Involving Children

Children Matter!

2009 is the 30th Anniversary of the International Year of the Child. It is also a year with a special focus on evangelism. The British Union Conference is joining with the Trans-European Division and the General Conference Children’s Ministries Department to highlight the special opportunity we have to evangelise the children in our churches and communities. It is important for every member to consider the place that the children have in our churches, our worship, our evangelistic vision and the future potential of our faith. Research indicates that it can be ten times easier to bring a child to God, rather than an adult. So it is much more cost effective to focus our evangelistic effort on the under tens than on the over eighteens. But we also need to reflect on the week by week experience of the children in our churches and communities. We must take their needs, gifts and ideas seriously, if we are to thrive as a church in the 21st century.

Too often our approach to children has been shaped by Victorian traditions of being ‘seen and not heard’. But Jesus related to children in warm and positive ways: valuing them as being the greatest in his kingdom; enjoying their lively worship in the temple; appreciating their simple gifts and welcoming them with open arms. These ten promises have been written to help you think about what God wants children to experience when they come into your church and interact with the church members. 

A special pack has been developed to help churches explore what the ten promises can mean to them and the children in their congregations and communities. The pack includes a poster of the ten promises, and then eleven further posters that illustrate each of the individual promises. A group study guide for adults has been printed on the reverse side of each poster. These interactive outlines can help churches discover how they can be channels of God’s love to the children in their congregations and communities.

Make 2009 the year you bring the children closer to Jesus!
Karen Holford, Associate Director of Children’s Ministries, South England Conference.

Ten Promises for our Children

1. We will help you to understand how much God loves you by the way we care for you. 

2. We will help you to feel welcome every time you come to our church.

3. We will listen to you and put you and your needs at the very heart of our church.

4. We will make sure you always feel safe, comfortable, and special.

5. We will be happy with you in your happy times and comfort you in your sad times. 

6. We will welcome you when you use your special gifts in our worship services.

7. We will help you to learn that Jesus loves you, died for you, forgives you, and is making a special place for you in heaven.

8. We will be here when you wonder about life and God. We will listen to you and help you to find answers.

9. We will be here to guide and support you as you learn how to follow Jesus in your everyday life as a Christian.

10. We will encourage you as you discover your special way to serve God and share His love with others.

We’re so glad you’re here! We love you very much.

Thank you for coming today and helping us to learn more about God! 

Ten Ways that Children Mattered to Jesus

1. Jesus welcomed children freely and encouraged us to welcome them warmly in his name. ‘Whoever welcomes a little child like this in my name, welcomes me.’ Matthew 18:5 NIV. How could you help the children in your church to feel especially welcomed each week?

2. Jesus used a child as the highest example of a person ready for his kingdom. ