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Abstract
“The Death of Sunday School” is a webinar course offered by the UU Institute, which I
participated in as part of my professional development for UUCGT. Now that I have concluded
the course and reviewed my notes, I present this report to the UUCGT Board along with my
regular February 2018 Report. This course was authored and led by Kim Sweeney, a
credentialed Religious Educator and independent consultant who worked for seven years as the
Lead for Faith Formation and Safe Congregations on the UUA’s New England Regional staff
team. In short, Sweeney makes a compelling case for a complete transformation of our
approach to the future of Faith Formation as UUs, including discarding the traditional notion of
“Sunday School”. She offers good evidence and research to support these ideas, as well as
suggestions for going forward. Herein I have not only summarized the information she included
in the course (and corresponding materials), but I have also provided my thoughts in terms of
our congregation. This includes additional research and materials not provided in conjunction
with the course, such as other UUA sources. In short, I fully agree with Sweeney’s assessment –
our model must change to meet changing times.
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Introduction
“Religious professionals have been talking about the challenges of Sunday School for close to a
decade, yet talking about it and acknowledging that things need to change has not made a
measurable difference”.1 This striking quote comes from the opening message of Kimberly
Sweeney’s “The Death of Sunday School and the Future of Faith Formation”, a report published
by the New England Region of the UUA, and the subject of a UU Institute on-line course.
Throughout the report, as well as in the corresponding course, Sweeney offers the history of
the concept of Sunday School, trends behind the declining numbers, demographics and other
factors that challenge our current ideas about Faith Formation for families in UU congregations,
and ideas for the future. While there is more work to be done in considering this topic,
including participating in the follow-up course entitled “Future of Faith Formation” this spring,
it is important that we as a congregation begin considering changes to our approach to ministry
for all ages, especially in regards to Faith Formation for children and families. While responses
to this notion will vary; anger, fear, uncertainty, concern, excitement, relief – we need to
consider the fact that “…we don’t build programs or develop strategies with the intention that
they will live forever”.2 In order to stay relevant, in order to survive in fact, we are going to
need to take a long hard look in the mirror, release nostalgia that holds us back, have some
challenging conversations that will provided us with opportunities to grow and learn, and yes –
we are going to need to make some changes.
Historical Perspective and Current State
The concept of Sunday School in the Protestant tradition was actually born out of the need to
offer reform opportunities for children in England in the late 1700’s. Accepted in the United
States in the early 1800’s (pushed early on by Methodists), it wasn’t until the 1940’s and 1950’s
that today’s age-segregated model was put into practice in a mimicry of the shift in public
schools at the time. Here began the model of segregating congregations by age, and at this time
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they were frequently segregated by race as well.3, 4 The era that followed this ushered in the
Baby Boomers, and, according to Tim Wright in his article “Sunday Schooling Our Kids out of
Church”, congregations in the 1960’s-1970’s were looking for ways to draw Boomers back to
the church including
“…creat[ing] worship experiences based on the unique ‘personality’ of the Boomer
generation. These churches went ‘contemporary’, ‘seeker’, and/or ‘seeker-friendly’.
Because these were the primary parenting years for Boomers, these congregations
recognized the need to not only provide Boomer-friendly worship experiences for
adults, but the need to create dynamic experiences for their children as well, knowing
that if the kids wanted to come back, the parents were more likely to come back”.5
It was through this that the shift was made from a holistic approach in which all ages
worshipped together, to the offering of (hopefully) attractive Sunday School classes at the same
time as, and separate from the adult worship. The result was, and has been that “…in Unitarian
Universalist spaces, children and adults were/[are] having drastically different Sunday morning
experiences in isolation from each other”.6 At this time there was also increased emphasis on
segregating our congregations in other us/them ways: singles groups, parent groups, women’s
groups, seniors’ groups, etc.7,8 In regards to children vs. adults in particular, the
“…long-term and unintended consequence of this strategy was a generation of young
people who had no connection to their faith or congregation outside of Sunday School.
The implicit message of this divergent approach was that what happened in the
sanctuary was for adults; it was framed as being boring and unappealing for children”.9
If you want to raise an adult who doesn’t worship raise a child who doesn’t worship.
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Sweeney offers some other interesting insight regarding historical and current trends
amongst children/youth, parents & young adults. For instance, one consequence of the agesegregated model has been that faith development, which was once a cornerstone of
households and families in that children learned their faith at home, shifted to something that
was done primarily in the Sunday School classroom. It’s suggested that the current generation
(and their parents) are not only disconnected with their faith because of its peripheral place in
their lives, but that they are the “most un-churched generations in history”.10 While past
cyclical trends would have seen more young parents returning to church to seek community for
themselves and their children, more and more parents and children are able to find community
in places other than congregations. You don’t need a church to provide community for you
when there are clubs and committees, support groups and circles, activities and the internet.
Yes, the internet is playing a big role in the future of the ways in which people connect and view
themselves and their connections. Sweeney tells us that teens are increasingly finding value in
the communities they are creating for themselves that play by these new rules of instant, or
near instant interaction – for better or worse.11 And, while we can wish that things were
different, and we can try to force a less plugged in model, the truth of the matter is that the
rest of their world doesn’t work that way. Bottom line – the needs are different, and a model
that doesn’t create appealing inclusion of all ages in worship perpetuates division.

