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The title of this presentation is Understanding Human Behavior, Part 5.  
 
So far in this series, we’ve looked at six principles of brain function to understand what 
children need at each age for healthy development and also to understand why adults act 
like they do sometimes, as well. We applied them to the family environment to show 
parents how to use information about brain development to promote the development of 
their children. And today, as promised, we’re going to apply that to the congregation.  
 
We ended the last presentation with a quote from the apostle Paul. So let’s look at it 
again. It’s in Galatians 4:26, where he said: 
 
Gal. 4:26 – But Jerusalem, which is above, is free, which is the mother of us all. So 
Jerusalem above – that’s the church – and that’s the mother of us all. We all need the 
church like we need a mother spiritually. We all need spiritual nurturing, socializing. 
 
Have you ever watched parents with little, pre-kindergarten kids out in public – how 
they’re always instructing them about how to behave themselves? There are just so many 
things they need to learn. We need that. We need nourishment. And we need skill-
training and a lot of other things, too. And our mother – the church – is the entity that 
God has provided to produce all those things for us. So what that means is – for us, as 
adults – that we also need to be sure that, as a part of the church, we play our part in the 
congregation and contribute to the support of nurturing others and especially the children 
in our midst.  
 
We used the term last time – we talked about – the secure base that children need to build 
as infants. They’ve learned this out of the brain research that’s come up. The church, 
actually, is supposed to be like that for us. It’s our secure base. I read a paper recently 
from the Center for American Values. They talked about one of the things that the human 
brain needs is an authoritative community to be a part of. That’s the term that they used. 
Of course, they’re trying to talk about religious things without using religious 
terminology. So our authoritative community is the church. One of the things that that 
authoritative community – or secure spiritual base, or congregation, or group – is 
supposed to do is to reinforce parental values.  
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So when we think about that – when we think about taking our kids to a place where they 
meet other people, and other adults, other peers – we need to make sure that the group 
we’re attending essentially has the same values, or very similar to ours. If we do that, 
then, when our kids go to church with us, that really supports us as parents at home. They 
see the family values lived out by other people and then they know it isn’t just something 
that mom and dad came up with. It’s bigger than that. That lived Christian life – we talk 
about that all the time – what a powerful thing that is, when Jesus Christ lives His life in 
us! And if we’re not participating in that very much, then that takes away all the positive 
and turns it into a negative. And children just have radar for adults’ feelings and attitudes. 
If you’re in a group where everybody is upset, they’re going to feel insecure and 
unsettled about it.  
 
Children know that they depend on adults for everything that they have. So they become 
anxious when adults are not getting along with each other. It’s not a secure base for them. 
But if you have that secure situation – where everybody gets along and they’re all on the 
same page values-wise – then that becomes an incredible positive for children to be in the 
presence of other people that agree with their parents.  
 
Let’s look in 1 Thessalonians 5:12. This is what Paul said a congregation needed to be 
like – at least in part – one of the things – part of the material that he covered. He says: 
 
1 Thess. 5:12 -  Now we ask you, brothers, to respect those who work hard among you, 
who are over you in the Lord, and who admonish you. When we “have the minister for 
dinner” after church, we’re actually cutting our own throats with our kids, because they 
need to see that person as somebody that’s on the same page with their parents. Hold 
them in the highest regard in love, because of their work. Live in peace with each other. 
There’s a biggie, isn’t it? And we urge you, brothers, warn those who are idle, encourage 
the timid, help the weak, and – here’s a nice blanket statement – be patient with everyone. 
Make sure that nobody pays back wrong for wrong, but always try to be kind to each 
other and to everyone else. Be joyful always, pray continually, give thanks in all 
circumstances – be positive – for this is God’s will for you in Jesus Christ.  
 
So, if you can find a group like that – that is the value of the group and they live that out 
– then you have a much better chance of having your children want to be a part of that 
and be a part of your faith – more so than if you were just out there on your own with 
them, isolated from everyone else. You take them into a social context, where everybody 
believes like they do, and it’s incredibly strengthening to their faith.  
 
