Who is your kids'
best teacher of the faith?

YOU AREQ gentlenessandtime,” hewrote. And, “Havye

o matter where youlooked, you
couldn’t miss the nervous look
on parents’ facesall overthe
room. Nearly 100 of us gathered
inthe church basementfor the
firstsessionto help our 7-year-
oldsprepare for their First Reconciliation.

On this particular Saturday morning we
werehanded a textbook for parentsas well as
forkids, Therewasapriest,anun,anda
trained director of religious education stand-
ing before us. We could tell, once our kids
were sentaway, thatthey were going
to be asking us questions. Uh-oh. It
began tofeellike eighth-grade cat-
echism class all over again, waiting
to get drilled by the bishop on our
Confirmationday.

Luckilytheydidn’t quizusabout
the seven gifts of the Holy Spirit or
the corporal works of mercy. In-
stead weheardaboutbeingour
children’s “firstand best teachers,”
the ones who would teach them
moreabout thesacramentof Recon-
ciliation than anyone elseever could.

Nervouslooksagain. You could
seewhatalotofparents were thinking:
“Who, me? I don’t know all that religious
stuff.” Or, “I barely have time to do the laun-
dryand getdinner going, letalonesitdown
witha textbook.” Or, “I'm not exactly a saint,
youknow. Iwant mykidstolearnfrom
someoneholierthanlam.”

But themoreweheard, the more webegan
to get the point. The truth is, kids learn most
oftheir ways fromus. Even the most rebel-
liousteen, inthelongrun, takesherlead from
her parents. Some of the most basiclessons
inlife—whatforgivenessand kindnesslook
like, howto be honestwithout hurting feel-
ings—arereally “caught” by childrenrather
thanbeingformally taught by parents, Here
aresomewaysyour children can “catch” their
mostimportant spiritual lessons from you.

By MARY LYNN HENDRICKSON, editor of the
newsletter At Home with Our Faith.

1.Attitude. one thing ourkids defi-
nitely catch fromusisattitude. Maybeit’s ge-
netics, the food we eat, or the late nights we
keep, buta parent who’sa grump is bound to
have atleast onelittle grouserin thehouse.
Likewise, the parentwho can find humoror
hopein sticky situations usually has a child
whois optimistic. Mostof usarea mix ofboth.
Encouraging positiveattitudes, however,

creates household harmonybykeeping whin-
ingandbiclkeringatbay. Positiveattitudes
alsohold great power to influencehowwere-
spondtoourneighbors, our church, and our
world—areas ofourlife that, according o
Jesus, beg fora Christian reaction from us.
Moms and dads can help theirkidsbe
positive,and positively spiritual, when they:
» Encourageattitudesthatareespe-
cially Christian, Probably thebest-known
listof Christian attitudes can be found in the
Bible (1 Corinthians 13),in St. Paul's descrip-
tion ofreallove: patience, kindness, hopeful-
ness, and mercy, among others. Look them
upinyour Bible orat www.biblegateway.com.
Maybe even post them on the fridge.
Specificsaints, tog, are known to cham-
pion specificattitudes, St. Francis de Sales
liked to emphasize gentleness: “When you
encounter difficultiesand contradictions, do
not tryto break them, but bend them with

patiencewithallthings, but chiefly have pa-
tience with yourself. Do not lose courage in
considering your ownimperfectionsbutin-
stantlyset aboutremedying them. Every day
begin the taskanew.” Mother Teresatalked a
lot about joy. St. Thérése of Lisieux was good
atfinding gratefulness in everyday tasks.

