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SECTION A: RESEARCH PROPOSAL 
 

Proposed title 

The role of parents in the development of a child’s faith during their formative years. 

 

Key terms: Parents, Formative years, Faith development, Catechesis, Child, Fowler, Early 

childhood development 

 

Abstract 

The aim of this study is to determine the role that parents play in the development of a 

child’s faith during their formative years. This study will focus on the role of parents as set 

out in the Bible and will also consider Faith Development theories and Early Childhood 

Development theories. Specific focus will be placed on parents and children in Afrikaans 

mainstream churches (Nederduitsch Hervormde Kerk van Afrika, Gereformeerde Kerke in 

Suid-Afrika and Nederduitse Gereformeerde Kerk).  

 

Osmer’s (2008:4) core task of Practical Theology, and its four questions, namely, “What is 

going on?”, “Why is this going on?”, “What ought to be going on?” and “How might we 

respond?” will be used to determine parents’ roles in the faith development of their children. 

A literature study will be done to interpret and evaluate faith development theories and make 

use of information from other fields of study to determine the role that parents play in the 

faith development of children. Empirical data gathered in a study done by Nel and Van der 

Westhuizen (2015) will be used. When all four questions are answered, this study will 

deduce useful guidelines for parents. 

 

Background 

The reason for this study is to supplement modules already done to obtain an MDiv 

qualification, so that a MTh can now be obtained. The study will be done in three sections: A 

research proposal (Section A), an article, comprising of approximately 7000 words, to be 

published in the HTS Theological Studies, and finally, a chapter that will serve as a 

summary. The study will therefore have a limited scope, and serve as a stepping stone for 

further studies in this field. 

 

Through the years, many scholars, in fields such as psychology and early child 

development, have researched the role of parents in the development of the child. In the 

early 1880s, G. Stanley Hall (1844-1924), a psychologist, started a movement for the study 
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of children in the United States. In 1891, Hall founded the Pedagogical Seminary, which is 

one of the most prominent international outlets for research in this field. In 1931, the journal's 

title changed to Pedagogical Seminary and Journal of Genetic Psychology and in 1954, to 

The Journal of Genetic Psychology (Ross, 1972:12). According to Brooks (2011:37), 

Vygotsky’s1 child development theory gives parents a central role in supporting children’s 

growth. The emphasis Vygotsky places on parents as partners in their child’s life is crucial as 

he believed that everything a child learns is through interactions with knowledgeable parents 

(Brooks, 2011:37-38).  

 

According to Burns and DeVries (2003:13), children are still connected to their families long 

after they leave church actions and functions. Our faith or religion cannot be separated from 

the rest of our being and is important to consider when reflecting on our development as 

people.. These are not separate parts of a person that do not link with one another. 

 

Families play a critical role in the development of a young child (Charlesworth, 2014:91). 

According to Brooks (2011:234), Freud revolutionised the way people think about children’s 

experiences in early childhood. According to Freud, many adult symptoms of anxieties are 

rooted in childhood experiences. This means that, according to Freud, a child’s development 

would have a direct influence how the child would behave as an adult. This would mean that  

their actions may directly correlate to something that occurred in their childhood (Brooks 

2011:234-235).  

 

Likewise, Erikson's well-known theory of ego development stated that the ego, which is the 

centre of each person’s individuality, “could not be understood in isolation from the others 

and the wider world around it” (Erikson, 1964:153). The study of the ego led directly to the 

study of "the interdependence of inner and social organisation (Erikson, 1964: 184), and 

according to Erikson (1964: 185) the “ego was nothing but a precipitate of its relations with 

others. Identity depended directly on the ability of the individual to integrate these residues of 

identifications with others into a coherent whole”.  

                                                
1 Soviet psychologist and the founder of an unfinished theory of human and cultural and bio-social 

development commonly referred to as cultural-historical psychology.  
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Research has also been done on the way that a person’s faith develops. In his book, Stages 

of Faith (1981), James W. Fowler developed a theory of six stages that people go through as 

their faith matures:  

Stage 0: “Primal or Undifferentiated faith” 

Stage 1: “Intuitive-Projective faith” 

Stage 2: “Mythic-Literal faith” 

Stage 3: “Synthetic-Conventional faith” 

Stage 4: “Individuative-Reflective faith” 

Stage 5: “Conjunctive faith” 

Stage 6: “Universalising faith”  

 

In 1996, Mary McClure wrote “How Children’s faith develop” where she discussed Fowler’s 

phases, and gave her own theory on how positive faith development takes place in children. 

Robert J. Keeley, a professor in Education at Calvin College, Grand Rapids, MI, combined 

his knowledge of education with his passion for children’s ministry and published a book with 

the title, “Helping our Children grow in Faith” in 2008. In 2010, he published an article, “Faith 

Development and Faith formation: More than just ages and stages”, where he developed a 

theory on how children develop their faith.  

 

As a theology student with a background in Early childhood development, the researcher 

believes that these two academic areas should be utilised together to assist parents and 

their children in the process of the child’s faith development during their formative years.  
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Research done by Theology scholars, such as Fowler, should be used with research done 

by Early Childhood Development scholars, such as Erikson, to bring a different dimension to 

the way children are assisted in their faith development journey.  

 

Definitions of key ideas: 

Practical 

Theology 

Anderson (2001:22) defines Practical Theology as the “dynamic process of 

reflective critical inquiry in to the praxis of the church in the world and God’s 

purpose for humanity, carried out in the light of Christian scripture and tradition 

and in critical dialogue with other sources of knowledge.” 

Pastoral 

care 

According to Agbiji and Agbiji (2016:4), pastoral care is both a practice and a 

discipline. As a practice, it is reflective of faith in everyday life during sickness, 

suffering and pain as a direct or indirect consequence of inordinate power and 

unjust socio-economic, political and cultural systems exerting control over 

people’s lives. As a discipline, it deals with these issues and refers to the 

intention of human action and the meaning derived from such involvement in 

life issues as to affect the quality of life of the human being in the relationship 

(Agbiji & Agbiji, 2016:4). 

Family The White Paper on families in South Africa (2012:11) defines a family as “A 

societal group that is related by blood (kinship), adoption, foster care or the 

ties of marriage (civil, customary or religious), civil union or cohabitation, and 

go beyond a particular physical residence” 

 

The White paper (2012:15) also mentions: 

Nuclear family: A family group consisting of parents with their biological or 

adoptive children only. 

Extended family: A multigenerational family that may or may not share the same 

household.  

Child-headed household: A household without an adult caregiver, which is headed 

by the eldest or most responsible child who assumes parental responsibility. 

Cohabitation: A union in which two adults stay together without any contractual 

agreements, with or without children. 

Skip-generation households: A family type where grandparents raise their 

grandchildren, without the grandchildren’s parents. 

The White Paper (2012:17) also refers to single parent families, child-headed 

households, adults with adopted children, sibling families where adult siblings 
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raise younger siblings.  

Parents A parent can be defined as someone who brings up and cares for another. 

They are the primary care giver of a child. The most common types of parents 

are biological parents, step parents, grandparents and adoptive parents.  

Faith Belief and trust in a loyalty to God. The belief in the traditional doctrines of a 

Religion (Merriam-Webster, 2016).  

Formative 

years 

The time before formal schooling begins (Birth – 5 years). 

 

Problem statement 

Research about the role that parents play in the faith development of a child is of vital 

importance. In a study done by Nel and Van der Westhuizen (2015:14), 81% of respondents 

in the study indicated that their mother played an important role in their faith development as 

children, and 61% indicated that their father played an important role in their faith 

development as children. 

 

Bungee (2008: 348) writes: “One of the most important ways to strengthen the faith 

formation of children and young people, and child, youth, and family ministries is by 

engaging and supporting parents or primary caregivers”. Martin Luther (Date) also reflected 

on the central tasks and responsibilities of parenting, and he incorporated parenting into his 

view of vocation or calling as a whole. Even though Luther knew that parenting could be a 

difficult task and was often considered an insignificant job, he believed that parenting was a 

serious and divine calling (Bungee, 2008:351). Parenting is one of the vocations that serves 

the neighbour and contributes to the common good (Bungee, 2008:351). According to Elkin 

and Handel (1978:118), the family can be defined “as the first unit with which children have a 

continuous contact and the first context in which socialisation patterns develop. John 

Crysostom (in Bungee, 2008:351) refers to the family as a little church or a “sacred 

community”. According to him, this means that parents should read the Bible to their 

children, pray with them, and be good examples. 

 

Schor (2003:71), in The Family Paediatrics Report, explains that the development of children 

is significantly influenced by interpersonal relationships within the family. According to 

MacArthur (1998:5), “We may be watching the death of the germ-cell of all civilization, the 

family”. Various other scholars confirm this statement made by MacArthur (1998:5-6) by 

referring to signs such as divorce, an increase in abortions, juvenile delinquency, radical 
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feminism, too much emphasis placed on children’s rights and an increase of single parent 

homes (see Gill, 1997:81; Van Amstel, 1990:7).  