I was talking to a friend of mine recently who said that the style of relating that her 
family practiced when she was growing up was the “cut and run” approach. If things 
didn’t go our way, we left. We left relationships. Father left mother. They left churches. 
They left neighborhoods. She said, “Now I’m trying to learn how to hang in there with 
people.” When it comes to church, if the group is structured so that all the members can 
be heard, then we have a chance of things getting worked out.  
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I went to a seminar one time in Minneapolis. It was one of these big, all-church things, 
where they had high-powered speakers from all over. And there was this guy that started 
this church in Minneapolis that has twenty thousand people in it. He was talking about 
the deacon that holds all the cards. He’s a real power player in the congregation and 
always winds up getting his way. There’s a huge pecking order in these big organizations. 
That’s really fun when you’re the guy with the cards in your hand, but if you’re on the 
bottom of that, it’s not fun at all.  
 
So, how the group is structured has a lot to do with whether people are going to be happy 
or not. And even if the group is structured in a way that everybody has a way to get their 
problems out in the open and talked about – can be taken care of – even, if that’s the case, 
if the people in the group are not spiritually mature, then problems are going to crop up.  
 
What is spiritual maturity? Well, that’s the scripture we just read – about being patient 
with everybody, and taking care of everyone, and those kinds of things.  
 
I was thinking about the way our little group is structured. We have a statement of 
beliefs. So we have a boundary around our beliefs. We will hear what other people 
believe, but we won’t preach it. We have a structure so that we can make decisions as a 
group about all the things that pertain to the group and the people in it. In our group, 
anyone can ask that an item be put on the agenda for discussion at a board meeting. Our 
board has a history of polling the members before making any decisions. And they 
genuinely try to do what the group wants. So when you have a group like that, they’re 
trying to make it work for as many people as possible.  
 
Of course, I also know that all of us have had the experience of being on the minority 
side and not getting our way sometimes. So we have to patiently go along in some things. 
And that is spiritual maturity. But mostly we just agree with each other on what to do.  
 
After you get past that – and of course, you have all the minor irritants – the behavior of 
others that we don’t like and have to tolerate. That’s always the way it’s going to be when 
you have any group of people. It just always is. So, if people are going to function as a 
group, then we have to be able to gracefully navigate those kind of relationships and 
those kinds of issues. And that’s what spiritual maturity is about, too – love, 
graciousness, patience, good will, care, thinking about what other people need as much as 
what we need – that sort of thing.  
 
When we come into a group like that – when we’re able to live in peace with each other – 
then the benefits of peace in a spiritual community are passed directly to our children and 
they feel secure. They thrive on that kind of environment.  
 
I was reading recently, and learning, that one of the more well-known independent 
congregations – at least, well-known to me – is undergoing a lot of turmoil right now. It’s 
hard to tell exactly what’s going on reading a third-party description of it, but it’s 
probably safe to say that some are vying for change and others are resisting it. I don’t 
know what the change is, or if that’s even the case, but a spate of letters have gone back 
and forth, statements have been made. It’s all very polite, but you can tell that people 
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have differences of opinion about what needs to happen for that group. I was reading 
about that and I was wondering how the children in that group are being affected. Kids 
think in black or white. It’s either good or bad. It’s hard for them to understand, 
sometimes – smaller children – the nuances of shades of gray that go on in things like 
this. So any change can cause anxiety for them. I’m pretty sure that it is safe to say that it 
would be better for them if this were not going on there. Adults press their agenda 
without regard for the needs of children, because, obviously, their stuff is more important 
than kids. I mean, that’s what it gets down to. Parents can minimize damage over those 
things by talking about change as a part of life – you kind of normalize those things and 
take it out of the arena of anxiety and place it in the “change happens” part of life. Things 
are always changing. It doesn’t stay summer forever. It turns to fall and then winter. And 
then it comes back around to summer again. That’s how life works. So we can always 
expect changes to happen 
 
Kids – even little kids – have opinions about what’s going on around them in the adult 
world. Most of time, when I talk to kids about what’s going on in their home, if their 
parents were to hear what they have to say about it, they would absolutely fall over. And 
a lot of times, the perceptions aren’t really correct, or maybe there’s a root of truth in it, 
but...they have the emotions right, but they don’t understand why. So, a good thing to do 
with kids when there’s change going on, is to engage them in conversations about it. “Did 
you know that Mr. So-and-So is not attending with us any longer? What are you thinking 
about that?” Or, “Do you know why?” And just kind of think out loud about it so they 
can learn how to think about it themselves. Some of us would probably need to put a 
filter on that – thinking out loud.  
 
