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glimpse into what today’s 
teens believe and how they 
act in light of those beliefs.  
Of the mountain of data 
collected and analyzed in 
this vital study, five                    
findings are crucial to             
parents in understanding 
what it will take to build 
strong families today and in 
the years ahead. 

1. Parents Matter 

Perhaps the most                         
prominent finding of the 
NSYR research involves the 

Getting There from 
Here 

Imagine spending an 
hour talking one-on-one 
with a teenager about 
what she believes about 
God, faith and religion 
and what that looks like 
in her life and then                  
having a similar                         
conversation with her 
parent.  Those conversa-
tions would likely yield 
some surprising insights, 
stories, challenges and 

reflections.  Now multiply 
those two conversations 
by over 3,300 and you get 
a glimpse into what                 
Dr. Christian Smith and  
colleagues encountered in 
their groundbreaking 
research study on youth 
and religion in the United 
States.  This National 
Study of Youth and              
Religion (NSYR), first 
conducted from 2001-
2005, has given church 
leaders and parents a 
challenging and profound 

Strong Catholic Families:  Strong 
Catholic Youth  By Michael Theisen, NFCYM 

Last year, Helping Your 
Child to Succeed at 
School was devoted to the 
issue of  child and youth 
mental health and                  
resiliency.  You may              
recall that in the follow-
up inserts in your school 
newsletter, I indicated 
that studies have shown 
there is a strong                          
correlation between good 
mental health and a life 
of strong faith. 

  This year, I am devoting 
the space of this entire                      
newsletter to reprinting, 
with the permission of the        
Diocese, sections of a 
booklet called Strong 
Catholic Families: Strong 
Catholic Youth.  It is an 
excellent resource, which 

was written by the                
National Federation for 
Catholic Youth Ministry 
(NFCYM).   

  It was developed by 
NFCYM and is presented 
in partnership with the     
National Conference for 
Catechetical Leadership 
and the National                        
Association of Catholic 
Family Life Ministries 
(NACFLM). 

  I will follow-up this 
newsletter with inserts in 
your monthly school 
newsletter, beginning in 
October, that will offer 
practical suggestions for 
living faith as a family.  
These helpful ideas are 
also drawn from the 
Strong Catholic Families: 

Strong Catholic Youth 
resource document.  

  I hope that as you read 
through the material, you 
will discover ways to help 
strengthen the power of 
faith in your family. 

  May God bless you and 
your family with His 
goodness. 

Paul Wubben                                  
Director of Education 

Helping Your Child 
to Succeed at School 
A Message from the                                                                         
Director of Education D ear Parents: 

Thank you for holding fast 
to the gift of faith.  Your                           
commitment to your children is a 
witness that you consider our 
Catholic faith to be a precious gift 
that must be intentionally passed 
on to the next generation.  This 
task is not simple or easy,                          
especially given all the stresses, 
busyness and demands of our lives.  
The materials in this newsletter 
are intended to help and support 
you in passing on this vital gift of 
faith. 

  You are not alone.  Parents all 
over this country are standing up 
to make their families and                            
children stronger through faith.  
The NFCYM joins you and all         
parents as partners in growing 
strong Catholic children by                     
building strong Catholic families. 

Your Partners in Faith,                           
National Federation for Catholic 
Youth Ministry. 
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Albert Einstein said that “no problem 
can be solved from the same level of 
consciousness that created it.”  If we 
are to move forward in faith, we have to 
start thinking, acting and believing in 
different ways.  But to change for 
change sake is reckless. 

  Thankfully, our church guides us in 
this direction.  In the 1997 document, 
Renewing the Vision:  A Framework for 
Catholic Youth Ministry (RTV),  the 
bishops of the United States assert that 
“all ministry with adolescents must be 

directed toward presenting young                  
people with the Good news of Jesus 
Christ and inviting and challenging 
them to become his disciples.” 

  In other words, it’s all about                         
discipleship, about trying to follow in 
the footsteps of Jesus Christ and loving 
God and neighbor with heart, soul and 
mind.   

  Discipleship involves knowing our 
faith (mind), believing our faith (heart) 
and living our faith (hands) in this 
world. 

 

role of the parent.  Smith found that 
the single most important influence on 
the religious and spiritual lives of                   
adolescents is their parents.  In                        
analyzing the research responses, the 
researchers found numerous parent-
teen “mirrors” showing a clear and         
accurate reflection between what the 
parents did and believed and what 
their teens did and believed.  With this 
insight, the role and faith of the                   
parents became a critical factor in most 
of the outcomes studied as well as the 
pivotal touchstone to changing the                
status quo. 

2. Whatever! 

Despite what we may think, the                  
research found that most teens’ faith is 
very conventional, and unfortunately,                      
relatively harmless.  This generation of 
young people is not seeking to “rock the 
boat” as many in previous generations 
did; rather, they want to go along to get 
along.  Whatever is both a major part of 
their vocabulary and a primal tenet of 
their belief system.  Whatever one 
chooses to believe (or not) is just fine 
with most teens.  While an                                    
overwhelming percentage of teens               
profess their belief in God (84 percent 
of Catholic youth) and some actually 
show up in church, there is little                  
evidence that faith goes much deeper 
than that for the majority of teens. 

