Sing!...With Your Family
Part One, from the Getty Sing! book

Love the LORD your God with all your heart and
with all your soul and with all your strength. These
commandments that I give you today are to be on your
hearts. Impress them on your children. Talk about them
when you sit at home and when you walk along the road,
when you lie down and when you get up. (Deut. 6:5-7)

Taking this command seriously includes singing the songs of our faith in the home. In your home. The church should be a feasting place for singable songs, and the appetite for it is nurtured at home.

It was the Puritan practice back in the seventeenth century that a man would be refused communion on a Sunday if he was not actively and consistently involved in leading prayer and singing and Bible study with his family during the week. We are not suggesting reviving that approach! But if our spiritual forefathers took what happened in the home so seriously, shouldn’t we, too?

We know that singing at home may be an idea that makes you feel uncomfortable. Maybe you are thinking right now:

But my kids don’t want to hear my singing voice.
But my kids won’t want to join in.
But I can’t play any instruments.
But what would we sing?

If that’s you, this article will give you fresh perspective. If this is something you already do regularly, we hope this article will encourage you and give you some ideas.

Just a quick word before we start: the focus here is on family, on homes that include children. If that’s not your home at the moment, do think about how the principles here relate to where you are in life right now, or where you might one day find yourself. At the very least, they can help you pray well for the families in your church, which is no small thing!

SINGING AND SKIING

In traditional Irish culture, stories of heroes and the values that they shared were often passed on through song. As we grew up, it was a familiar sight to see families and friends singing together in homes and small public spaces, reinforcing the sense of community and shared experience through their music. More than listening to a soloist, or reciting a chant at a sports match, or holding a once-a-year Christmas carol sing-along, in these familiar and organic contexts children found their singing voices and learned their culture.
Parents in ancient Israel were also charged with making sure their kids learned their culture, which included learning the truths about the God of Israel. And one of the ways they “impressed” the truth on their children was through the songs they sang with them—songs like:

I will open my mouth with a parable;
I will utter hidden things, things from of old—
things we have heard and known,
things our ancestors have told us.
We will not hide them from their descendants;
we will tell the next generation
the praiseworthy deeds of the LORD,
His power, and the wonders He has done. (Ps. 78:2-4)

Our culture is different, but the charge is the same. If you are a Christian parent, you stand in that line and you have that responsibility. We live in a performance culture, where experts play and we listen, but we and our children are missing out on something hugely significant if this is all music is to us, and particularly to our kids. Sally Goddard Blythe, a British consultant in neuro-developmental education, wrote in The Genius of Natural Childhood, “Song is a special type of speech. Lullabies, songs and rhymes of every culture carry the ‘signature’ melodies and inflections of a mother tongue, preparing a child’s ear, voice and brain for language.” In other (simpler!) words, singing is one of the best ways to teach kids, and we should start when they are young.

When we were first married, we lived in Geneva, Switzerland for one year. We discovered a love for skiing (which unfortunately never loved us back—we were both terrible at it). We often found ourselves crawling down a slope while trying to stay out of the way of several little children who were flying past us. We asked our Swiss friends at what age they had learned to ski, and one girl said to us that she didn’t remember learning, because she was so young when she started. That same girl had also spoken several other languages flawlessly since her “wee years”—they were second nature to her, because she learned them as a little child.

Let singing the gospel be to your family what skiing incredibly early and speaking multiple languages is to the Swiss. We need to make singing Bible truths second nature to our children, a “second language” in our homes. Sing about those truths when you sit at home and when you walk along the road, when you lie down, and when you get up. Sing with your kids as you put them to bed at night, or you sit down for dinner, or as you drive in the car with a CD on. Sooner or later, they’ll start singing unprompted. Join in with them.





MEMORABLE UNDERSTANDING

Songs help us train children in the “language” of the Christian faith. What we want to teach our kids travels deeper inside them when we sing it rather than only speak it to them. 

In Exodus 12, as God gives Moses instructions for how Israelite families are to celebrate the Passover each year to remember their rescue from Egypt, He says:

“And when your children ask you, ‘What does this ceremony mean to you?’ then tell them, ‘It is the Passover sacrifice to the LORD…” (v. 26-27)

Retellings of history in the Old Testament did not exclude the children; neither did the Psalms. And that little phrase “and when your children ask you” is very telling. First, your faith must be evident enough that a child asks questions about it. Second, you need to be prepared to give answers to your children. Of course, our Passover meal is the Lord’s Supper. But this principle applies more broadly, too. Singing together in the home is an excellent way to prompt questions and give answers and aim for depth of spiritual understanding in our children in a memorable way:

“What does ‘when with the ransomed in glory’ mean, Mom?” or…
“Why would you want a thousand tongues to sing, Dad?”

Singing the gospel changes hearts, and singing the gospel prepares hearts. Singing is of course not a magical formula that will guarantee deep faith in a child, but it is a way to sow and water the Word of God in their heart. If a child does walk through a rebellious season, what do you want them to remember about the Christian faith, calling and inviting them back? Fill their memories up now with the gospel, through songs that will keep singing to them through the years to come. 

While our faith must be taught, it is also “caught” in our homes, through what our kids see and hear from us. And singing is catchy. So sing with your kids. You don’t need to be able to sing well. Our singing always remains more important than the sound it makes.