So, the congregation can reinforce parental values. That’s the point. To do that, we have 
to find a group of spiritually mature people to fellowship with.  
 
The second point I want to bring up about this is that parents reinforce congregational 
values as well. That’s important, too. There has to be mutuality with the group. We said 
that part of the spiritiually secure base for children is the support of parental values by the 
congregation, but that goes back the other way as well. It’s incredibly helpful to children 
to see parents supporting the values of their congregation. It helps them know that their 
parents are stable, patient, loving people. They learn that the group’s values are important 
to their parents, and that the people in the group are important to them, and that they are 
committed to them. So when that happens, they see an example of commitment and 
consistency in the spiritual realm. And that’s good for kids as well.  
 
Another benefit there as well. Since parents are the authorites in the minds of their 
children, to see parents giving support to the group, the group’s values become important 
to the children. That’s what we want, right? We want the group’s values to become 
important to the children. Parental example of the lived Christian life is how values are 
taught. It’s so important for us to understand that.  
 
How does that work? Well, the relationship between the parent and the child is the 
conduit for that learning. I had a child some time ago that I was working with that was 
just really transparent in her desire to please me. It was so obvious that her parent asked 
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me what I did to gain the love and respect of her so quickly. I told her that I spent time 
playing with her and she learned from that that I cared about her. I also told her mother 
that I wouldn’t let her run over me as she was used to doing with a lot of other people in 
her life. So I was fun, kind and firm all at the same time. Those are the three elements 
you need – there are other things, too, but these are essential – to build a relationship. 
And that relationship made what I said was important to the child. So when I talked, she 
listened. The relationship actually was the field in which she recovered herself from her 
behavior problem.  
 
Children also need social contact with peers to develop in a healthy manner. And when 
some of their friends are also part of the same spiritual community, then it helps them all 
feel more a part of it. So they help each other spiritually.  
 
I think back to my time in a very large congregation with lots of children and teens, and I 
remember that the group of teenagers was too big for all them to be mutually close, so 
they formed smaller, loosely-knit friendship groups. Sometimes you’d see people drifting 
into other groups and then coming back. There were four or five main groups of kids 
there. They all got along with each other pretty much, but they had the ones they were 
closer to. A lot of that had to do with where they lived.  
 
Now a long time has passed since then. They’re all adults now and they’ve all gone their 
own ways, into their own careers, and have their own families and kids and all that, and 
live in different places. But I see that some of them still know what’s going in the lives of 
the others that they were closest to when they were teenagers. So life-long relationships 
were being forged there. And now that becomes a part of their adult life. That’s a faith-
based relationship, which is always another way to help people a part of and cemented 
into a group.  
 
Not only relationships with peers are important, but also relationships with adults in the 
group. Jesus told His disciples to be sure not to ignore or to discount the children that 
they encountered. He set an example of always taking time out to bless, and pick up, and 
talk to the little ones. He said that because He knew something that we really don’t know. 
Maybe they knew it back then to some degree, but certainly, in our society, it’s a lost bit 
of knowledge. Helping relationships with other adults in the spiritual community can be 
incredibly helpful to children. I know parents who think they’re the only adults their kids 
need in order to grow up to be healthy. “I’m all they need.” When you just say it that way 
and take a look at that position, it becomes obvious that there’s a problem there 
somewhere. And it’s not the child’s problem. That’s not true.  
 
Children do not just need their parents growing up. And the older the child becomes, the 
more true that is. When a baby is born, it needs its mother and father. But the older that 
child gets, the more it needs to socialize with and learn how to get along other older 
people – people of all ages.  
 
I say this all the time, but it’s a reminder to me. The predictor – the greatest predictor – of 
success in college is a mentoring relationship with a member of the faculty. Late 
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adolescence – the best thing that can happen to them for success in college – is to have 
some faculty member kind of take them in under their wing and mentor them along.  
 