The predominant cause of this collapse of the family is the disregard of what God’s intention 

with the family was. As there is no way to find a Scriptural definition of what a family should 

be, Tripp (1997:39) is of the opinion that the emphasis should be placed on what God meant 

with the family and what their role should be. 

  

According to Clark (1995: 7-15), it is easy to determine what God intended the family to be 

through Scripture. A family begins with a marriage between a man and a woman who are 

created in the image of God (Gen. 1: 26-27). According to Genesis 2: 24, a man will leave 

his parents and live with his wife and they will be one (see Matt. 19:5 and Eph. 5:31; Bergh, 

2002:50; Van Amstel, 1990:11-26). A clear indication of the role of parents, with regards to 

their children, is given in the Bible. Deuteronomy 6 explains that parents are responsible for 

the religious and spiritual education of their children. Children are considered as a blessing 

from God (Ps. 127, 128; Van Amstel, 1990:18). Nel (2001:20) describes this family as a 

hermeneutical function in which God works in a special way. Children have parents to “lead 

them to understanding”, as God works with the members of these families through their 

relationships (Nel, 2001: 20-21). 

 

In South Africa, however, there is a vast collection of cultures, which all come with their own 

set of values and ideals. For the purpose of this study, the focus will be on children and 

parents from Afrikaans mainstream churches (Nederduitsch Hervormde Kerk van Afrika, 

Gereformeerde Kerke in Suid Afrika and Nederduitse Gereformeerde Kerk) to ensure a 

smaller scope. This correlates with an empirical study done by Nel and Van der Westhuizen 

in 2015, where an open invitation was made to all Christian Churches and Denominations in 

South Africa. Eventually the participating churches were the Nederduitse Gereformeerde 

Kerk (NG Kerk), the Gereformeerde kerke in Suid-Afrika (Gereformeerde Kerk), the 

Nederduitsch Hervormde Kerk van Afrika (Hervormde Kerk) and the Reformed Church in 

Africa (RCA) (Nel & Van der Westhuizen, 2015: 10). Most of the respondents came from the 

NG Kerk (56%), the Gereformeerde Kerk (29%), the Hervormde Kerk (14%) and the RCA 

(1%) (Nel & Van der Westhuizen, 2015:11). 

 

Hardon (1998:16) writes about the importance of family in early childhood development and 

describes it as follows:  

We could begin by saying that the family is indispensable for education. We could 

also say the family is the most important source of education. We could even say 

there is no real education without the family.  



 

7 
 

According to Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) model, various domains of persons in the family, 

community and culture are always interacting with each other and influencing the 

development and learning of the child. These statements also shine the light on the 

importance of the family in various facets of the development of a child. 

 

A child’s early childhood, or formative years, is normally defined as the time before formal 

schooling begins. For this study, it is important to consider that according to The Department 

of Education and Early Childhood Development of Canada (2015), research shows that who 

and what a child becomes is mainly determined from birth to age eight. When taking this into 

account, we cannot ignore the importance of equipping adults to assist children in the 

development of their faith during these years or giving children the opportunity to develop 

their faith during this time.  

 

To determine the role the parents play, the following research question will be asked: 

What role should parents play in the faith development of a child during their formative 

years? 

The research question will be answered by looking at these four questions: 

• What, according to research, is the role that parents currently play in the faith 

development of their children? 

• Why do parents have this influence on their child’s development? 

• According to the Bible, what role should parents be playing in the faith development 

of their children? 

• What guidelines can be given to parents in order to assist them in the faith 

development of their children? 

  

Aim 

The main aim of this study is to determine the role that parents should play in the faith 

development of children during their formative years.  

 

Objectives 

The specific objectives of the study are: 

• To evaluate the role that parents currently play in the faith development of children 

(What is going on? - Empirical-Descriptive perspective on the role that parents are 

currently fulfilling in the faith development of their children). 
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• To determine the factors that influence the role that parents play in the faith 

development of children (Why is this going on? – Interpretive perspective on faith 

development theories to determine why parents play this role). 

• To determine what guidelines are given in the Bible for the role that parents should 

play (What ought to be going on? – Examine the theological concept of faith 

development in children and the role that parents should play). 

• To use the research results to describe the role that parents should play in the faith 

development of their children during their formative years (Why is this going on? – 

Pragmatic perspective on how parents can fulfil the required role in the faith 

development of their children by giving basic guidelines). 

 

Central theoretical argument 

The central theoretical argument of this study is that guidelines provided by theories on faith 

development and the Bible can assist parents to play an important role in the development of 

their child’s faith.  

 

Methodology 

There are various models being used in practical theological research today. These models 

include the Osmer (2008), Browning, (date) EDNA (date), DECIDE (date) and LIM (date) 

models. According to Zerfass (1974:166), a model can be defined as “a set order of signs 

and interconnections which should correspond to a certain number of relevant 

characteristics within reality, in real circumstances”. For the objective of this study, Osmer’s 

model as well as the EDNA model will be used.  

Mouton (2001:56) believes the research methodology’s focus should be on the procedures, 

tools and steps that will be followed within the research process. Bless, Higson-Smith and 

Kagee (2006:44) describe basic research as the gathering of facts and information, which 

can be used to challenge or develop theories. In order to comply with both these focuses 

and to be able to answer the research question in the best possible way, the researcher has 

chosen to make use of Osmer’s (2008) four questions of practical theology to gather the 

necessary facts and information to develop a theory. According to Osmer (2008:4), Practical 

Theology has a core task, which can be guided by four questions: “What is going on?”; “Why 

is this going on?”; “What ought to be going on”; and “How might we respond?”. The following 

flow diagram (Osmer, 2008: 11) illustrates the hermeneutical interplay between the four 

tasks: 
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The purpose of this dissertation would then be to work through all four questions and 

ultimately answer the final question in such a way that it can serve as guideline for parents to 

assist children in the development of their faith during their formative years.  

 

To determine this, the questions as suggested by Osmer, will be used in the following ways: 

By looking at research and statistics about this subject matter, Osmer’s first question, “What 

is going on?” will be answered by looking at the role parents currently play in the faith 

development of their children. This empirical study will include a study of statistics already 

available and a literature study, which will focus on how adults who still attend the three 

mainstream Afrikaans churches perceive the influence that their parents had on their faith 

development. This information will be gathered by looking at the findings of the study done 

by Nel and Van der Westhuizen (2015). This study has been published and therefore it is not 

necessary to contact any respondents. This study will use the information gathered by Nel 

and Van der Westhuizen (2015) and build on that to get an even clearer picture of the role 

that parents play in the faith development of their children. No interviews will be done by the 

researcher. 

 

Osmer’s second question, “Why is this going on?”, will be answered by determining the 

factors that influence the way in which parents play a role in the faith development of their 

children. Here, the study will look at Fowler’s theory on faith development (date) as well as 

early childhood development in general and find the best circumstance for optimal faith 

development in children during their formative years. The study will interpret and evaluate 

faith development theories and make use of information from other fields of study to 

determine the role that parents play in the faith development of children.  

 

Osmer’s third question, “What should be going on?”, will be answered by attempting to 

determine the guidelines given to parents in the Bible. Exegesis will be done on 

Deuteronomy 6: 4-9 using a grammatical historical method. This method aims to discover 

the meaning of the passage as the author intended and to determine how the original 

hearers would have understood it. This method can be practiced using the inductive method 

which would take a three-fold approach to the text, namely observation, interpretation and 
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application (Howard, 1991: 349). A literature study will also be done. Because of the length 

of the study, only one passage will be used. When further study is done, it would be 

advisable to use more passages from the Old Testament as well as the New Testament.  

 

The final question, “What now?”, will be answered by looking at how parents can use all the 

information gathered in the previous sections in the role that they play in the faith 

development of their child. This would be possible by looking at guidelines given to parents 

in the Bible, and seeing how these guidelines are still relevant today, and by combining the 

theoretical guidelines and giving practical guidelines to parents to assist children in the 

process of their faith development. By making use of an interplay between all the information 

gathered in the previous chapters, a possible guideline for parents will be drafted. This will 

make it possible to use the theory in praxis.  

 

According to Woodbridge2 (2014:89), the EDNA model covers four areas of research in 

practical theology. The name is derived from the acronym of the four areas:  

• Exploratory research asks: “What has led to the present situation?”  

• Descriptive research asks: “What is happening now?”  

• Normative research asks: “What should be happening?” 

• Action research asks: “How should we respond?”  

 

When comparing the questions as set out by Osmer, as well as the questions used in the 

EDNA model, it becomes clear that there are similarities, and that the information gathered 

when using these methods can be used parallel to each other. For this study, these 

questions will therefore be used together to allow the researcher to obtain as much 

information as possible and research each subject from every possible angle.  

 

It is not possible for any researcher to do a study objectively. Gadamer (1975: 310-323) 

writes that man's experience and his description of his experiences occurs in a 

hermeneutical circle. Practical theology also deals with this hermeneutical circle.  

Real historical thinking must take account of its own historicity. Only then will it cease 

to chase the phantom of a historical object that is the object of progressive research 

and learn to view the object as the counterpart of itself and hence understand both. 