Demographics, Sociological Factors and Economics – the Impact on Our Congregation and its
Programs
Changing needs, sociological factors, and demographics have contributed to the decline in
participation in the outdated Sunday school model as well. In fact, Sweeney offers that just
because a church is ‘established’ doesn’t mean it’s reaching out and meeting needs actually
based on the demographics of the area they serve. If we are thinking about enrollment in our
programs, we need to shift away from comparing last year’s numbers to this year’s numbers,
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and this year’s numbers to numbers from 6-10 years ago. Let’s consider, for a moment, the fact
that there are actually less children being born in the United States today.
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If we are going to consider what we offer in terms of programming that supports our mission,
we need to take into account that as of ‘Generation X’, there are literally not enough people
being born to support the volunteer structures/rolls to be filled in our society – this includes
our congregations.13 Our changing volunteer base is tied to the death of the Sunday School
model in that the age-segregated model itself requires a significant volunteer base. While many
adults are required to staff classes for children/youth, “…the number of adults [since
Generation X] has decreased by 50%.14 Fewer children. Fewer volunteers.15
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In addition to birth rates nationwide, Sweeny encourages us to look at our own regional
demographics, as well as consider the social and economic situation of those in our area.
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As the data shows, there is a decline in the number of children and youth between the ages of
5-17 overall in our region by over 16%. The second figure likewise shows decline in white-only
children and youth, as well as those in the age groups most likely to be young parents. The
largest increases are in older, white-only individuals, presumably retirees moving to the region.
While these numbers are based on comparisons between the 2000 and 2010 census, more
recent enrollment numbers from TCAPS supports the fact that the number of children and
youth in our area is changing.
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More recent data for the 2017 school year does indicate an increase in enrollment in TCAPS by
190 individuals since 2016. However,
“District Director of Communications Christine Guitar said a good percentage of that
boost comes from the Northern Michigan Partnership. This allows home-schooled
students to take elective classes like art and physical education at a TCAPS school while
taking their core classes like math and English at home.”18
We cannot assume therefore that numbers are up due to people moving into our region, or
birthrate. While there could be a number of factors that are contributing to the decline in
enrollment at TCAPS (increased enrollment in charter schools/private schools, more people
homeschooling, etc.), it is clear that the demographics are shifting. To summarize: a) the region
is made up less and less by white-only children/youth, families, and young adults b) most
increases in the numbers of children/youth and those generally of parenting age do not
consider themselves to be white-only, c) even these small increases in non-white only are not
enough to equal previous population levels in these age groups.
This brings me to the topic of gentrification as it appears in our community. Sweeney
brings this up as a factor that has contributed, and continues to contribute to the declining
number of families in certain areas. While she speaks specifically of urban areas experiencing
the impact of gentrification such as increases in rent or property values of a particular area, an
influx of businesses/attractions for new money, assumptions of levels of education, etc., I think
this applies to our region as well.19 Lindsey VanHulle, in her article for Bridge Magazine entitled
“Traverse City’s Dilemma: Why This Hot Vacation Mecca Can’t Attract Young Workers”
discusses just some of the things facing young adults and adults in the region (or those
considering moving here). She states that “…although the local economy is thriving in many
ways, the county is facing a looming attrition of baby boomers and stands a very real chance of
losing the talent wars if it can’t figure out how to attract new, younger workers to live there full
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time. Low-paying jobs and a lack of affordable housing are two of the culprits.” (See figure
below for numbers as of 2015).

20

Why are these important things to consider if we are thinking about the future of our
congregation, especially in terms of children/youth, families, and young adults? Because the
models we’ve had on life-support are ones that support assumptions of white-only, middleupper middle class individuals. Because there are fewer children/families/young adults.

20

VanHulle, Lindsay. "Traverse City's dilemma: Why this hot vacation mecca can't attract young workers." Bridge
Magazine. September 13, 2015. Accessed January 23, 2018. http://www.bridgemi.com/business-bridge/traversecitys-dilemma-why-hot-vacation-mecca-cant-attract-young-workers.