I thought about the adults who made an effort to draw close to me when I was a child and 
teenager and when I was in college. Now that a lot of years have passed since then – and 
I’ve been down the road of my life quite a ways – I look back and I see how absolutely 
formative and influential those relationships were in my life. My parents were the most 
influential, but I learned other really important things from other people besides my 
parents. I needed more than just my mom and dad. So, to be a good parent, people need 
to make sure that their kids are equipped to deal with other people of different ages and to 
enter into relationships with them. They need to be able to give them a chance to do that. 
And even in the independent church, we do have opportunities like that. We have the 
Lexington weekend. We have Camp Outreach. We have a lot of different things for kids 
to kind of be away from home for awhile and learn how to live with other people and get 
along with other adults.  
 
So I think that’s what Jesus knew. I think that He knew that the kids that the disciples 
were going to be around needed them, too, and that it wasn’t just an adult religion, or an 
adult church. I think He wanted the church leadership to be aware of and attuned to the 
potential for good or for harm that they could bring to a child in life.  
 
The importance of personal connection was driven home to me in a very unexpected way. 
I have to admit that looking back at some of the things that have happened, I’m not really 
that swift about this stuff. I kind of have to get hit between the eyes with it before I get it. 
There was a family years ago that I used to backpack with a lot. We backpacked over a 
hundred miles on one trip and many others times as well. At the time of this occurrence I 
think their oldest child was sixteen. We’d spent a lot of time walking together in the 
mountains. One day we were hiking along not saying very much, and she just blurted out 
this question. She said, “How come I can understand your sermons?” I thought, “Whoa! 
She understands my sermons? How did that happen?” After thinking about it, I realized 
that we were living the answer right there while we were walking along. We spent a lot of 
time together talking while we were hiking. She knew that I cared about her, and that I 
liked her, and that I respected her, and that made me important to her. And that made 
what I said important to her. So it wasn’t that I was the world’s greatest speaker. It was 
just that she was interested in what I had to say. And that happened because of the 
relationship. When I talked, she listened. And that happened because when she talked, I 
listened. Kind of funny how that works, isn’t it?  
 
So again, the relationship is the field in which spiritual learning takes place. I might never 
have gotten to know her that well if I hadn’t been in that position where you just walk for 
hours and hours and hours with nothing else to do except talk. I would have been too 
busy doing minister stuff back home. But that’s when I really started to get what works. 
And it’s that place – it’s that relational field – where faith is passed from one human 
being to another by God. That’s the plowed field where He can work.  
 
So let me ask you this question. Do the adults and the leaders in your group talk about 
this kind of thing? Are they always struggling with how to make this happen? Or are they 
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all embroiled in adult stuff all the time and seldom think about or mention the kids? 
Depending on the results of your discovery, maybe somebody needs a wakeup call. 
Leaders should lead the way. Church of God leadership, in my experience in the past, has 
been somewhat deficient in a lot of areas.  
 
Let’s move forward. What else can the congregation do to help children? One of the 
things I think about – I take a term from the Bible – is instruction in righteousness. 
Where better to do formal biblical training than in a church group? When you put peers 
together with a trusted older leader, then it becomes a safe place to talk about rubber-
meets-the-road issues. You can teach them how to draw from the Bible to resolve life’s 
problems – probably the most important part of formal training – how to use the Bible to 
live your life. And lessons are really that good at that. That has to happen in interactive 
discussion. So that’s the most important thing to learn about the Bible. And when you 
take teenagers and you take them into that area, young teens have minds like sponges and 
they can absorb great amounts of material. But when you ask them to start thinking about 
what it means, you’re taking them to a whole different level of maturity and inviting them 
up. That’s what we want to do.  
 
I was at game night at Lexington a few years ago, where the young teens were 
demonstrating what they knew about the Bible. They thought they were trying to win the 
Bible game, but they were really showing each other and all of us what they did and 
didn’t know. I noticed that those who didn’t know very much in that environment felt 
really insecure about it. So one of the things that we can do to help them feel secure is to 
learn in a fun way about the Bible. That can include stuff like the order of the books, and 
who so-and-so was – that kind of thing. They can have all kinds of fun if you make it a 
game, I’ve observed. They just learn that stuff easily and naturally, but it’s good to spend 
some time with our kids at home and also at church teaching them those kinds of 
fundamental things. I have to say, from my experience in dealing with large groups – like 
at Lexington – most of us do a pretty good job at that. I was pretty impressed with what 
they knew. And another thing I noticed was that, if only one of them in their group knew 
the answer, after they said it, they all knew who did. So it’s a really good way for 
everybody to learn, because they pretty much came up with all the answers to all the 
questions when they put their heads together. So it’s really powerful.  
 