The true historical object is not an object at all, but the unity of the one and the other, 

a relationship that constitutes both the reality of history and the reality of historical 

understanding... Understanding is, essentially, a historically effected event.  

                                                
2 Dr Noel Woodbridge is a Senior Academic at the South African Theological Seminary. He has an DTh (Unizul) 
and DEd (Unisa) and specialises in the field of Practical Theology and Philosophy of Education. 
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(Gadamer, 1975:310)  

The point of research, however, is to discover new horizons and broaden one’s knowledge. 

For this reason, it becomes important to research each subject from every possible angle 

and consider the work and opinions of other researchers and scholars when doing research 

and forming conclusions. To be certain that this is the case for this study, the researcher will 

make use of the two mentioned models and various resources from different authors.  

 

Where appropriate, applicable Bible passages will also be identified, and a thorough 

exegesis of the text will be done using acknowledged methods.  

 

Ethical considerations and implications of the research  

The following ethical considerations are taken into account: 

This study holds no risk to any participants, as there will be no direct contact with any human 

participants. All literature and statistics used are available in the public domain.  

 

Outline of the different sections of this study  

Section A: Research proposal: 

The research proposal will comprise of: 

• Proposed title 

• Abstract 

• Background 

• Problem statement 

• Aim 

• Objectives 

• Central theoretical argument 

• Methodology 

• Ethical considerations and implications of the research 

• Schematic outline 

 

Section B: Article 

• The article will be based on the research proposal and aim to answer Osmer’s four 

questions (2008: 11) in more detail. Headings in the article will be: 

• Introduction 

• What is going on? – The role that parents currently play in the faith development of 

their children. 
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• Why is this going on? – Factors that influence the role parents play in their children’s 

faith development. 

• What should be going on? – The parents’ role and guidelines in the Bible. 

• What now? – Guidelines for parents. 

• Conclusion 

 

Section C: Conclusion 

This section will give an overview of all the research done. 

 

Schematic outline 

Task Question Objective Method 

Empirical-

Descriptive 

task  

What is going 

on? 

Assess and evaluate the role 

that parents currently play in the 

faith development of children. 

The results of an empirical study, 

which has already been done, will 

be used in this study and will 

therefore include statistics already 

available and a literature study.  

Interpretative 

task  

Why is this 

going on? 

Interpret faith development 

theories to determine why 

parents play this role. 

The study will interpret and 

evaluate faith development theories 

and make use of information from 

other fields of study to determine 

the role that parents play in the faith 

development of children.  

Normative 

task 

What ought to 

be going on? 

Examine the theological concept 

of faith development in children 

and the role that parents should 

play. 

Exegesis will be done on a specific 

Bible passage using a grammatical 

historical. A literature study will also 

be done. 

Pragmatic 

task 

How might we 

respond? 

Formulate guidelines to assist 

parents in this task. 

By making use of an interplay 

between all the information 

gathered in the previous chapters, 

a possible guideline for parents will 

be drafted. This will make it 

possible to use the theory in praxis.  
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SECTION B: ARTICLE 
 

1. Introduction 

A study conducted by Nel and van der Westhuizen (2015:14) indicates that parents play an 

important role in the faith development of their children. This article will focus on this role that 

parents play and attempt to determine, using Osmer’s (2008:4) core task of practical 

theology and its four questions, the role that parents play; why they play this role and how 

parents can be guided byt Deuteronomy 6:4–9 in the faith development journey of their 

children and give further practical guidelines. Osmer’s (2008:4) core task is used as it seeks 

to bring the theory in line with the practical. This study is conducted to align the theory 

gathered with how it can be used in a practical manner: 

 

Faith development theory and research have focused on a generic 

understanding of faith that sees it as foundational to social relations, to 

personal identity, and to the making of personal and cultural meanings.  

(Fowler & Dell 2006:36) 

 

To be able to discuss the faith development of a child, one must first ask what faith 

development is? Many scholars have formulated definitions on how faith development can 

be categorised (see Dettoni 1994:11; Matthaei 2000:22; Prins 1995:24). When these ideas 

are combined, one could come to the following statement: Faith development is an 

intentional process by which the faithful are guided to grow in his or her relationship with 

God and the accompanying change in lifestyle. It involves the development of the believer’s 

identity and calling in Christ (Avenant 2015:63). Faith development is participating in God’s 

work of grace in the believer’s life and this is a lifelong process (Avenant 2015:65). Fowler 

(1991:31) defines faith as “universal quality of human meaning making”. According to Fowler 

(1987:32–33), the way  our faith develops, and essentially the manner in which we believe, 

can pass through up to seven stages (stage 0 to stage 6). At each stage, we ‘faith’ 

differently. When we move from one stage to the next, we suffer the trauma of losing one 

familiar way of being in faith before we can take up the next style of faith. As we develop, the 

faith contents from each earlier stage are carried over and reworked by the different 

structures of thinking and relating of the new stage of our faith. 

 

Faith development is the process of growing and changing physically, cognitively, spiritually 

and emotionally in the understanding of our faith, which can be defined as your relationship 

with God, and the people that have an impact or influence on this relationship, for example, 
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family, friends, people who attend the same congregation, reverent or catechesis teacher. 

Martin Luther (date) outlines the ‘who’ that are responsible for the fostering, inspiring, 

directing and teaching in this process of faith development, when he calls upon a partnership 

between government officials, pastors and parents to take responsibility for the teaching and 

training of the children who form part of their faith communities (Arand 2000:94–95): 

Of these three groups, Luther placed the greatest emphasis on the family. 

From the very beginning of the evangelical movements, parents were 

enlisted as valued allies in the formation of holy households.  

(Arand 2000:95) 

 

Although there has been an increase in research on the faith development of children during 

the last two decades, Fowler provides individuals with a framework to identify where they 

find themselves, and those around them, in terms of faith development (Love 2002; 

Lownsdale 1997; Parker 2011). Although Fowler’s theory is clearly influential to the study of 

faith, as with any other theory, it is associated with strengths as well as weaknesses. 

Because this article is aimed at equipping parents, who might not have the knowledge, in 

assisting their children with faith development, the simplicity of Fowler’s theory makes it 

ideal. 

 

The argument that family structure plays no role in the development of a child’s faith, is 

questioned by many research results (van Staden 2015:14). Everything indicates that 

divorce, family conflict and the high occurrence of absentee fathers have a particularly 

negative impact on children, including an increased rate in emotional problems, depression, 

low self-esteem, learning difficulties and poor academic performance, absenteeism at 

school, suicide, isolation, behavioural problems, problems in romantic relationships, early 

pregnancy, divorce and aggression among boys (DeVries 2004:65; Gottman 2001:22; 

Holborn & Eddy 2011:4). Family structures do not only have a social and psychological 

impact; Smith and Denton (2005:281) found that American teenagers whose biological or 

adoptive parents are married are more likely to demonstrate deep religious characteristics. It 

is for these reasons that Browning (2007:57) and Thatcher (1999:147) believe that the 

church must accept and support all families without reservation. 

 

2. What is going on: The role that parents currently play in the faith development of 
their children 

Osmer’s (2008:4) first task of practical theology is the empirical-descriptive task that asks, 

‘What is going on?’. To answer this question, information is gathered to help discern patterns 
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in particular episodes and context. Here, the first question would be aimed at determining 

the role that parents currently play in the faith development of children. 

 

2.1. The role parents play today 

In the past decades, various studies have indicated that families play an appreciable 

influence on the religiosity and religious involvement of young people (Benson & Eklin 1990: 

page number; DeVries 2004; Smith & Denton 2005). South African churches have had to 

rely on studies conducted in other countries, and how comparable and applicable these 

results were to churches in South Africa is unsure (van Staden 2015:13). In 2014, a research 

project, which consisted of respondents from the Nederduitsch Hervormde Kerk van Afrika3, 

Gereformeerde Kerke in Suid Afrika4 and Nederduitse Gereformeerde Kerk5, was started in 

South Africa with the title ‘Church Youth and Religion in South Africa’. 

 

The study consisted of 297 respondents, between the ages of 16 and 34,of which 55% were 

living in Gauteng at the time. Respondents were asked to answer a questionnaire with 481 

questions.   

Many of the respondents of this study, 65% of them, felt that families play an integral part   in 

the Christian faith (van Staden 2015:13). One of the questions enquired about which person 

played the largest role in the faith development of the respondents while they were young. 

The answers were as follows: 

 

TABLE 1: Person playing largest role in faith development as a child. 

Largest role in faith development Percentage 

Mother 81 

Father 66 

Reverend 44 

Grandparents 30 

Sibling 17 

Other family member 11 

Source: Nel & van der Westhuizen 2015:14. 

