good things. But in the end, I didn’t want to
sacrifice another twelve years to just have “good.” I drove home that
night with tears in my eyes, asking God, “So what do I do now? I

want more!”

Faith in the Home
There are moments in our lives, both professionally and personally,

when we know we are sitting at a crossroads. That night, for me, was
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one of them. Would I continue in ministry to children, or would I
try something else? If I did the former, I knew that there was some-
thing more. At the time, I just didn't know what it was. I begged God
to show it to me and to my team. Our hearts were right. We wanted
to serve Him and invest in this generation, but we weren’t seeing the
results that we were hoping to see. We were discouraged. We needed
divine intervention.

Both of my children were young, and I was intentionally
investing in their faith in a multitude of ways in our home: family
nights, mission trips, serving opportunities, time in God’s Word,
prayer, and times for them to gain an authentic glimpse into my
own faith journey. One night we had one of my daughter’s friends
over for dinner, and she participated in our family night. When
her mom came to pick her up, our night together opened up a
spiritual conversation. This mom was curious and interested. Over
the next few months, I had the privilege of leading her to faith in
Christ. What followed shaped the answer to my question about my

ministry to children.

Spiritual Parents
This woman and her family were now on a spiritual journey—
together. The mom barely knew what it meant to have a relationship
with God, let alone how to lead her daughter spiritually. It took
intentional discipleship for her to understand how God was spiritu-
ally parenting her, and how to spiritually parent in the same manner.
This was it! This was what was missing in my children’s ministry!
An intentional plan to equip parents both in their spiritual lives and

in their roles as spiritual parents. God was awakening me and our
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ministry to His heart for the family—and our family ministry, in its

feeble beginnings, was birthed.

The Doorsteps of Home

The pursuit of forming spiritually minded children who own a vibrant
faith drove us to the doorsteps of the home. As leaders, we had to
assess the ways in which we had portrayed Christ’s call to faith. Most
of us know the sobering statistics of the current generation’s faith
formation and their commitment to it beyond their teenage years. As
the church sits in dismay of how this could possibly happen on our
watch, parents, too, are shocked that they did “the best they could”
and still remain disappointed with their children’s faith.

Every day, countless young people leave the church and, worse,
abandon their faith for something “more” in North America. What
has been our response? More programs? Better curriculum? Stricter
accountability to godly behavior? I wanted to understand how we
had been led to believe that faith is simply knowing the right infor-
mation about Christ and acting with good behavior.

Perhaps no one would actually say that. Of course we would
say that we wanted a faith that impacted all we did and said, faith
that would last a lifetime. But think about it: if faith is simply about
good teaching and proper behavior, then the church #s a sufficient
place for children to learn that. But if faith is that plus more—if it is
understanding how to /ive out what we believe in real time, by the
power of God’s Spirit over a lifetime, then the family (with spiritually
minded parents), would be the best place for that!

In chapter 6 we will look deeper into the kind of faith that we

are talking about here, but for now, we want to highlight the idea
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that faith is established when someone has a firm conviction (not
just good information) and has chosen to personally surrender all
rights and privileges of his or her life in submission to God (not just
“good behavior”). Both the conviction and the surrender in one’s
life involve a supernatural transformation that God does within us
(from the inside out) as we choose to obey Him one step at a time.
And often along the way, we misstep as well, which is why grace is
such an important part of faith. In our children’s ministry, we needed
a shift not only in our thinking, but in our ministry applications as
well so that this kind of faith formation, accompanied by grace, was

being cultivated.

New Wineskins

In many ways, the paradigm shift from “achieving proper behav-
ior” to “a life posture of faith formation from the inside out” in the
ministries for our children could be compared to Jesus’s words about

embracing a new wineskin:

Neither do men pour new wine into old wineskins.
If they do, the skins will burst; the wine will run
out and the wineskins will be ruined. No, they
pour new wine into new wineskins, and both are

preserved. (Matt. 9:17)

His original audience would have understood an old wineskin
as one that had already expanded during the fermentation process of
new wine. This expansion would have taken place when the bladder

being used was still fresh and pliable. Once expanded, it had dried
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out. To put new wine into an old wineskin would cause it to crack or
burst open. Those listening to Jesus would have known that you put
new wine in new wineskins for it to be beneficial.

Jesus used this image to compare the religious system prevalent
in His society with the “new wine” He was about to pour out. The
new wine was an opportunity for people to no longer have to “earn”
a relationship with God through observance of the Law but rather to
“experience” God in a relationship through the power of His Spirit,
who was poured out after Christ’s death satisfied the price of sin.

This paradigm shift in thinking and acting required a new
understanding. The old ways of doing things would no longer be
useful for what was to come. In fact, those not interested in the new
wineskin would lose out on both the new covenant and the relation-

ship with God.