I’m really big, though, on informal learning. God has provided in the church for us both 
good and bad examples to look at. And we can compare and contrast those and learn a 
lot. That can take place in discussion – and it usually does. And it takes place on trips, or 
on campouts, or even before and after services, or...like one time I saw a group of 
college-aged, young adults that I was taking backpacking. They were all lying on the side 
of a hill at night with a full moon on them. It was almost as bright as daylight. And they 
were just lying there looking at the snow-capped peaks off in the distance, staying up late 
and just talking about things. Of course, I was skulking around in the background 
listening. I was pretty impressed with the things that they were discussing.  
 
So informal training – real life stuff. “Hey, I noticed that such-and-such happened. What 
do you think about that?” And “Can you think of a scripture that duh-dah-duh-dah-duh?” 
That kind of thing.  
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So children need to know that their parents are committed to teaching them out of the 
instruction manual. What message does it send to them if we don’t do that? It’s a 
message of disregard and lack of value. And if we do that with them – if we do it at home 
and we do it at church – then it makes them feel like they’re being equipped.  
 
Another thing that I want to talk about – that we haven’t focused on at all – but I think 
it’s really important – I just learned recently how important it is out of this brain research 
stuff – has to do with music and the arts. For the Church of God – because we’ve come at 
religion from the aspect of trying to rebuild what was lost and regain doctrinal truth – our 
religion has emphasized one of learning, and thinking, and doctrine and study. All those 
things are cognitive areas. Jesus said we should love God with our whole heart, not just 
with the thinking part. So God wants our emotions engaged as well. So music and the arts 
are ways that we can accomplish this.  
 
I saw a very well-known Church of God minister tear up once when he thought about the 
children’s song, Jesus Loves Me. We all know that, right? It’s really simple. Well, 
apparently, his childhood experience with that song was deeply intertwined with his 
relationship with Jesus Christ. It started when he was just a child. And that music was one 
of the things that opened his mind up to God.  
 
Now we can’t dictate what songs will do that for any given child, but we can engage 
them with an array of religious music – some of it more lively than we have in our hymn 
book. I’ve told of my story – of my engagement at age five with the song, Old Time 
Religion. It’s good enough for Paul and Silas; it’s good enough for me. Well that 
spiritual value, learned from that song, stuck with me as I got a lot older. I always wanted 
not some worked-over, massaged, out-of-shape excuse for the religion of Jesus Christ, 
but the real original, pure and undiluted version that hadn’t been contaminated by human 
thought. That’s a lot about why I am where I am in the church that I’m in today. I wanted 
old-time religion, not a watered-down knock-off.  
 
And art, too – and I’m not talking about religious art, because there are so  many 
inappropriate symbols and images in religious art, but just art itself – helps children 
become aware of their feelings and their inclinations. Whatever we do, it needs to be age 
appropriate.  
 
I remember one year we took an entire youth camp to an art museum. It was Western art 
in Jackson, Wyoming. I was a little iffy about how that was going to go, but the results 
were really interesting. It wasn’t that anything interesting happened during the tour so 
much with the kids, but there were so many questions later about what they had seen. I 
could tell it really had an impact on them.  
 
So that’s just like a black hole for us as far as church goes for a lot of people. We really 
need to ramp that up and take advantage of the things that God has given us to engage our 
children and to awaken their feelings so that they can deal with them and feel them.  
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Another thing that I think we’ve been lacking in is traditions and stories in the church. 
The story of the Church of God – where did we come from? How are we like other 
churches? How are we different? How did we get the way we are? Did you know the 
Bible is a story? I think this is a way preachers can become interesting and engaging 
communicators, who are accessible to the elderly all the way down to kindergarteners all 
at the same time.  
 
Look at how God talks to us. The whole Bible is a story and within that there is just story 
after story in the Old Testament. The story about Jesus being born is a story – the nativity 
story – all about what God did for us. The Bible is a story about how God is going to give 
us the perfect life. When we tell stories about the past, it helps kids know how they fit in.  
 