 

From these statistics, it becomes clear that both parents, but especially mothers, play a 

larger role in the faith development of children. Grandparents also seem to play a larger role 

                                                
3 Nederdutch Reformed Church of Africa. 
4 Reformed Churches of South Africa. 
5 Dutch Reformed Church. 
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in faith development, and siblings and other family members play a smaller role, but still form 

part of the people who play a role. The second part of the question asked respondents which 

person currently plays a role in their faith development. They found that parents played the 

largest role when they were children and their reverends only came in third; with 44%, the 

statistics for people who currently play a role in their faith development differs. Reverends 

currently play the largest role, with 48%. Mothers now play the second largest role with 47% 

and fathers the third largest role with 38% (van Staden 2015:14). 

 

According to van Staden (2015:15), the statistics for faith forming habits is lower than 

expected if the importance that parents play is taken into account. When asked about how 

regular the respondents would do Bible study with their parents, only 41% said that this 

would have happened on a regular basis; 65% of the respondents said that their parents had 

talked to them about religious issues; only 43% said that their parents spoke to them about 

their faith and only 19% said that their parents ever spoke to them about baptism. When 

asked about the people who had shared their ‘faith stories’, which was defined as ‘to make a 

decision to accept Christ and my beliefs and to share Christian experiences’, 58% of the 

respondents indicated that their mothers had shared these stories with them, 46% indicated 

that their father had shared the story with them, 30% indicated that a sibling had shared his 

or her story with them, 27% indicated that another family member had shared their faith story 

with them and 26% indicated that one of their grandparents had told them their ‘faith story’ 

(van Staden 2015:14). One of the questions asked of the respondents was how often they 

attend church with their families; 44% attend church with their families every week, 37% 

attend church two or three times a month, 16% attend church with their families only once a 

month and approximately 3% never attend church with their family. This means that at least 

81% of the respondents attend church with their families two or more times a month (van 

Staden 2015:15). 

 

In the above-mentioned study, respondents were asked to answer questions about the faith 

forming habits that took place in their homes as well as the examples set by their parents 

regarding faith development. During these reflections, 95% of the respondents indicated that 

their values as Christians were influenced by the values that they saw modelled by their 

parents, and 91% indicated that their choices are influenced by the values modelled to them 

by their parents (Avenant 2015:66). According to Avenant (2015:66), 11% of the 

respondents indicated that no one and nothing in their homes played a role in the 

development of their faith.6 

                                                
6 Respondents were able to choose more than one option. 
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Although a high percentage of the respondents in this study attended church with their 

families on a regular basis, a much smaller number indicated that their parents spoke to 

them about their faith. According to Wuthnow (1999:11), a child’s church attendance alone is 

not an indication of how that child would act later in life, but when combined with other 

religious customs and practices, can be used as an important barometer. According to Firet 

(1982:71–72) and Nel (2009:6), ‘faith stories’ play a crucial role in the initiation of children 

into the faith community. Boyatzis and Janickie (2003:263–265) also speak about the 

importance of this type of communication, and especially the importance of the role of 

mothers. Avenant (2015:44) therefore feels that the low number of parents who share these 

stories with their children is a problem. The question now arises whether parents do not 

realise the important effect that these stories would have on the faith development of their 

children, or if they do realise it and are just not equipped to share and talk to their children 

about this matter, and who should then assist parents in this? 

 

When taking into account the important role that parents play, according to studies, in the 

faith development of young children, and the importance of regularly practicing faith and 

religion at home, the importance of parents in the faith development of children cannot be 

denied. Because of this, it is important to take into account faith development theories to 

better understand how this influence happens. 

 

3. Why is this going on: Factors that influence the role parents play in their children’s 

faith development 

Osmer’s second task of practical theology (2008:79) is the interpretative task. The task asks, 

‘Why is this going on?’. Here, the second question would be aimed at interpreting faith 

development theories to determine why parents play this role. 

 

In 1981, James W. Fowler7 published the findings of his study on the development of faith in 

people. Although everyone does not pass through all seven stages (Newberg 2012:39), it 

can still be used as a good guideline of how faith develops over the course of a human 

lifetime. 

 

Westerhoff’s (2000) ideas on faith development hint towards similar ideas as those of Fowler 

and will also be discussed. 

                                                
7 James W. Fowler was a professor in Theology and Human Development at Emory 

University (1987–2005). 
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3.1. Fowler’s stages of faith development 

For Fowler (1981:11), faith, as a universal human activity of meaning making, is grounded in 

certain structures, which are innate in human interactions that shape how human beings 

understand and interact with the self and the world. An important feature of Fowler’s theory 

is that he separates the content of faith (e.g. beliefs and values) from psychological factors 

that facilitate the operation of faith within the personality (e.g. cognitive, affective and social 

development). In his view, the way in which people construe and relate to transcendent 

realities is determined by the receptivity and competence of psychological structures that 

underlie thinking, feeling and social processes (Jardine & Viljoen 1992:75). 

 

Fowler (1981:119–199) describes the following seven stages of faith development: 

Stage 0: Primal or undifferentiated faith 

Stage 1: Intuitive–projective faith 

Stage 2: Mythic–literal faith 

Stage 3: Synthetic conventional faith 

Stage 4: Individuative–reflective faith 

Stage 5: Conjunctive faith 

Stage 6: Universalising faith. 

 

When determining the role that parents play in the faith development of their children during 

the formative years, the first two stages are of importance, as the children would pass 

through these stages from birth to 7 years of age. 

 

3.1.1. Stage 0: Primal or undifferentiated faith 

James Fowler names this early, infancy state of being as ‘primal faith’. During infancy, the 

time from birth to 2 years, faith development can be described as undifferentiated faith. This 

is a time before language, and conceptual thoughts are possible. The infant is forming a 

basic sense of trust and of being at home in the world. The infant is also forming what 

Fowler (1981:120) calls pre-images of God or the Holy, and of the kind of world he or she 

will live in. On this foundation of basic trust or mistrust is built all that comes later in terms of 

faith development. This stage occurs during the first preverbal year of life and, as basic trust 

or mistrust, is formed during these years. The child’s faith development will later build on the 

trust or mistrust formed during this stage, by building on whether the child has built a healthy 

basis of trust or not (Parker 2011:113). 
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More physical and neurological growth and development occurs in the first year of life than 

during any other life stage (Fowler & Dell 2006:36). In this first stage, a pre-language 

disposition of trust forms in the mutuality of one’s relationships with parents and other 

caregivers, with a total emotional orientation of trust offsetting mistrust. It takes form in the 

mutuality of one’s relationships with parents and others. It involves the basic rituals of care 

and interchange and mutuality (Fowler 1981:119). This sense of trust counteracts the 

unavoidable anxiety and mistrust that result from the series of emotional and cognitive 

experiences of separation and self-differentiation, which occurs during infant development. 

This stage is characterised by an early learning of the safety of their environment (warm, 

safe and secure vs. hurt, neglect and abuse). Experiences combining to form this trusting 

disposition include body contact and care; vocal and visual interplay; ritualised interactions 

associated with early play, feeding and tending; and the development of interpersonal 

affective atonement in the infant’s relations with caregivers. Factors such as these activate 

pre-potentiated capacities for finding coherence and reliability in self and primal others, for 

forming bonds of attachment with them and for shaping a disposition to trust the larger value 

and meaning commitments conveyed in parental care. Attachment between the young child 

and his or her parents is a process with important implications for the child’s future 

relationships. Attachment refers to the emotional bond, which begins at birth and is then 

nurtured thereafter, long term, specific to the individual adult and child combination, and that 

both stimulates, and is stimulated by physical closeness between them. After the successful 

attachment to the primary caregiver, the child can generalise the ability to attach emotionally 

to other people. The first year is key in shaping the young child’s ability to make healthy 

attachments in other relationships. For too many individuals, inadequate caregiving, abuse 

and neglect affects this important process. In Erikson’s framework, the developmental task 

of this period is characterised as the development of a sense of basic trust (Erikson 1964: 

page number; Zuckerman, Frank & Augustyn 1999). 

 

If consistent nurture is experienced, the child will develop a sense of trust and safety about 

the universe and the divine. On the contrary, negative experiences will cause the child to 

develop distrust with the universe and the divine. 

 

Anxiety and mistrust have their own developmental pattern of emergence that caregivers’ 

consistency and dependability help to offset (Erikson 1964; Fowler 1986b, 1996; Stern 

1985). Transition to the next stage begins with integration of thought and languages which 

facilitates the use of symbols in speech and play. 
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This stage correlates with Piaget’s sensorimotor stage. The sensorimotor stage is the first of 

the four stages in cognitive development which ‘extends from birth to the acquisition of 

language’ (Tuckman & Monetti 2011:22). In this stage, infants progressively construct 

knowledge and understanding of the world by coordinating experiences, such as vision and 

hearing, with physical interactions with objects, such as grasping, sucking and stepping. 

Infants gain knowledge of the world from the physical actions they perform within it and they 

progress from reflexive, instinctual action at birth to the beginning of symbolic thought 

towards the end of the stage (Piaget 1964:176). 

 

3.1.2. Stage 1: Intuitive–projective faith 

The intuitive–projective stage characterises the child of two to six or seven. In young 

children, gross motor, fine motor and cognitive development are intertwined processes 

related to the maturation timetables of the central and peripheral nervous systems. Neurons 

are migrating, proliferating and making more complex connections (Fowler & Dell 2006:37). 