Bag of Tricks
It might be tempting for us to look at this and say, “Who would be
foolish enough to do #hat?” Well, in fact, I am. Perhaps you are too.
Perhaps you went into ministry with unbridled passion, or maybe
you signed up reluctantly and quickly found that nothing else would
satisfy what you were created to do. Whether you were mentored or
you stumbled upon your niche through trial and error, eventually we
all arrive at “what works.” I call it our “ministry bag of tricks.” The
longer you have been in ministry, the bigger your bag! In our hearts,
we want to see lives changed. We are passionate about it. We want to
make sure were using the things in our bag that work.

Then one day God’s Spirit begins to do a new thing; He wants

to pour out a new wine. But we find ourselves skeptical. Why should
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we change? It’s always worked well in the past, right? The moment
we are seduced by the things of old, the new wine is not ours to taste.
We get nostalgic. We remember the ways that God used the things
in our “bag”—they were the things we prayed for, and He answered.
We get very comfortable with our old wineskin. After all, it has seen

a lot of miles with us. We are old friends.

The Cost of Laying It Down
There are practical matters, too. How will my church respond to this
new wineskin? What if my supervisor or pastor doesn’t agree with
it? What if I lose my job? Along with fear, insecurity can creep in
too. For me, it had been eight years since my awakening to ministry
where I was investing in kids and their parents and was intent on
faith formation as the goal. Now God was asking me once again to
lay down my old wineskin completely. I had moved to a new position
at a different church. As I arrived, convinced that God wanted to
pour out His new wine upon this ministry, equipping parents and
the family as primary, I still warred against my raging insecurities.
As I took over the leadership of our children, youth, and fami-
lies, I was tempted to show up on the first day with my big bag of
tricks. Oh, was it ever big! There was hardly room in my office for
me or anyone else when this trunk of treasures arrived. History? I've
got history—in fact, here’s a binder with VBS notes from over a
decade ago, just in case. Experience? I've got experience—here are
my degrees, books, and events that I planned in the past. Ideas?
Plenty of those—let me just find them here in this bag, somewhere.

And don’t forget how many people have loved my ideas in the past.

Just saying.
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For some reason, my new staff didn’t care about my bag. What
was worse was that in my heart, I knew that none of it was going to
work if God was going to start pouring out that new wine. Thirsty
for what was to come, I put the bag aside. At first it was close, “just
in case.” But over time, it was all but eliminated from view. The old
wineskin was finally gone, and now we were ready for what God had
in store for us.

Together we watched as the new wineskin took shape, and we
waited in anticipation and humility for God to fill us with what we
needed. And He did! After over twenty years of ministry to children
and their families, everything I was doing was new! What an adven-
ture! We would ask God, and He would respond—and children,
leaders, and parents were being transformed.

We knew we needed a new standard of measurement, not neces-
sarily at the end of the lesson, weekend, or even quarter, but rather
growth markers over the lifetime of a child’s faith. How might we
perceive faith formation if our view was further out than next week-
end? In part, what was needed for such an evaluation required the
very thing we wanted to instill in our children in the first place:
Jfaith! We needed the robust kind of faith with deep roots if we were
going to be successful at this. We would not be able to settle for its

counterfeit.

Faith’s Counterfeit

Many years ago, when my children were little, my husband and I
made our way through the local swap meet and its myriad of stalls.
On this Saturday morning in December we had one goal in mind:

to find stocking stuffers. The objective was simple—Ilots of stuff,
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little money. We were impressed with our bags of what “looked like”
designer sunglasses, radios, watches. Our son and daughter were
kids—they wouldn’t know the difference. Besides, the items would
soon break, and this way we wouldn’t have spent a bundle.

What we didn't anticipate was how quickly those things would
break once we gave them to our children. Within the day, most of
what we had purchased had cracked, not worked, shrunk, or failed
to offer what it promised in some way. The old adage that you get
what you pay for was true, but what struck me more was how closely
these items had resembled the real thing. And in the end they were
counterfeits and couldnt stand up to the pressure that our children
imposed on them.

The same conclusion could be made about good behavior. It
often resembles the “real thing”—faith—but it cannot stand up to
the pressures that life will certainly impose upon it. Only true faith
withstands trial.

So what might God be doing in this generation to germinate
faith in the lives of children and their families? How is He calling us
to embrace authentic faith rather than its counterfeit, good behavior?
[ say its counterfeit, because one must look very closely to see the dif-
ference sometimes. They manifest themselves in such similar ways.
Think about it. We applaud good behavior. We reward it without
question of motive or heart. After all, it is God who judges the heart,
right? And faith, when mature, produces good behavior, so essen-
tially it’s the same thing, right? Wrong. This is the very point that
Jesus was getting to in His example of the new wine and wineskins.
Religious behavior is not what He looks for—not then, not now. He

is looking for faith!
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The Greenhouse

As I took that long, hard look at my ministry to children and their
families with these two lenses—a genuine partnership with parents,
and authentic faith formation—I knew we had work to do. Well,
God had work to do in us, to be more specific. We recognized that
faith comes from truth and a vibrant, submissive life in relationship
with God Himself. But faith is also designed to grow best (especially
in the early years) in the home. Think of a greenhouse. Certainly a
plant can grow out in the harsh elements of life and nature, but it
grows best in a greenhouse, where all the elements are optimum.