10

Because there are fewer volunteers. Because the population is more diverse. Because we need
to be relevant to individuals from a wider socio-economic background.
How will the following serve us or benefit our congregations?
•
•

•

•
•

Assuming that all young adults/families are able to have Sundays off to engage with our
community
Assuming that those who participate in our congregations have a level of education that
enables them to feel included and welcomed based on the language that we use or the
way we frame issues
Assuming that everyone agrees that the most pressing issues for our congregations to
consider are national/state ones (maybe those issues facing families such as job-loss,
hunger, housing, and childcare are more immediate)
Assuming that there are two working adults in a household
Assuming that it is beneficial for every family to attend services on Sunday where they
are separated from one another in age-segregated experiences

And these are just a few of the socio-economic considerations of the intersection between
classism, elitism and ageism in this larger conversation.
Changing Needs and Ideas for the Future
It is undeniable that the needs of individuals and families change from generation to
generation, and this is something we need to take into consideration as we look long and hard
at the future of our congregations. If we are going to attempt to meet these changing needs
and expectations, we will need to consider our approach to ministry for all ages – faith
formation, programs, Sunday mornings, congregational mission – everything. We need to ask
ourselves: do we want to be relevant in the future? If so, do our current models support the
kind of sustainability and growth required, and if not, are we willing to make changes?
One idea that Sweeney brings up is that of “Post-TV Era Worship”. According to her
research, prior to 2005, more individuals (especially young people) were receiving their regular
stream of information from TV and radio. In this one-way stream model, individuals would sit
passively as receivers of information. Our congregations look like this on Sundays for the most
part as well – congregants sit passively as one-way receivers. As of 2005, the consumption of
information on the internet surpassed the TV/radio, leading to a different kind of information
11

consumption – a give and take, interactive, responsive system. Sweeney offers that given this
expectation/need, some consideration needs to be given to the ways in which we approach
offering our message. This is especially the case if we want to engage all ages in our sanctuaries
– while the message doesn’t need to change, the interaction does.21
If we are to deliver a clear message to all ages, we need to have a clear mission.
Sweeney offers that we need to think about who we are called to serve and how we are
responding to changes by asking ourselves if we are being responsive to the needs of today.22 If
we were to be a mission-focused congregation, we would not only have a clear vision of who
we serve and how, but of the message and goals relative to those we serve – and those we
would like to serve who are not yet part of our community. In the course of my research for this
report, I have had the opportunity to speak with Rev. Theresa Novak, a retired UU minister
currently living in California. Rev. Novak previously served the Unitarian Universalist Church of
Ogden, in Ogden Utah. This congregation was identified as a “Breakthrough Congregation” by
the UUA, and was mentioned as such by the UU World in 2012.23 More than once in both the
article, as well as our telephone conversation, Rev. Novak mentioned the necessity to know
“who we are”.24 With a clear mission we would be attractive not only to current members, but
to new people of all ages. Clarity of mission would likewise ease transitioning away from an
age-segregated model, in that we would be expending less energy on who/what we are and
more energy on meeting the needs of our community and ministering to those with whom our
mission resonates.
Many aspects of my conversation with Rev. Novak strongly supported the themes and
information of “The Death of Sunday School” course. For instance, Rev. Novak supported
Sweeney’s assertion that all ages should be included in the entirety of Sunday services, and that
“Religious Education HAS to change”.25 Like Sweeney, she was not shy about stating that the
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message needn’t change if children and youth are in the sanctuary. In fact, Rev. Novak offered
that there are few better places for our young to hear about tough things than in the presence
of their families, in the safety of our congregations. She offered that “…kids know it’s all
happening whether we know it or not – better that they hear it from us in church with their
families…kids need to learn to engage with the world as it is”.26 While Sweeney focuses on the
need to change the interaction style of Sunday worship, Rev. Novak expands upon this by
addressing language and the structure of the service. When I asked her about a common
rebuttal to having children in the entire service – the idea that language would need to be
simplified (I’ve heard it expressed in less positive language) – Rev. Novak responded that we
“…shouldn’t be preaching over anyone’s heads”, and that doing so is not only ageist, but
classist. We should, by her assessment, be defining language for everyone’s benefit (not
assuming a particular literacy or education level in our congregations). Some of the suggestions
she had for creating age-inclusive, class-inclusive Sunday worship included restructuring the
format of the worship to include two smaller teachings on a single theme that might be linked
by song or story, the inclusion of more examples/stories in general, and creating intentional
opportunities for children and youth.27
There are so many things for us to consider as we look at the idea of setting aside the
traditional Sunday School model, along with addressing the idea of mission driven
congregational life. For the purposes of this report, I have listed just some of the ideas
generated by Sweeney, other UU professional educators who participated in the Death of
Sunday School course, and Rev. Novak here. These are things that other congregations are
doing, or have done relative to meeting the needs of children/youth/families/young adults,
creating all-ages worship, and mission driven congregational initiatives:
•
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•