With the production of neurotransmitters, children become capable of more sophisticated 

communications. Myelination, which is the sheathing of neurons in protective layers of fatty 

and protein substances, increases the rate of neuronal firing and aids in faster, more 

complex signals between brain cells and then, from the brain to the rest of the body. During 

the toddler and preschool years monumental brain development takes place, continuing a 

young child’s susceptibility to physical and emotional neglect and abuse (Krug & Mikus 

1999:52). At this time, positive and negative images are formed. These images will play a 

role even long after formed and will later be sorted into self-reflective values and thoughts. 

During this stage, the child will become conscious of himself or herself for the first time, 

which makes him or her egocentric and unaware of the needs and opinions of other people 

(Fowler 1986b:227; Parker 2011:114). 

 

During this stage, speech and symbols are used to organise sensory experience, and 

cause–effect relationships are poorly grasped. The child’s logic is episodic and intuitive. 

Fantasy and reality interpenetrate, which leads to values that are shaped by stories. One of 

the strengths of this stage is the birth of imagination and its ability to unify experience 

through powerful images. Faith development may be limited by the fact that unrestrained or 

destructive images can terrorise the child (Parker 2011:114). 

 

Cognitively, the toddler is in transition between Piagetian stages (Fowler & Dell 2006:37). 

The last phase of Piaget’s sensorimotor stage ensues in the first part of the child’s 2nd year. 

The preoperational stage emerges in the 3rd year as the child tries out representational play 
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and symbolic thought. Toddlers are curious about other children, and they progress from 

individual, solitary play to doing the same thing side by side, without any noteworthy 

interaction with each other (Fowler & Dell 2006:37). For Erikson, the primary issue of this 

stage is autonomy versus shame and doubt. If all goes as it should during this stage, the 

sought-after outcomes are the positive qualities of self-control and willpower (Dell & Dulcan, 

1998: page number; Erickson, 1963; Krug & Mikus, 1999; Lewis, 1997; Piaget, 1970, 1976). 

When children begin to use language to communicate about self and objects in the world, 

we see the emergence of a style of meaning making based on an emotional and perceptual 

ordering of experience. Imagination, not yet disciplined by consistent logical operations, 

responds to story, symbol, dream and experience (Fowler & Dell 2006:37–38). 

 

Children attempt to form images that can hold and order the combination of feelings and 

impressions stirred up by their encounters with the newness of both everyday reality and the 

shadow of mystery that surrounds and infiltrates it. Death becomes a cognisant focus as a 

source of danger and mystery. Incidents of power and powerlessness orient children to a 

deep existential concern about questions of security, safety, and the power of those on 

whom they rely for protection (Fowler & Dell 2006:38). Fantasy and make-believe are not 

distinguished from that which is factual. Interpretations and comprehensions of faith are 

drawn to symbols and images of visible power and size. Stories that represent the powers of 

good and evil in definite and clear-cut fashion are prized. These stories make it possible for 

children to symbolize and acknowledge the threatening urges and impulses that both 

fascinate and disturb them, while providing an identification with the vivid triumphs of good 

over evil that stories, such as fairy tales can provide (Bettelheim, 1977: page number).  

During this stage the possibility of aligning powerful religious symbols and images with deep 

feelings of terror and guilt, as well as of love and companionship, is there. Because of this, 

this stage has the potential for forming deep and long-lasting emotional and imaginal 

orientations—both for good and for evil (Fowler 1986a:16). 

Children also integrate and conceptualise God in the way that society has ingrained it into 

them through stories, fantasy and dramatic representations, during this stage. The things 

that influence this conceptualisation of God would be plays or puppet shows of Bible stories, 

stories told during Christian holidays and simplistic prayers. These would be the acts that 

children draw their information about religious ideas from (Newberg 2012:41). At this age, a 

child’s brain is constantly establishing many different connections and there is a tremendous 

expansion and over-connectedness between neurons (Newberg 2012:41–42) Because of 

this, there are few clearly defined rules and there is a sense of blending different 
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experiences and ideas. Because of this, children will most likely not see the problem with 

blending ideas about God with mundane things (Newberg 2012:42). The following 

conclusions regarding faith development in children can be drawn from Fowler’s faith 

development theory: 

 

During the first 2 years of a child’s life, he or she develops basic trust and empathy, or a lack 

thereof, with his or her primary caregiver. The type of interactions that take place during this 

phase underlie all future faith development for the individual. When thought and language 

begin to open the child up to the use of symbols in speech and ritual play, the child can then 

move on to Stage 1, which is Intuitive– projective faith. This is typical of children ages two 

through seven. Children in this age group are egocentric. During this stage, the child’s 

imagination is formed, but reality is not well differentiated from fantasy. For this reason, 

adults preaching about the negative aspects of religion like the devil and the evils of sin, can 

cause great harm to a child, leading him towards a very rigid, brittle and authoritarian 

personality as an adult. It is only when a child attains the capacity for concrete operational 

thinking that he or she can begin to move towards the second of James Fowler’s stages. 

 

3.2. Westerhoff’s ideas on faith development 

 

Westerhoff (2000) wrote that: 

…. there is a difference between learning about the Bible and living as a 

disciple of Jesus Christ. We are not saved by our knowledge, our beliefs, 

or our worship in the church; just as we are not saved by our actions or 

our religion. We are saved by the anguish and love of God, and to live 

according to that truth is to have faith (p. ad loc) 

 

He asks the question, ‘Will our children have faith?’, not ‘will our children believe?’, because 

‘faith’ is more than the totality of our beliefs. According to Westerhoff (2000: ad loc), faith 

grows like the rings of a tree, with each ring adding to and changing the tree somewhat yet 

building on that which has grown before. Therefore, Westerhoff (2000: ad loc) offers a tree 

analogy and proposes the following four rings which are involved in the growth process: 

 

Experienced faith: This stage takes place during pre-school and early childhood. During this 

stage, it is about: This is what ‘we’ do. This is how ‘we’ act. It is a time of imitation. For 

example, a child prays the Lord’s Prayer without understanding the meaning of all the words. 
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Affiliative faith: This stage takes place during the late childhood and early adolescent years 

(age 10–14). During this stage, it is about: This is what ‘we’ believe and do. This is ‘our’ 

group/church. It is a time of belonging to a group but is also still a time which centres on the 

imitation of what the group does. 

 

Searching faith: This stage take place during the late adolescence year (age 15–20). During 

this stage, it is about: Is this what ‘I’ believe? This is a time of asking questions and no 

longer blindly accepting what others have said. This stage of faith is adding the ‘head’ to the 

‘heart’ of the earlier states. 

 

Owned faith: This stage takes place during early adulthood (age 21–30). During this stage, it 

is about: This is what ‘I’ believe. This stage only comes through the searching stage. This is 

the strong, personal faith that one witnesses to and one is willing to die for (Westerhoff 2000: 

ad loc). 

 

As this article only focuses on the role that parents play during a child’s formative years 

(birth to age 7), only the ‘Experienced faith’ stage is of relevance. 

 

3.2.1. Experienced faith 

In the early years of life, we often state that faith is more ‘caught’ than ‘taught.’ Westerhoff 

(2000: ad loc) names this ‘experienced faith’. This experienced faith occurs during a critical 

child developmental period of a person’s life. Erik Eriksson and Jean Piaget, two major 

thinkers in child development, form the psychological foundation of Westerhoff’s faith 

development theories (Zietlow 2007:3). It is critical during this infancy stage that a baby can 

develop a basic sense of trust in himself or herself, in other people and in the world in 

general. Infants need emotional support that includes attention, warmth and touch, interest in 

what they are doing and empathy. When these basic emotional needs are not met, a child is 

not able to sense the world as trustworthy, and the possibility of healthy future development, 

emotional, social, intellectual, and spiritual is compromised (Graven 1999:50–52).  

 

If a child is unable to develop trust and to attach strongly to a caring adult it has implications 

for the child’s faith development, as a child who is unable to trust other people, may find it 

difficult to trust God. The child’s ability to trust and respond to his or her primary caregiver is 

the foundation for future development and critical in the way they hold their faith. Basic trust 

makes it possible for the child to have hope (Hymans 2004:36). 
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The key to experienced faith in early childhood is observation and reaction. Children see 

love and faith in their interaction with adults and they react to what they experience. At this 

stage, they are unable to consciously think about faith, as they are too young, but they 

demonstrate steadfast faith. The needs at this stage are to experience trust, love and 

acceptance. According to Westerhoff (2000: ad loc; 1976:98), little children need a few 

trusted and loving adults in their lives. 

 

3.3. The parent’s role in faith development and these theories 

How do these theories relate to the question ‘why parents play a role in the faith 

development of their children?’ 

 

According to Fowler (1981:119–121) and Westerhoff (2000: ad loc), the environment in 

which a child is raised and the relationships the child has with his or her caregivers play an 

important role in his or her faith development. This is reflected in an earlier study where 94% 

of the respondents indicated that they had positive relationships with their parents and 95% 

felt that their parents accepted them for who they are (Avenant 2015:65–66). 

