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FAITH FORMATION FORTHE 21ST CENTURY

JOHN ROBERTO

What would a 215t century
approach to lifelong faith
formation look like? If we were
to “start from scratch,” what
models of faith formation would
we create to engage 21 century
people in lifelong faith growth
and learning? I’ve spent a lot of
time over the past five years
thinking about these questions,
imaging what faith formation
would look like if we develop it
using 215 century technologies,
just as an earlier era of faith
formation adopted the
technology of schooling and the
printing press to produce
instructional educational models
using catechisms and textbooks.

Old Models, New Trends

Many of the models of faith
formation that congregations use
today were developed in the 19
and 20 centuries and built on
assumptions about generations,
families, congregations, and
society that are no longer true.
Since the 1990°s we have
experienced significant
generational change in the younger
generations (40 and younger)
influencing the entire society,
including the older generations.
Among the most significant trends
are:

* the increasing number of
“Nones”—those who are not
affiliated with any religion—
representing 15% of all
Americans and almost 25% of
those in their 20’s;

* the increasing number of those
who are “Spiritual but not
Religious,” representing almost
20% of all those in their 20’s and
30’s;

Imagine what faith formation
would look like
if we develop it

using 21 century technologies,

just as an earlier era
of faith formation
adopted the technology of
schooling and
the printing press.

* a greater acceptance and embrace
of diversity—cultural, religious,
sexual, and in family structures—
among the young generations
that is transforming American
society at large, especially the
attitudes of the older generations;

¢ declining participation in Sunday
worship and sacraments/rites of
passage (marriage, baptism)
among all generations, but
especially those who are 40 and
younger; and

¢ declining levels of family faith
practice and socialization at
home—reflecting the increase in
“Nones” and the “Spiritual but
not Religious,” and the lack of
continuous connection to a faith
community among young adults
and young married couples.

These trends are having a
significant impact on a life cycle
approach to faith formation and
church life—an approach built on
faith transmission from generation
to generation, beginning with
marriage and baptism and
continuing throughout life. As
congregations experience fewer
marriages in the church and people
marrying later, we are seeing fewer

baptisms and fewer young families,
resulting in lower Sunday worship
attendance and participation in
church life.

We need new approaches to
lifelong faith formation that are
responsive to current trends in our
people and society, that incorporate
the latest thinking about learning and
faith growth, and utilize the new
learning technologies available to us.

Increasing Diversity

We are experiencing increasing
diversity: generational diversity
(iGeneration, Millennials, Generation
X, Baby Boomers, and Builders); life
cycle diversity (ten decades of life);
and family diversity (married couples
with children, married couples without
children, single parents, multi-
generational families, unmarried
couples with children, and more). We
also know that the religious and
spiritual needs of people today are
more diverse than ever. In the Faith
Formation 2020 Initiative, we
identified four “profiles” of people
with distinct needs: 1) people of
vibrant faith and active engagement in
the church community; 2) people who
participate occasionally but are not
actively engaged in the church or
spiritually committed; 3) people who
are spiritual but not religious, and not
involved in a Christian denomination;
and 4) people who are uninterested in
the spiritual life and unaffiliated with
religion.

New Technologies

We are experiencing a
convergence of new web and digital
technologies that are transforming life
and learning and the tremendous
growth of religious content and
experiences in digital form—the Bible,
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Bible studies, prayer and spiritual
practices, daily devotions, online
courses, to name only a few
examples. Think of all the
religious content created each day
by religious publishers and
organizations, seminaries and
universities, congregations, and
individuals.

A Lifelong Faith Formation
Network

Congregations have the
potential for developing 215
century faith formation. It is now
possible for a congregation to
provide faith formation for
everyone, anytime, anywhere,
24x7x365. It is now possible to
customize and personalize faith
formation around the life tasks and
issues, interests, and religious and
spiritual needs of people of all
ages. It is now possible to offer a
wide diversity of programs,
activities, and resources that
incorporate a variety of ways to
learn—on your own, with a
mentor, at home, in small groups,
in large groups, in the
congregation, and in the
community and world—delivered
in physical gathered settings and
virtual online settings.

Christian faith formation is
beginning the shift from the “one-
size fits all” model of curriculum
and programming of the 20t
century. In my own work, I am
developing, “A Lifelong Faith
Formation Network” model,
reflecting our “Age of the
Network,” that applies the features
of a network approach to
congregational faith formation. A
Lifelong Faith Formation Network
provides a personalized,
customized faith formation for all
ages and generations, 24x7x365,
using a variety of ways to learn in
both physical places and virtual
spaces.