That brings me to our final point, which is inclusion – feeling a part. If we, as a 
congregation, want to help pass our faith to the children of our congregation, and if we 
want to do it more than being in charge, or holding some amazing new truth, then we 
need to help them feel a part of things. How do we do that? Well, one of the things that’s 
really, really important – maybe the most important thing – is to include them as much as 
they can be in an age-appropriate way in the real work of the church – everything from 
chores to evangelism.  
 
If your group is going to do some sort of outreach, make sure to make a way for the kids 
to participate in it. This year, at the Park City feast, we went to a food bank and we found 
out that the kids couldn’t go because of, I guess, OSHA rules. So that was kind of a 
bummer. But we, somehow, were allowed to turn that into lemonade, because this food 
bank has boxes that they give away to people. And the kids got to decorate some of those 
boxes. And they wrote letters to the people that they were giving them to and told them 
that they were at the Feast in Park City and all this. And they had a letter in every box. 
And each box was painted and decorated by the kids in our group. They go to do that 
while we were down doing the food bank. Not the best solution, but the best that we were 
allowed under the circumstances. So they got to participate in a meaningful way. And of 
course, everybody saw the boxes when we got back, and we made a big deal out of it, and 
made them feel like they really made a difference, which they actually did. 
 
We had a woman in one of our churches who was really talented at talking young girls 
into learning the flute. And as soon as she got them ready, then she would put them into 
the ensemble that we had that would play at church periodically. So they had a job, a 
responsibility and a role that they.... They had to practice. They had to be on time. They 
had to come to the practices and perform in front of everybody. That just made so much 
difference for those kids. It made them feel...it didn’t just make them feel...they were a 
part of our congregation. The people would sit in the audience and look at them, and 
they’d walk up to them and talk to them afterward, get to know them, because it was felt 
that it was something they could talk about with them – that they had in common. Really, 
really important.  
 
So I think we can invest time and money, too, in training kids musically. Computers are 
becoming a part of the church more and more because we use all these technological 
tools to do God’s work. So we can support our kids in learning things like that. We can 
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train up kids that have interests in those things. There’s lots of other things, too. All this 
is not natural to our society. We always just want to get it done and kids don’t usually do 
it as fast as we do because we’ve done it longer. Or, at least, that’s what we think 
anyway. So we habitually fail to think about including kids in group efforts. If we’re 
going to succeed in inclusion, then we need to think about it beforehand, and then 
deliberately engineer it into our programs and activities.   
 
So if the church is our mother, dedicated to our growth, our health, our nurturing, what 
kind of mother are we, as the church, if we fail to make provision for our children? A 
good mother is always attuned to her children and she gives each of them what they need 
at each stage of development. Not every child needs exactly the same thing. So she has to 
spend a lot of effort and energy attuning, and learning and understanding her children to 
be able to provide what they need. If we’re to live out our roles as godly people and a part 
of the nurturing church, we also need to be attuned to the children around us and not 
think that they’re just their parents’ responsibility, because God has handed all of us a 
responsibility toward them. We need to committedly plan for their spiritual nurturing.  
 
Well, we started with Paul, so let’s end with him today, too. Let’s go to 1 Thessalonians 
2:5. Paul tells the Thessalonians how he nurtured them – how he ministered to them. He 
says in verse 5: 
 
1 Thess. 2:5 – For neither at any time did we use flattering words, as you know, nor a 
cloke for covetousness. God is witness. Nor did we seek glory from men – neither from 
you or from others, when we might have made demands, as apostles of Christ. But we 
were gentle among you, just as a nursing mother cherishes her own children. So 
affectionately longing for you, we were well pleased to impart to you not only the gospel 
of God, but also our own lives, because you had become dear to us.  
 
I wonder if Paul knew the names of all the brethren in his church. I wonder if he knew the 
names of the children. I’ll bet he did – at least, where he had a chance to stay long 
enough. He just talks about what it is like to be a member of the church and to be a leader 
in the church. We were gentle among you, just as a nursing mother cherishes her own 
children. It’s so natural to cherish our own children. And it should be natural, too, for us 
to cherish the children of others who are in our faith community. If there is anybody who 
considers himself, or herself, a leader in the church, let them lead this way, taking care of 
the members and becoming involved emotionally with them. That, of course, always has 
to include all the children.  