 

Fowler (1981:123) indicates that imagination plays an important part in a child’s faith 

development. The child’s imagination can be best used through the telling of Bible stories 

that would broaden their knowledge of the Bible and assist in faith development; 96% of the 

respondents in this same study indicated that their parents took them to catechesis (Avenant 

2015:67), where these stories form part of the curriculum. According to 66% of the 

respondents, attending catechesis played an important role in their faith development. 

Westerhoff (2000: ad loc) states that children need to observe faith in their interaction with 

adults and be given the opportunity to react to what they experience. This is reflected in the 

fact that 81% of the respondents in the study attended church with their families regularly, 

41% regularly did Bible study at home, 65% had discussions with their parents about 

religious matters such as baptism and 58% of their mothers and 47% of their fathers 

discussed their own faith story8 with them (Avenant 2015:65–67). According to Strommen 

(1973:28), children follow the examples set by their parents, whether good or bad. This is 

also reflected in the fact that 91% of the respondents indicated that their parent’s morals and 

values had a direct influence on their own morals and values. 

 

                                                
8 Faith story can be defined as ‘a decision to choose Christ and to share my Christian beliefs 

and experiences’ (Avenant 2015:66). 
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3.4. Guidelines taken from ideas on faith development 

The following practical guidelines can be deducted from these ideas on faith development: 

 

3.4.1. Infancy (age 0–2): 

Although it seems implausible that any faith development could take place at this age, 

Fowler’s work shows that it is important for children to have a healthy basis to build their faith 

on. Westerhoff’s ideas on faith development (Westerhoff 2000:ad loc) hint to similar 

guidelines that can be followed by parents. He also states the importance of infants growing 

up in an environment that allows them to build trust in themselves as well as the other adults 

in their lives. Parents need to place emphasis on the development of trust between 

themselves and their child. The child’s environment should be a safe one, and even though 

adults might see some of the child’s needs as being mundane (feeding, sleeping, etc.), they 

still need to be fulfilled in order for the child to build the necessary trust. 

 

3.4.2. Early childhood (age 3–7) 

Key words during this stage are imagination, visual, egocentric and example. 

 

As the child’s imagination plays a big role in their development (Fowler 1981:123), parents 

should make use of dramatic stories to teach a child more about God. ‘Daniel in the Lions’ 

Den’, ‘Samson’ and ‘David and Goliath’ are all good examples of ‘stories’ that parents can 

tell their children that will allow them to build a basic knowledge of God. At this age, reality is 

not well differentiated from fantasy. For this reason, adults preaching about the negative 

aspects of religion – the devil and the evils of sin – can cause great harm to a child of this 

age. 

 

Because the child can still be egocentric, parents should address their individual needs 

when it comes to their faith and its development. A simple scenario would be that instead of 

dealing with death, heaven and the afterlife in general, to wait until death has a personal 

impact on the child’s life and then raising the subject with the child and explaining how it fits 

into his or her faith and religion. 

 

During this stage, children acquire knowledge mainly through observation (Fowler 1981:124; 

1986b:227; Parker 2011:114; Westerhoff 2000: ad loc). Parents should make use of this 

when talking to their children about faith. Something as simple as a picture in a children’s 

Bible can be used to great effect. This includes the way they observe their parents dealing 

with faith and religion. The example set by these adults in a child’s life is very important. An 
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adult cannot teach a child that to tell a lie is a sin, if the child observes the adult lying 

themselves. 

 

Westerhoff (2000: ad loc) states that “while we need to provide experiences for each style of 

faith, we also need to provide experiences that help persons to move from one style of faith 

to another”. As children during early childhood mainly receive these experiences from their 

parents, their parents should assist them in moving on to the next style of faith. Westerhoff 

(2000:ad loc) also states that another way the development of a child’s faith can be 

understood is by looking at it in terms of human development and the maturation process 

from lower to higher stages of development. The child is seen as a seed and the parent as a 

gardener caring for the seed until they grow up naturally. “This is the philosophy of 

Rousseau and the developmental psychology of Piaget” (Westerhoff 2000:ad loc). 

 

4. What should be going on: The parent’s role and guidelines in the Bible 

Osmer’s third task of practical theology (2008:79) is the normative task. The task asks, 

‘What ought to be going on?’ Here, the third question would be aimed at the exegesis of a 

biblical passage that will assist in understanding the role that parents should play in the faith 

development of their children. 

 

4.1. Deuteronomy 6: 4–9 and faith development 

The fifth book of the Torah was known in Jewish circles as ‘אלה הדברים’ (these are the 

words) (Harrison 1969:634). Deuteronomy consists of a collection of the last addresses 

given ‘to all of Israel’ by Moses, on the plains of Moab (Dt 1:1). Deuteronomy 6: 4–99 forms 

part of a section which can be categorised as “Exhortation of the Law” (Harrison 1969:634) 

or ‘the shema’ (Biddle 2003:143)10. 

 

It is important to note that this section (Dt 6:4–9) begins in Deuteronomy 5 where it is stated 

that Moses called ‘'כל־ישׂראל (all of Israel). The reason for this calling together of all Israel is 

to teach them the ‘statutes and ordinances’ of the Lord (Dt 5:1), so that they may organise 

                                                
94 ‘Hear, O Israel: The LORD our God, the LORD is one. 5 You shall love the LORD your 

God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your might. 6 And these words 

that I command you today shall be on your heart. 7 You shall teach them diligently to your 

children, and shall talk of them when you sit in your house, and when you walk by the way, 

and when you lie down, and when you rise. 8 You shall bind them as a sign on your hand, 

and they shall be as frontlets between your eyes. 9 You shall write them on the doorposts of 

your house and on your gates ( Dt 6-4:9). 
10 The reference to this section (Dt 6:4–9) as the shema comes from the first Hebrew word 

used in Deuteronomy 6:4: “ שׁמע ישׂראל” (hear, O Israel). 
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their communal (including family) life according to the Lord’s purposes (Biddle 2003:101).11 

In Deuteronomy 6:7, the Israelites are ordered to teach their children about their faith 

diligently, as the future of the family and the nation depends on the religious education of the 

generations to come (Rushdoony 2008:117–118). Nakhai (2014:54) also highlights this 

importance of the pedagogical purpose of family religious education“related to those aspects 

of life that were of greatest concern to all Israelites: sustenance and economic survival, on 

the one hand, and health and reproduction, on the other” (see also Christensen [2001:143] 

who focuses specifically on Deuteronomy).  

 

When using the term ‘family’ in the context of ancient Israel, it does not refer to a nuclear 

family as understood in the 21st century. Rather when Israel is told to think and talk of these 

teachings ‘בביתך’ (in your house), it is referring to the so-called בית אב (father’s house). On 

the contrary, this בית אב referred to the extended family in Israelite society who was, like all 

others ancient Mediterranean societies of this time, a collectivistic society (Pilch 2012:118).12 

This meant on the one hand that family centredness referred to the family as the centre of 

social interaction for the members thereof, but also on the other hand as the “system of 

meaning” out of which the collective group organised their understanding of the world 

(McVann 1993:75–76; see also Faust & Bunimovitz 2014; Nakhai 2014). This meant that 

each individual in the בית אב is : 

… dependent on others for their sense of identity, for their understanding 

of their role and status in society, for clues to the duties and rights they 

have, and for indications of what is honorable and shameful behavior.  

(Neyrey 1993:94; see also Pilch 2012:119–120). 

Thus, the responsibility of the parents to educate the child was not one of individual 

responsibility, but because they formed part of ‘13’.כל־ישׂראל The focus on teaching children 

                                                
11 Although the focus of this discussion is on the family life (which was included in 

communal live; see below) of Israel, it should be noted that kinship (family), politics, 

economics and religion where not separate institutions (Horsley 2009:1–16). Thus, the laws 

of Deuteronomy (including the shema) focused on the household (בית) of each Israelite 

family, but at the same time it always has a communal focus as well (Horsley 2009:17–28). 
12 For a more detailed discussion on the structure of the family as described in the Pentateuch 

see Matthews’ (2003:291–299) discussion on family relationships with focus on the texts of 

the Pentateuch. 
13 This does not mean that there was not certain individual with specific responsibilities in the 

household. For example ‘the burden of health and reproduction fell most heavily upon the 

shoulders of individual women within the family’ (Nakhai 2014:54). Also the teaching and 

retelling of the central stories, myths and laws of Israel were passed on by the head of the 

house (Pilch 2012:118). At the same time it needs to be noted that these roles of the woman 

and head of the house was still determined by the larger group, and they performed these 

roles because this is what was expected of them by the larger group. 
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‘these words’, within the context of the family, always and everywhere, illustrates the 

pedagogical purpose of Deuteronomy. The contents of the book Deuteronomy were the 

primary curriculum in the religious education of ancient Israel. (Christensen 2001:143). 

