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Raising Spiritually Healthy Children
_________________________________

A L I C I A  V O N  S T A M W I T Z

Most parents are keenly aware of 
their children’s social, emotional, 
intellectual, and physical 
development. We record our 
children’s height with pencil marks 
on the kitchen wall and note 
milestones in photo albums and 
scrapbooks. We monitor their health 
and celebrate their achievements. 
As they grow older, we track their 
academic progress.
But how many of us track our 

children’s spiritual health and 
development?
In some ways, former generations 

had it easier. Spirituality was 
equated with religious practice. 
Those days are gone.

Let’s Talk about Spirituality  
What is spirituality exactly? No 
single definition is perfect, but here 
are some descriptions:
UÊÊ"ÕÀÊ���>ÌiÊÜ��`iÀÊ>�`Ê���}��}Ê

for God;
UÊÊ�ÊÀi�>Ì���Ã��«ÊÜ�Ì�Ê��`ÊÌ�>ÌÊ

gives our lives meaning and 
direction;

UÊÊ�Ê��ÕÀ�iÞÊÌ�>ÌÊ�i>`ÃÊÌ�ÊÕ����Ê

with God, with one another, and 
with creation.

How can parents, grandparents, 
teachers, and other caring adults 
stir the embers glowing inside our 
children?
Here are some ideas gleaned 

from my own experience as a 
teacher and a parent, braided with 
the experiences of a dozen other 
teachers and parents who shared 
their stories.

1. Secure your own oxygen mask.  
The word spiritual derives from the 
Latin spiritus, meaning “wind” or 
“breath.” If you want your child 
to breathe in deeply the spirit of 
God, you, too, must breathe deeply. 
You must explore the values and 
cultivate the practices that help you 
live out your own dignity, goodness, 
and creativity.

2. Establish rituals.  
Rituals are the glue that keeps 
families, friends, and communities 
together. We have elaborate, 
public rituals for milestones like 
graduations and weddings, and we 
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have simple, private ones like baking 
Christmas cookies each year or 
ordering pizza on Friday nights. But 
the ordinary, daily rituals, such as 
eating meals together and bedtime 
prayers, make the greatest impact on 
most families.
Take a moment to think about 

which rituals or traditions were 
the most exciting, comforting, or 
personally meaningful to you. Your 
own experience is golden: don’t ever 
forget that. Trust your experience, 
trust your best stories and instincts, 
and bring those nuggets to the 
children in your life.

3. Use your talents. 
Parents interpret and explain things 
to their kids every day. But some of 
us think we can’t “safely” interpret 
spiritual things or Scripture. That is 
not true. We are our children’s first 
teachers, and often we do know 
best.
Charlie, a writer and a great 

storyteller, told me he enjoys reading 
a short passage from the Bible to his 
children at bedtime. One evening, he 
started to read the story about Jesus’ 
first miracle—when Jesus turned 
water into wine—but he could 

tell the children were bored. So he 
switched it up. Instead of a wedding, 
Jesus and his disciples went to a 
birthday party. Instead of wine, they 
ran out of cake. The children sat up. 
Suddenly, they got it. One cried out, 
“Oh, no! They have to have cake!”
His substitution was brilliant. The 

children could relate their own 
experience to the Gospel story and 
learn some wonderful things about 
God and Jesus that day, such as 
Jesus enjoys parties and Jesus obeys 
his mother even when he doesn’t 
really want to. Best of all, they 
learned Jesus cares about what we 
care about. 
What are you good at? What gets 

you excited and makes your eyes 
light up when you talk about it or 
do it? Whatever springs naturally 
from your heart will generally 
communicate a truth about God 
better than something that does not 
start there.

4. Pray always and everywhere.  
A grandma I’ll call Beth told me the 
most important thing she thought 
she did for her kids, and now does 
for her grandkids, is to model 
“everyday” prayers. She handed 
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me a slightly stained piece of paper with a quote by G.K. 
Chesterton, the British spiritual writer:
“You say grace before meals. All right. But I say grace 

before the concert and the opera, and grace before the play 
and pantomime, and grace before I open a book, and grace 
before sketching, painting, swimming, fencing, boxing, 
walking, playing, dancing, and grace before I dip the pen in 
the ink.”
Beth told me she prays out loud with the grandchildren 

whenever an ambulance passes, both for whoever is sick 
or hurt and for the police and medics rushing to help. She 
traces a tiny sign of the cross in the air and says a blessing 
whenever she sees something disturbing on television or out 
in public, and she has taught the children to do the same.
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5. Tell and show.  
Words and prayers are important, 
but so is how we live and who we 
love and serve. A Chinese proverb 
says it best:
“ I hear—I forget. 

I see—I remember. 
I do—I understand.”

If you take hikes together as a 
family and recycle at home, your 
children will learn to respect and 
protect the environment. If you have 
friends of different backgrounds 
and ethnicities, your children will 
naturally be at ease among diverse 
populations. If you want your 
children to value community, you 
will take time to cultivate your own 
social relationships and help your 
children find strong peer groups of 
their own.
Finally, if you want to teach your 

children to be compassionate and 
giving, there’s no better way to teach 
this than by serving others yourself 
and inviting the children to come 
along when appropriate.

6. Be imperfect. 
As children mature, we need to let 
them see us struggling, even making 
mistakes. They need to see how we 

handle the curveballs life throws at 
us—sometimes gracefully, sometimes 
not.
When our children were young, 

my husband and I fought a lot—
brief summer storms, mostly. They 
cleared the air and passed as quickly 
as they’d blown in. Our kids’ ears 
would perk up if they were nearby.
At one point my husband and 

I agreed that we didn’t always 
need to stuff it when they were 
around. Those enormous ears in the 
next room forced us to fight fair, 
which taught the children about 
relationships and reconciliation. 
People get mad. People screw up. 
That’s why we have forgiveness.
Soon, your children will be off on 

their own. Those moments when 
you let them see you with your 
guard down will serve them just as 
well—perhaps better—than those 
moments when you tried to model 
perfection.

7. Never stop talking—and listening.  
That’s a hard-and-fast rule, and 
it’s a spiritual rule as much as it’s a 
regular one. Keep the conversation 
going, even when your kids 
disappoint you, even when they 

embarrass you, even when they rebel against you and hurt 
you. You must never, ever, close them out.
Remember, too, that your kids can teach you a thing 

or two, especially as they mature. Don’t be afraid to ask 
them for advice and to bounce ideas off them. When you 
disagree about something, try to ask questions that help 
you understand their views. Years ago, I read a line in a 
magazine that stuck: “The further someone may be from 
us, the more closely we need to listen.”
Finally, don’t knock technology. Sometimes, to keep the 

conversation going with your kids and grandkids, you 
have to accept change and maybe even learn new ways of 
communicating. As St. Francis of Assisi might say today: 
“Preach the Gospel at all times. If necessary, text.” +
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Click here to read more on this topic.+