God’s intent for the family is for each generation to pass on
faith to the next. So not only did He say that faith was the primary
thing that He would expect from us someday, but He also set up
an infrastructure that He envisioned would be best for this type of
replication: the family.

Partly out of ignorance, much of my past ministry had elimi-
nated parents from experiencing their God-given role of nurturing
faith. There were even times when, out of compassion, I felt that we
as the church could help parents our by doing what they were strug-
gling with. New-wineskin thinking helped me evaluate my ministry
by a different standard. Instead of “rescuing” children from the lack
of spiritual parenting they were receiving, I began to think in terms

of “raising up” spiritual parents and homes.

Parents Awakened
How does a church come alongside parents to help them in their own
faith formation so that the spillover of their faith influences their chil-

dren in the way God envisions? And what shifts in ministry focus need
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to take place in order for us to devote time and attention to a minis-
try for adults when our infrastructure was designed for children and
youth? Such questions are at the core of embracing a new wineskin,
and they will be the foundational questions of this book.

Parents and ministry leaders can so quickly succumb to manipu-
lating kids into good behavior and forgetting what really fosters
faith: a relationship with God. We must arrange our ministries at
the church and at home to teach and model that faith comes from
experiencing God. It’s not formulaic, not packaged and sitting on a
shelf somewhere. It’s organic and fresh.

Think of Saul, an epic student of God and His Word, a Pharisee
among Pharisees. His transformation occurred when he experienced
God. We have been entrusted with this generation of young people
and have the privilege of placing them in the path of the Divine, where
His divinity transforms. His holiness changes everything. Even today,

we can create environments where we put God on display in all things.

Family Ministry Models for Faith Formation

In chapter 3 we'll look in more detail at what’s involved in making
parents primary in faith formation, and in chapter 4 we'll unpack
the terms faith formation and spiritual formation to see what they do
and do not mean. But even now, begin thinking about a ministry
approach that best fits your church. Here are four models of how

family ministry can be expressed in a local church.

Family Friendly
In this model, the church’s programmatic structures for children and

youth are unchanged, but each separate ministry creates opportunities
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to draw generations together and encourages parents to participate

in their children’s discipleship through events and trainings.

Family Sensitive

“Family ministry” is a department in this model, focusing on
responding to the urgent needs and issues that today’s families are
dealing with. It makes the healing of the family primary. Ministries
are organized in separate departments with little intergenerational

interaction.

Family Empowered

Although age-organized programs and events still exist in this model,
the church is completely restructured to draw generations together.
The goal is to equip parents and champion their position as primary

disciple makers. The church takes a supportive role in this endeavor.

Family Centered

In this final model, the church has eliminated life-stage programs or
events. The worship service and other events are multigenerational
with a strong emphasis placed on the parents’ responsibility to spiri-
tually nurture their own children. The entire community feels a part
of the faith development of the next generation whether they have

children or not.

Awakened to More
We often hold on to those ratty old wineskins because we think they
represent our dreams. But God is offering us more! And once we taste

the new wine, we always want more. Recently I moved to another
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position and left that office where I once showed up with my security
blanket of my bag of tricks. As I was packing up, I found that mate-
rial. And realized that I hadn’t used it in six years. I smiled as I threw
it all, piece by piece, into the trash. I am now anxiously waiting for

God to give me a new wineskin once again.

MINISTRY ASSESSMENT

Take time to reflect, respond, and dream about how God might want
to awaken you to more in your life personally or in your ministry to

children and their families.

Reflect

How would you describe your current wineskin? When did your
journey with it begin? How has it shaped you? Borne fruiz How
did you see God bless it? In what ways can you see that it might
have hindered faith formation in children’s or families’ lives? Why?
What might be disconcerting about laying the old wineskin down
to embrace a new one? What might the new one look like? Describe
what your ministry could look like if God chose to pour out His new
wine upon it? Spend some time writing an account of your thoughts

and reflections.

Respond

Take some time to respond to God based on the things that He has
revealed to you. Is this a time of confession or celebration? How will
your response reveal where your faith is today? Is this a time for qui-
etness and solitude? Or is this a time for you to have a conversation

with a member of your team or a family in your ministry for support
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or encouragement? However God’s Spirit is speaking to you right

now, respond to Him in that with a heart of surrender.

Dream

What dreams might God be dreaming for you? Are there dreams
you desire that can be put into words? Is there a particular next step
that you can begin implementing immediately? A person you could
share this dream with? How might the things God has revealed to
you serve as a catalyst to make some adjustments in your ministry to
children and their families? As you look at the four models of family
ministry, which model is God leading you toward in your ministry
today? Is there a blend of the models or a new model? Where can

your journey be shared or translated into a ministry opportunity?
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