 

Jewish children were considered as one of the most important parts of all of Israel. They 

believed that children were most dear to the heart of God and that their birth is a cause of 

celebration (Gn 21:6–7). This importance of childbirth is shown clearly in the narrative of 

God’s interaction with Abraham where one of the “prominent themes that drives the 

patriarchal narratives is the divine (and sometimes miraculous) provision of seed” (Carroll 

2003:620).  

 

Because of this importance of children, their education was considered a very important task 

(Pridmore 1978:3; Rhodes 2003:87). Because they were the Israel of the future, great 

importance was attached to their education (Pridmore 1978:3). According to Rhodes 

(2003:87) in the Old Testament, there were no schools for Jewish children to attend and the 

home was the absolute centre of education for them. In light of what has been said above 

regarding the cultural differences, such a stance cannot be maintained. For just as the 21st 

century idea of ‘family’ is not equivalent to that of ancient Israel, so also the idea of an 

educational centre (school) would seem strange.  

 

There could easily have been certain scribal schools that existed in Israel in the pre-exilic 

period, but the term ‘school’ is only mentioned explicitly for the first time in Ben Sira 51:2314 

(c. 180 BCE), clearly showing the Hellenistic paideia influence on the thoughts of Jewish 

wisdom (Duling 1995:171; see also Matthews 2006:201–204). During the time referred to in 

Deuteronomy, the education of the children would not have taken place in an οἴκῳ παιδείας, 

but rather in the (extended) family group (kinship group). In this case, all the participants of 

the kinship group would have taken it upon themselves to “nurture and educate the children. 

As they grew, these children would be socialized into the appropriate social and gender 

roles” (Carroll 2003:620). This form of education also included a clear religious component, 

in teaching the children how they should act in all aspects of life as being part of the 

covenant people of the Lord God (Carroll 2003:620; Horsley 2009; Pilch 2012:118–121).  

 

In the New Testament period, children between the ages of six and twelve attended local 

schools where they would be taught by a rabbi of good character. If a child had to receive 

                                                
14 ‘Draw near to me, you who are uneducated, and lodge in a house of instruction [οἴκῳ 

παιδείας]’ (Sirag 51:23; New English Translation of the Septuaginta). 
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further education, they would travel to Jerusalem and study under one of the greater rabbis 

(Rhodes 2003:87–88). It is however important to realise that the schools were not intended 

to take the place of parents in the religious education of their children.  

 

Parents educated their children in the art of godly living, and when the children became 

adults, they would do the same for their children (Rhodes 2003:88). The Jewish historian 

Josephus (AD 37 – c. 100) wrote: 

Above all we pride ourselves on the education of our children 

(παιδοτροφίαν), and regard the most essential task in life the observance 

of our law, and of the pious practices based thereon. (Ag. Ap. 1.60; Bakke 

2005:176) 

 

When taking a closer look at the Hebrew text15 of Deuteronomy 6:4–9, the following is 

important: 

 

  The Hebrew word used for ‘shall teach’ (ש  ׁ  can literally be translated ,(ננתם

as ‘to repeat’, ‘to whet’ or ‘to sharpen’. The Hebrew word used for ‘children’ 

 refers to a son or daughter of any age. It was therefore, the parent’s ,(בני)

responsibility to continuously teach their children through repetition 

ש)  ׁ  Jewish parents wanted to ‘whet their children’s appetites for the .(ננתם

things of God’ (Rhodes 2003:88). 

 

It is also imperative to note that ‘teach’ is used in the present tense. According to Rhodes 

(2003:88), this means that this would be a continuous and ongoing activity. Pridmore 

(1978:3) also states that children were to be taught the words and works of God in the home 

 where they were a natural topic of regular conversation. This can also be deducted ,(בבית)

from the rest of verse 7, which states that they “shall talk of them when you sit in your house, 

and when you walk by the way, and when you lie down, and when you rise”. Religious 

education was there for not just an activity that should take place on the Sabbath, but 

something that should happen all day, every day. Although there are few other religious 

communities that had such a zeal for the education of their children such as Judaism, it was 

                                                
ד׃    4 15 הוָָ֥ה׀ אֶחָָֽ ינוּ יְׁ ַ֖ הוָָ֥ה אֱלֹה  ל יְׁ ֵ֑ רָא  ע יִשְׁ ַ֖ מ   שְׁ

בָ       5 כָל־לְׁ יךָ בְׁ הוָָ֣ה אֱלֹהֵֶ֑ ת יְׁ ַ֖ תָָּ֔ א  בְׁ ה  אָָ֣ ךָ׃וְׁ אֹדֶָֽ כָל־מְׁ ךַָ֖ וּבְׁ שְׁ כָל־נ פְׁ ךָָ֥ וּבְׁ בְׁ  

ךָ׃      6 בָבֶָֽ ל־לְׁ וֹם ע  יַ֖ ךָָ֛ ה  וְּׁ צ  י מְׁ ר אָנֹכִִ֧ לֶה אֲשֶֶׁ֨ ים הָא ֵ֗ בָרִָ֣ דְׁ הָי֞וּ ה   וְׁ

בְׁ       7 שָכְׁ בְׁ רֶךְ וָּֽ דֶָּ֔ ךָָ֣ ב  תְׁ לֶכְׁ ךָָ֙ וּבְׁ יתֶֶׁ֨ ב  ךָָ֤ בְׁ תְׁ שִבְׁ ם בְׁ תַָ֖ בֵָ֑ רְׁ דִב  יךָ וְׁ בָנֶָּ֔ ם לְׁ תָָ֣ נְׁ שִנ  ךָ׃וְׁ קוּמֶָֽ ךַָ֖ וּבְׁ  

יךָ׃      8 ינֶָֽ ין ע  ָ֥ ת ב  טֹטָפַֹ֖ וּ לְׁ הָיָ֥ ךָ וְׁ ל־יָדֵֶ֑ וֹת ע  אַ֖ ם לְׁ תָָ֥ רְׁ ש   וּקְׁ

יךָ׃      9 עָרֶָֽ ךָ וּבִשְׁ יתֶַ֖ ת ב  זוּזָֹ֥ ל־מְׁ ם ע  תָָ֛ בְׁ ת   .(Talstra, 2006) וּכְׁ

 



 

30 
 

also held in check by the fact that they realised that a child could not be expected to 

undertake religious obligations beyond their years. One of the finest insights of the rabbinic 

attitude towards children was that children should be treated as children and not as adults 

(Pridmore 1978:4). 

 

How does this answer the question, what should be going on, with regard to the role that 

parents play in the faith development of their young child? 

 

Before answering a note should be given on how a correlation between the family group 

(kinship-group) in the ancient Mediterranean world and the family of the 21st century could 

be drawn. As shown above, the family group was a central and important social convention 

for educating the children of ancient Israel. This central convention taught them all aspects 

of life, from their roles in the community (e.g. gender roles) to their religious beliefs and 

practices. The importance of the family institute is further highlighted by the unique attention 

the covenant laws in Deuteronomy (and the rest of the Pentateuch) pay to orphans, that is, 

children who have lost their family group or an important person therein (the father, e.g. see 

Horsley’s [2009] discussion of this). Although what is meant by family in the 21st century is 

not the same as in the time of Israel, an important aspect of this article is the centrality role 

that the family plays in the religious education of children. In light of this, it can be deducted 

from the text of Deuteronomy that parents (i.e. the family structure whether ancient or 

modern) play an important role in the faith development and education of young children. 

 

Further, it also emphasises the fact that conversations about religion and faith should be an 

ongoing and everyday occurrence in the household. Religious education, and conversations 

about faith, was not a topic that Jewish parents left solely as a responsibility of people 

outside the kinship group but was conducted specifically ‘בבית/בית אב’ (in-house or father’s 

house). That is to say, the core group (kinship-group) that gave the children a sense of 

identity and belonging (Neyrey 1993) was the group that educated them in the myths, 

customs and beliefs of their group. 

 

Therefore, in our own time, parents should not leave the education of their children to 

reverends and catechesis teachers, especially considering that today’s society is much less 

group orientated and that the only group children feel they belong to in their early life is the 

core family. 
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4.2. Guidelines taken from Deuteronomy 6:4–9 

From Deuteronomy 6: 4–9, three guidelines on how parents should teach their children 

about their faith can be deducted. 

 

Firstly, diligently, as seen in verse 7. This means that although parents have other important 

responsibilities, there is none as important as their religious education. 

 

Secondly, it should take place regularly, as seen in the rest of verse 7. Being a part of their 

child’s faith development should not be something that only happens while attending church 

or catechesis. Talking about faith should be part of everyday life and normal activities around 

a child’s home. According to van Staden (2015:66), only 11% of the respondents in the study 

discussed earlier, stated that their parents played no role in their faith development. The 

following actions played an important role in their relationship between them, their parents 

and their faith development (van Staden 2015:66): regularly attending church as a family, 

discussions about faith and religion between them and their parents and doing Bible study 

as a family at home. 

 

Thirdly, it should take place through example. In verse 8 and 9, parents are instructed to 

…bind them as a sign on your hand, and they shall be as frontlets 

between your eyes.9 You shall write them on the doorposts of your house 

and on your gates16. 