Imagine the possibilities of a
network approach that integrates
new web and digital technologies

with the diversity of religious
content and experiences now
available.

* Imagine creating an online faith

formation center where people of
all ages and generations can find
(and link to) high quality
religious content
and experiences
—worship,
prayer, spiritual
practices, Bible
study, Christian

Christian faith formation
is beginning the shift from
the “one-size fits all”’ needs.

refocusing “class time” on
presenting projects and
demonstrating their learning.

* Imagine offering “versions” of a

confirmation program—with
online and face-to-face activities
—so that young people (with the
help of a guide) can select the
content and
activities most
reflective of
their religious
and spiritual

?rzl(li?tfisoﬁlsld model of curriculum *Imagine a
: ) : small group of
rituals and and programming young adults
milestones, of the 20®" century. studying the
music, and so Bible online,
much more. connecting
* Imagine offering virtually through

a wide variety of online Bible
and theology courses for
individual and small group adult
study by selecting the best
offerings on iTunes University
and from college and seminary
continuing education programs,
cataloging and linking to them on
the church’s faith formation
website, connecting adults who
want to study a particular course
together, and then creating a blog
or wiki for people to share their
reflections and learning with
each other and whole church
community.

* Imagine parents having access to

the best knowledge for parenting
through their church’s website
(print, audio, video) and starting
a parenting wiki to share their
experiences and insights—and
inviting all parents from the
congregation (and around the
world) to join them.

Imagine redesigning children’s

faith formation so that children
are doing projects and activities
with their parents online (at a
secure site, such as Edmodo
(www.edmodo.com), and then

Skype each week, and sharing
their written reflections in their
Bible study blog.

* Imagine a small group of young

people who want to learn more
about Christianity by taking an
online college-level theology
course together using a free
course online from the “catalog”
at iTunesU.

Imagine an adult group studying

the Bible from Genesis to
Revelation using online videos
and study guides and then
sharing their reflections with the
whole congregation through blog
entries on the church website.

Imagine a group of people who

love art exploring images of
Jesus in artwork by virtually
studying art in the great museums
of the world, such as the Vatican
museum, and meeting online and
in-person to share their
reflections.

* Imagine a six-week program for

youth and/or adults on
understanding the history,
tradition, and practices of world


http://www.edmodo.com
http://www.edmodo.com
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religions with guest speakers
from around the country/world
presenting live via Skype or via
YouTube video, and using the
Patheos world religions website
(www.patheos.com) as a “text”
for study.

* Imagine a justice and service

center where people of all ages
can learn about pressing social
issues, explore Biblical and
church teaching on justice, and
find ways to act through local and
global projects and organizations.
We live in a remarkable time
for Christian faith formation. We

are experiencing a convergence of
new web and digital technologies
that are transforming life and
learning and the tremendous
growth of religious content and
experiences in digital form. A
Lifelong Faith Formation Network
provides one way to integrate this
convergence for the good of the
whole congregation.

We’ve only just begun!

Resources

Here are several resources to
help you learn more about Faith
Formation 2020 and a Lifelong
Faith Formation Network:

A Lifelong Faith Formation
Network. Lifelong Faith
Journal.Volume 5.2,
Summer 201 1.
(www.LifelongFaith.com)

Faith Formation 2020 website:
www.FaithFormation202
0O.net

Lifelong Faith website:
www.LifelongFaith.com

Roberto, John. Faith Formation
2020: Designing the
Future of Faith Formation.
Naugatuck: LifelongFaith
Associates, 2010
(www.LifelongFaith.com)

John Roberto of LifelongFaith Associates is the editor of the Lifelong Faith

Journal and author of Faith Formation 2020: Designing the Future of Faith Formation.
He also works on the staff of Vibrant Faith Ministries in Minneapolis coordinating
the Faith Formation Learning Exchange
(www.FaithFormationLearningExchange.net). John works as a consultant to
churches and national organizations, teaches courses and conducts workshops in
faith formation, and has authored books and program manuals in youth ministry,
family ministry, and intergenerational faith formation. John created the theory and
practice of Generations of Faith—an intergenerational, lifelong approach to faith
formation—and administered the five-year Lilly Endowment funded project to
develop lifelong faith formation in Catholic parishes across the U.S.
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