* Cultivatetheattitude of forgiveness.
Many consider forgiveness to be uniquely
Christian. While other religions sharemany
attitudes with Christianity, Jesus wasareli-

.o Elouspioneerinemphasizing the

I° needtoforgive. When negative atti-
tudes get the best of us—when we
sayvicious things about people or
snapatourchildren when some-
thingelse isbothering us—ourkids
need tohear usask for forgiveness.
Theyalso need to know that Mom
and Dadare generous with forgive-
nessand mercywhen they, inturn,
make mistakes,

» Putattitude inits place.
While attitude is important, it’s not
the final judge ofhowweact. When
I'wasateen, mydad would some-
times say, “You don'tfeellike it? 1 don’t feel
like going to work either, but I doit.” Kids
need tolearn from ushow to honor commit-
ments when they don't feellike it. They can
learn that they also have the power to feed
their positive attitudes and downplay their
negativeones.

2 EX&mplE.Tryonthis saying from
SirFrancis Bacon: “He thatgives good advice
builds with one hand; he that gives good
counseland example builds with both; buthe
that gives goodadmonition and bad example
builds with onehand and pulls down with the
other.” Because providinga good example
isn’talways easy, generations of parents have
leaned on the old “Do as I say, notas I do”
principle. Someways to bea better example:
s Chooseruleswisely, Whenyou nitpick
over everylittle thingyourkidsdo wrong,
you'recreatingidealsthatyou should beliv-



ing up to, too. Make everyone’slife easier by
choosing a few major principlesthatareim-
portantat your house. Then live up to them,
kids and parentsalike. Don’t expect thingsof
your kids that youdon’texpect of yourself.

» Watch for contradictions. A child will
follow yourexamplerather than your words.
Aparentwho dropsher child offat church for
CCD but never goes to Mass undoes what’s
taught in CCD,

 Showtheway.Don’tsimplyencourage
your childtoread or to pray. Remember that
apicture speaksa thousand words; you're
morelikely to convince themiftheysee you
readingor prayingregularlyyourself. Letthem
grow up knowing that Baptism meansbeing
activein their faith. Let them see you donat-
ingbaby food and diapers toa homeless shel-
ter oryour parish’s programto help single
mothers. Let them hear you explainto other
parentswhy R-rated films are off-limits for
evensomeofyour olderkids, how gratuitous
violenceand degradingsexualreferences
don’tsquarewith whatyou believe.

3. Experience. Anyadultwhohas
raised children or hired someoneknows that
experienceisawiseteacher. Someexperience
we gain for ourselves, butsomewe alsolearn
fromthe mistakesandadviceofothers.

As parents, we can help our kids grow
spiritually by making good use of experiences:

o Tellstories.No matter your children’s
ages, share with them what faith waslike for
yougrowing up. How did you and your family
celebrateyour First Communion? Whatwere
your earliest thoughts about God? When did
you first have the moral courage to tell the
truthaboutsomethingeven thoughyouknew
itwould get you into trouble?

» Createexperiences, Ourkidsaresponges,
soakingup everything they seeand hear, both
good andbad. Give them somethinggoodto
soakup, especiallyin thefaith department.

Do something special to celebrateholi-
dayswitha faithobservance thatisuniqueto
your family. Find awaytoshareyour memo-
ries of deceased loved ones on the feast of All
Souls, November 2. Create a family Advent
tradition to enri c£ yourcelebration of Christ-
mas,and prolong thereligious reason for the

season by observing the 12 days of Christmas.

Isthereasmall prayeror saying your fam-
ily canusein times of joy or worry? Some-
thing fun or special you could dotogether af-
ter SundayMass—takinga walk, goingtoa
nearbypark, or goingoutfor breakfast?

4. Effort. Anything we putgreat effort
intois a neon sign about what'simportantto
us. Kids whowantgood grades studyharder.
Adults who spend a lot of timeat the gym
valuetheir health. Families who are serious
aboutbeing a family make a commitmentto
spend quality time together,

® Takeinventory. Whatvaluesdoyou
wantfor your children,nowandin the future?
Doyourprimaryfamilyactivitiesreflect
these? If not, what commitments can you
makeso that youractionsreflect yourideals?

e Reward effort. Write a keepsakeletter
to tell your teen how proud youare thathe
hasjoinedaparticular service project through
the parish. After you takelittle ones to visita
nursinghome or help atasoupkitchen, grant
thema special privilege suchasstayingupa
littlelater or doingan activity theylove.