3. The Power of Faith 

The other side of the belief coin shows 
that “religious faith and practice                         
themselves exert significant, positive, 
direct and indirect influences on the 
lives of teenagers, helping to foster 
healthier, more engaged adolescents, 

who live more constructive and                      
promising lives” (Soul Searching, 263).  
Teens that practice and develop their 
faith beyond a superficial level appear 
happier and healthier than those who 
do not.  And what parent does not want 
that outcome for their children? 

  Smith found that this same “success” 
extends to faith communities as well.  
Those parishes who “prioritize ministry 
to youth and support for their parents, 
invest in trained and skilled youth 
group leaders, and make a serious    
effort to engage and teach adolescents, 
seem much more likely to draw youth 
into their religious lives and to foster 
religious and spiritual maturity in their 
young members” (Soul Searching, 261-
262).  The bottom line is that faith 
works and the more resources the 
church can put into teens practicing 
their faith, the more faith-filled our 
churches will become. 

4. We’re Number 5! 

One of the more surprising findings 
from the NSYR research is where     
Catholic teens ranked among religious 
denominations in regard to living and 
practicing their faith.  When the                 
specific religious behaviors like reading 
Scripture or praying alone, attending 
mission trips, retreats, youth group or 
religious services were examined, the 
rankings appeared like this: 

1. Mormons 
2. Conservative Protestant 
3. Black Protestant 
4. Mainline Protestant 
5. Catholic 
6. Jewish 
7. Non-Religious 

 
Sadly, Catholics ended up relatively 
low on the list when compared to the 
other Christian denominations. 

5. Faith as a Foreign Language 

The NSYR found that the vast majority 
of teens are “...incredibly inarticulate 
about their faith, their religious beliefs 
and practices, and its meaning or place 
in their lives” (Soul Searching, 131).  
Not only do most teens struggle to talk 
about their faith or use the language of 
faith, but researchers reported that 
many of the beliefs teens recalled were, 
from the official perspectives of their 
own religious traditions at least,                   
positively erroneous” (Soul Searching, 
262).  During these NSYR interviews, 
the researchers frequently encountered 
youth who mentioned that their one 
hour conversation with researchers 
about what they believed was the first 
time any adult had even approached 
the subject with them. 

  The solution?  Parents should engage 
teens in meaningful and regular                   
dialogues that incorporate aspects of 
what they believe and why.  Could any 
of us learn to speak a new language by 
taking a one or two hour class a few 
times a month?  The class certainly 
helps, but it is not going to get us 
speaking and understanding the                    
language. 

  Our Catholic faith is no different.  If 
faith conversations are not happening 
in the home or teens are not engaged in 
them at church, learning to speak the 
language of faith and developing a 
deeper faith will remain an uphill             
battle. 
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“Parents should engage teens 

in meaningful and regular 

dialogues that incorporate 

aspects of what they believe 

and why.” 



faith into action by passing it along to 
others.   

  As parents, how would our                                 
interactions, invitations and                                        
engagement with our children and 
teens change if we believed that our 
collective role was to help apprentice 
them as disciples of Jesus Christ? 

Together, parents, catechists, youth 
ministry leaders, priests and bishops, 
journey with our young people along 
the road of discipleship.  This “walking 
with” approach is known as                                 
apprenticing and is one of the major 
shifts required in faith formation today. 

  Apprenticing disciples requires an 

active and hands-on learning and living 
approach, supported by concrete                           
opportunities to practice discipleship at 
church, home, school and in the                         
community.   

  It means that the young person is seen 
as an active player in the whole system, 
someone who is expected to put their 

The NSYR research identified parents 
as the most powerful teachers of faith 
to their children and teens; more                 
powerful than any bishop or priest or 
youth minister and more lasting than 
any faith formation program.  The  
National Directory for Catechesis               
echoes this fundamental fact, saying 
“parents are the most influential 
agents of catechesis for their                       
children.”  (NDC, 234).   

  There are many actions — from              
simple to profound — that parents can 
do to create strong Catholic families 
and youth.  Here are a few suggestions: 

 Make meal times sacred and invite 
(apprentice) your children and 
teens in leading prayer.  Use the 
dinner conversation to talk about 
daily events and situations and 
strive to apply Catholic beliefs and 
values to them, such as the                 
sacredness of all life, a special       
option for the poor and                             
marginalized, treating others with 
respect and dignity, and the                    
incarnate belief in a God who 
walks with us through life. 

 Read and discuss Scripture as a 
family and invite each member to 
share what God is saying to them 
through the Scripture reading. 

 Pray together outside of meal 
times and use simple blessings at 
night to commemorate special days 
and events in the lives of family 
members.  

 Display religious art around the 
house and make sure each person 
has a Bible of their own (geared 
towards their age level).   