This is a practical step that parents had to take, which continuously reminded them of the 

Law and how they were supposed to live. Parents could not just instruct their children on 

how they should live but had a constant reminder that they too should live and act in an 

appropriate way. According to van Staden (2015:66), 95% of the respondents in the above-

mentioned study stated that their parent’s morals and values had an impact on their own 

morals and values. From this statistic, it becomes quite clear that the example set by parents 

play a large role in faith development of children. 

 

5. How might we respond: Guidelines for parents 

Osmer’s fourth task of practical theology (2008:79) is the pragmatic. The task asks, ‘How 

might we respond?’. Here, the last question would be aimed at finding practical guidelines to 

assist parents in the faith development of their children. 

 

From the research done, the following practical guidelines can be deducted: 

                                                
16 Dt 6:8-9 
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From birth, the environment in which a child grows up should be one of safety where all 

basic needs are met. This will ensure for a strong basis of trust on which faith can develop 

(Fowler 1981:120; Westerhoff 2000:ad loc 89). 

 

The child should see his or her parents interact with faith, through Bible study, church 

attendance, discussions about faith and their relationships with other people, and be given 

the opportunity to react to this (Westerhoff 2000:ad loc). 

 

Parents should continuously and regularly educate their children about their religion, as seen 

in Deuteronomy 6:4–9. This is done through discussion, studying the Word together and 

setting the right example in their own lives. A subject should also not only be discussed 

once, but repeatedly, so that the child may grasp the subject and understand. 

 

When children are being told stories from the Bible, parents should try to use vivid images as 

children at this age are stimulated through the things they can see (Fowler 1981:124). The 

child’s imaginations should be enticed, as this plays an important role in the way that they 

gather information and develop their knowledge (Fowler 1986b:227). These could include 

puppets, songs with movements and activities that present the stories in a concrete way, 

such as building Noah’s ark from clay. 

 

As the child is still egocentric (Fowler & Dell 2006:38), discussions should be aimed at the 

child’s personal needs if possible. This can be done by addressing problems that the child 

may be facing in their own lives or speaking to an interest that the child has at that time. For 

example, if a young child is fascinated by animals, it would be a good time to tell them the 

story of how the world was created, or Noah’s ark. A child who is afraid can be taught about 

a God who is always there, whatever the circumstances. 

 

From the study published in 2015 (Avenant 2015:65–67), it becomes clear that parents can 

do the following to assist their children in faith development: 

• giving their child(ren) a happy and healthy environment to grow up in 

• regularly attending church with their child(ren) 

• allowing child(ren) to regularly attend catechesis 

• discussing issues of faith, such as baptism with their child(ren) 

• telling their own faith story to their child(ren) 

• setting good moral values for themselves, which their child(ren) can then follow. 
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6. Conclusion 

The importance of the role that parents play in the faith development of children is immense. 

A baby’s or an infant’s interaction with his or her parents forms the basis on which he or she 

will build their developing faith. If this foundation is not placed down correctly, problems 

might arise later in the child’s faith development. 

 

Although it is important for children to attend church with their parents and attend catechesis, 

the way their parents conduct themselves on a day-to-day basis will also influence the child’s 

faith development. Parents need to discuss matters of faith, relevant to the young child’s life 

and circumstances with the child. 

 

Parents should take the time to have discussions with their children and not go out from the 

idea that this should be the work of the reverend at church or the catechesis teacher, but 

work with them to assist their children in their faith development process. Parents should 

also pay attention to setting a good example for their children and follow simple practical 

guidelines. Then, they as parents, as well as their significant others, will fulfil the role that 

they as parents should play in the faith development of their child. 

 

This article sets out to answer Osmer’s (2008:4) four questions of practical theology: what is 

going on, why is this going on, what ought to be going on and how might we respond? As a 

summary, these questions can now be answered as follows: 

 

What is going on? According to the study published in 2015 by Nel and van der Westhuizen, 

parents already play an important role in the faith development of children who later become 

active young members of the church. 

 

Why is this going on? Faith development theories show that children who form healthy 

relationships with their caregivers experience their parent’s faith in everyday life and can 

react to what they experience, and children who are taught about religion by engaging their 

imaginations as well as stimulating them visually are able to develop their faith. 

 

What ought to be going on? Taking Deuteronomy 6:4–9 into account, and looking at it 

through historical critical lens, one can deduce that the role of parents in the faith 

development of the child is immense. That is, parents need to pay attention to this 

responsibility on a regular basis and that this should be done through words and examples. 
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How might we respond? By taking the theory and statistics into account, it is possible to 

equip parents to assist their children in the faith development process by giving them 

practical guidelines to follow. 

 

As Jewish people realised very early on, it is our children who will carry on our faith and 

religion and share it with others. This will however only be possible if we support them in 

their process of faith development. For parents to be able to do this, they need to be 

informed of how they can assist their children in this process and be equipped to do so to the 

best of their abilities. 
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SECTION C: CONCLUSION: 
 

What motivated this study was the perceived need for practical guidelines that parents could 

use in the development of their children’s faith from birth to seven years of age. These 

guidelines were to incorporate the faith development theories of James Fowler and John 

Westerhoff as well as Biblical guidelines as given in Deuteronomy 6:4-9.  Theories by 

Sigmund Freud, Eric Erikson and Jean Piaget, relating to early childhood development were 

also taken in to consideration, as the development of young child cannot be 

compartmentalised.  

 

In order to formulate these guidelines, Osmer’s (2008:4) core task of Practical Theology, and 

its four questions, namely, “What is going on?”, “Why is this going on?”, “What ought to be 

going on?” and “How might we respond?” were used. 

 

With the first question, “What is going on”, the empirical-descriptive task, was used to assess 

and evaluate the role that parents currently play in the faith development of children. This 

was done by using the results of an empirical study, which has previously been done and 

published by Nel and Van der Westhuizen (2015). This question was answered by making 

use of the statistics gathered by Nel and Van der Westhuizen (2015) which focussed on the 

Nederdutch Reformed Church of Africa, the Reformed Churches in South Africa and the 

Dutch Reformed Church. From this research it became clear that parents, and especially the 

mother, plays an important role in the faith development of a young child. People from 

outside the family structure, such as Reverends, only started playing a larger role once the 

children became older. 

 

After determining that parents play an important role, the next step was to find out why they 

play such an important role. With the second question, “Why is this going on?”, the 

interpretative task, was used to interpret faith development theories and determine why 

parents play the important role as deducted in the first question. This was done by 

interpreting and evaluating faith development theories of Fowler and Westerhoff and made 

use of information from early childhood development theorists, such as Freud, Piaget and 

Erikson.   

 

Fowler’s (1981:119–199) first two stages of faith development, namely “Stage 0: Primal or 

undifferentiated faith” and “Stage 1: Intuitive–projective faith” were considered the most 

important stages for this study, as these are the stages that children move through from birth 

to age 7.  Westerhoff’s (2000: ad loc.) first stage, “Experienced faith” was discussed, as this 
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is the stage which includes the first seven years of children’s lives.  When taking the 

information gained from these two theorist, and those discussed of Freud, Piaget and 

Erikson in to consideration, it became clearer why parents play an important role in the faith 

development of their children and the guidelines which the parents could use started taking 

form.  

 

The third question, “What ought to be going on?”, the normative task, examined the 

theological concept of faith development in children and the role that parents should play. An 

exegesis was done on Deuteronomy 6:4-9 using a grammatical historical method. A 

literature study was also performed. From this it became clear that, although the “family” was 

seen in a different form than how we view it today, parents still played a vital role in the 

religious education of their children, and that parents today should follow suit.  After a 

thorough exegesis of the passage, three guidelines from this passage were taken that are 

still relevant to parents today.  

 

The final question, “How might we respond?”, the pragmatic task, was used to formulate 

guidelines to assist parents in this task of their young child’s faith development.  This was 

done by taking all the information gathered in answering the first three question, and in doing 

so the theory is put in to practice.  

 

By answering these four questions as set out by Osmer (2008:4), the specific objectives for 

this study, which were set out in Section A, were met. These specific objectives were: 

• To evaluate the role that parents currently play in the faith development of children 

(What is going on? - Empirical-Descriptive perspective on the role that parents are 

currently fulfilling in the faith development of their children). 

• To determine the factors that influence the role that parents play in the faith 

development of children (Why is this going on? – Interpretive perspective on faith 

development theories to determine why parents play this role). 

• To determine what guidelines are given in the Bible for the role that parents should 

play (What ought to be going on? – Examine the theological concept of faith 

development in children and the role that parents should play). 

• To use the research results to describe the role that parents should play in the faith 

development of their children during their formative years (Why is this going on? – 

Pragmatic perspective on how parents can fulfil the required role in the faith 

development of their children by giving basic guidelines). 
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Follow up studies to determine the effect that other types of families (for example, single 

parent households due to divorce, single parent households due to the death of one parent, 

child headed households, or children growing up with grandparents) have on the faith 

development of children from birth to age seven is possible.  This type of research would be 

of great importance as these types of families are becoming more common in South Africa.  
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