•

•

•

All ages could be asked to participate in the Sunday Service in the following ways:
greeting, helping with the offering, lighting the chalice/candles, ringing the bell,
choir/music, invite youth (high school and college) to learn and run the sound system,
etc.
A transition from Religious Education to Family Ministry (could be Family Ministry and
Lifespan Programming) – see Sweeney’s job description/duties relative to the family
ministry aspect of this transition28
Outreach to families –
o Creating afterschool programs in locations accessible to children/families (in our
case, not in our building which is too far out of town)
o Food bank in our building for our congregants in a place that is accessible at any
time the building is open (asking for permission/help can be difficult/shaming)
o Clothing swaps – bring items that are too small and exchange them with other
people who have brought items (this is a “green” idea too!) This could be
extended to items/toys/etc.
o Offering a “meal with the minister” for families once/month
o Offering an evening program/opportunity for parents to get some time to
connect with one another and then leave their children in a childcare situation
(our Friday Night Out could be modified to accomplished this by having some sort
of parent “mingle” at the beginning of the evening before they leave the
building)
o Address the idea that parents should be doing more faith formation with their
families by equipping them to do so in innovative ways (maybe do something like
the TADL lesson packs that can be checked out on various themes?) and having
them gather periodically for community.
o Finding ways to include online community in our vision – has an appeal to young
people/young parents
Gradually transitioning to all-ages Sunday worship, rather than all at once (moving from
1 Sunday/mo., to 2 Sundays/mo., then 3 Sundays/mo., etc.)

While there is much to do if we are going to consider venturing down this path (which, in my
opinion, is something that needs to be done), it all begins with a plan and the first step. Here
are a few of the things I would propose as part of this much needed shift:
•
•
•

DLE (myself in this case) completes the “Future of Faith Formation” course through the
UU Institute (which is the follow up course to “The Death of Sunday School”)
Our congregation adopts a mission that leads us to real action in our community, as well
as really connecting with them/their interests/needs
Our programs would include:
o Family Ministry/Outreach
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•
•

•
•

 Faith Formation for families/children
 Programs that support their needs, including small group ministry
o Adult Ministry/Outreach
 UU Faith Formation that supports our mission and results in action –
Tapestry of Faith programs, UUA congregational action issue education,
etc.
 Ministerial programs which could include contemplative/spiritual needs
(small group ministry)
o Whole-congregation social justice action
Whole congregation Sunday Services/Worship (Consider a graduated model of Whole
congregation Sunday Services/Worship – transitioning slowly)
Meet with families to find out what they would like Whole congregation Sunday
Services/Worship to look like (realizing that not all parents are going to be on-board
with the idea)
Transition to a Family Ministry and Lifespan Programming model
Agree upon a timeline for the initiation of this process, the transition, and what the end
goal will look like. This will include congregation education regarding why this is
important, and why change (while uncomfortable sometimes) is necessary. Materials
could include handouts/slide shows from The Death of Sunday School course, and
Tapestry of Faith curriculums on classism and ageism.

Conclusion
Fyodor Dostoyevsky wrote that “Taking a new step, uttering a new word, is what people fear
most”.29 Make no mistake, what is being called for by Sweeney and those who view the
traditional Sunday School model as long past due to be retired, is revolutionary. Sweeney
herself tells us that there are no simple formulas, there will be no one way that will work for
every congregation, and that it’s going to look different depending upon congregational needs.
She offers that not only do we “need less fear and more hope” in this regard, but that “new
strategies for action must be developed without any assurance that they are going to work”.30
Change of this nature will undoubtedly bring up a lot of feelings and uncertainty. For instance, it
was noted in one of our Death of Sunday School sessions that those who are “cradle UUs” –
those who were raised UU themselves, and those who raised children in UU congregations
themselves might have a particular aversion to this idea, or might be particularly resistant to
change of this nature because of the positive memories and experience they had. While we
29
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honor these as part of our past, our history and the threads that weave throughout our
denominational history, it’s time for new approaches – past time according to Sweeney and
those who are likeminded. Rev. Novak said something in our conversation that I will never
forget in terms of all-ages community, and all-ages Sunday Services/Worship in particular – we
need to “love the children enough to include them”.31 We need to take this to heart if we are
going to develop models, missions, programs, etc. for our congregations that are holistic,
inclusive, welcoming, and relevant. Ready or not, it’s time to make a change.
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