 Expect each person to become              
actively involved in some form of 
parish ministry and/or community 
service.  Look for opportunities to 
serve together as a family. 

 Make Mass, youth ministry                  
and church events high family                         
priorities and be sure to update 
your own faith. 

  There are numerous other suggestions                       

The Apprentice 

Practicing Faith in the Home 
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“Expect each person to become actively involved in some form of parish 

ministry and/or community service.  Look for opportunities to serve together 

as a family. 

 

 

in the article, Suggestions for Living 
Faith as a Family (which will be                   
included in your school newsletter as 
monthly inserts, beginning in October).   

  The bottom line is to do something 
and begin now.  You do not need to be a 
Scripture scholar to start reading 
Scripture and sharing what it means in 
your life.  You do not have to have a 
degree in theology to talk through a 
moral dilemma with your children   
using Catholic values, such as respect 
for life and the dignity of each human 
being.  You do not need to be a lay           
ecclesial minister to start praying with 
and for your family.  

____________________________________ 

  “Expect each person to become              
actively involved in some form of         
parish ministry and/or                           
community service.  Look for                  
opportunities to serve together as 
a family.” 
____________________________________  
 
Faith is a daily walk with God, each 
day getting us a little bit closer to the 
ultimate mystery that is God.  Faith is 
a lifelong journey, one in which parent, 
children and teens walk side by side. 

Next Steps in Family Faith 
Given all that has been written thus far, 
what next steps should your family’s 
journey of faith take?  Included in this 
newsletter are several tools to assist you 
in determining your family’s next step in 
faith. 
 
Faith Sharing Ideas 
One of the best ways to grow in faith 
and use the language of faith at home is 

through faith sharing.  There are 
many ways to share faith with one 
another.  Several formats are detailed 
in the Suggestions for Living Faith as 
a Family, which will be included as 
monthly inserts in your school                   
newsletter.  Experiment with each of 
them, being sure to appreciate your 
teens in leading the faith sharing                     
moments as well. 

Resources 
There are many resources, both in 
print and online, to assist you as a 
parent in sharing and passing on the 
faith to your children and teens.  Since 
new resources are created on a regular 
basis, it is recommended to connect 
with an online resource or blog that 
will update you with the latest                    
resources.  Additionally, the National 



(www.nfcym.org/family), where parents 
may access resources to “share,                       
celebrate and live their faith at home 
and in the world.” (RTV, 12). 

A Comprehensive Way of Life 

Federation for Catholic Youth Ministry 
has developed a comprehensive online 
site specifically for parents called                       
Developing Strong Catholic Families 
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Church historian R. Scott Appleby 
of the University of Notre Dame 
sums it this way:  “the challenge of 
Catholic education and formation 
in our media-driven, cyberspace 
age is no less than this: older 
Catholics must be restored to, and 
younger Catholics introduced to, a 
sense of Catholicism as a                               
comprehensive way of life.” 

  This Catholic way of life may be 
expressed in and through four 
areas:  Family and Community; 
Prayer and Worship; Formation; 
and Justice and Service. 

  Helping to develop and support 
this Catholic way of life challenges  

 

the church to answer a very                   
important question of its own:  
What is it doing to help form,                  
support and nurture parents in 
these areas of faith, so that they are 
better equipped to pass on the faith 
to their children? 

  Indeed, achieving this                                         
comprehensive way of life falls on 
no one parent’s or leader’s                    
shoulders; it requires the active 
partnership of families with faith 
community leaders.  It takes work, 
commitment and faith! 

  As we make our way along this 
shared journey, may your family 
experience the depth and the 

breadth of this comprehensive way 
of life, as together, we work            
towards building strong Catholic 
families that will sustain the next 
generation of faith-filled disciples. 

Family Faith Prayers 

A Prayer for Parents 
God of All Creation, 
 Your breath gave life to all humanity. 
Breathe into us Your love and guidance, 
 so that we may parent with wisdom and compassion. 
Gift us with Your strength and courage 
 so that we may proclaim Your presence through our words and actions. 
Enlighten us with words of truth and comfort as they are needed 
 and bring us patience and humility as we lead our family along this journey. 
Help us pass onto our children a faith that matters, 
 with You as the centre and foundation for our family. 
We ask this through Christ, our Lord. 
Amen. 
 

A Prayer for Children and Teens 
God of Youth, 
 Your hope and promise abound in and through the young church. 
Bless and hold our children close.  Give them 
 eyes that see Your presence each day, 
 ears that hear Your words of everlasting life, 
 lips that speak Your truth, and 
 hands that reach out to all in need. 
May each step they take lead them closer to knowing You more deeply. 
We ask this through Christ, our Lord. 
Amen. 
 

A Prayer for the Family 
Lord of Life, bless and sustain our family. 
Hold us close, keep us connected and protect us from all evil.  Gift us with love and patience for one another.   
Help us reconcile that which divides us and celebrate all that unites us as one family, where You live and reign now and forever. 
We ask this through Christ, our Lord. 
Amen. 