» Stretchyourselves. The mostsatisfying
“A”we ever getona paperisin theclass that's
mostchallengingtous. Makeeffort reap great
rewards in thefaith departmentbydoing
somethingchallengingasa familyatleast
onceayear. Help alocal Habitat for Humanity
crew build ahouse, evenifyou can’ttella
hammerfromahacksaw. Cutback onyour
own Christmas gifts and spend the difference
onpresentsforaneedyfamilyinstead. Your
local Catholic Charities has plenty of families
whoneed help.

5.Enthusiasm. nthusiasmorex-
citement, ina spiritual sense, become inspi-
ration forourchildren. Thinkofallwe passon
to our kids unconsciouslybysimplyletting
them bask in the glow of our own passion for
baseball or ballet. Do your kids see you ex-
cited about the faith that you say is soimpor-
tant that you wantthem to follow in your
footsteps? If not, whatwould it take? Pitching
into help decorate the church so it looks daz-
zling for Easter? Hearing you praise somees-
peciallybeautiful music or worthwhileser-
mon afterweekend Mass? Otherideas:

» Seek naturalwonders.1t'shard notto
bemoved at thesight ofatowering mountain
rangeorthewingspan ofamightyeagle. The
psalmswehearat churcharefull of suchim-
ages, using them to cry out with gratitude to
God. Visitnational parks on family vacations
or catch a sunset closer to home, Marvel at
rainbows, remembering that God gave them
asa promise to always be with us. Enjoy the
season’s firstheavy snowfall, how quietand
peaceful it makes the world seem.

* Baskinbeauty.Make sure thatevery

dayoffersanopportunityfor yourfamilyto
enjoy, together, something truly beautiful.
Catchaconcert oranartexhibit. Doasa
friend of mine doesand stop intoanempty
Catholicchurchwhenever you get the chance,
tositin silence and gaze at the stained glass,
the flickering vigillights, and statues of saints.

Athome, rentamoviewith stunning cin-
ematography orabeautifully told storyof
moral courage. Trybooks orvideosabout
great painters or photographers. Sucha
“beautybreak,” you'll find, isthe perfectway
toeaseinto prayertime together.

Don’toverlook Catholicism’slong tradi-
tion of championingthearts. Besureyour
home containsabitofreligious artwork,
whetheraprintofMichelangelo’s figures
fromthe Sistine Chapel ceiling or amail-or-
der purchase of Chagall's face of Christ. My
kidsloveto finger the beautiful rosarybeads
one of my grandmas collected through the
years. | takeafter myother grandmaby col-
lecting different culturalimages ofthe Virgin
and Child, most ofthem simply snipped from
the frontof Christmas cards.

e Shareyourloveswith yourloves, If
you enjoygardening anditshows, indulge
your child when she wants tojoin you. Lether
experiencethejoyofhelping you pick the
mostbeautiful blooms. Tell herwhy garden-
ingisimportant to you, howit feels likea
touch of the holy. Ifyoulove to cook orto
build things out of wood, respond toyour
child’s curiosity by talking about whatitfeels
like to create something. Don’t forget to
pointout that we are connected to God the
Creatorespeciallywhenwe create.

Everydaywe havea hundred opportunities
tomakealastingimpression on ourchildren.
Whatdowe wantthemto tell theirown grand-
children one day? Stariesabout goingtothe
parkand skipping stones with theirdad after
Sunday Mass, or tales of how theywatched
Slime Time Liveon Nickelodeon every night?
Everythingwedo teaches our childrenin pro-
found ways—every day—whatitmeanstobe
agrounded person offaith inamixed-up
world. Let’s be sure we teach themwell.



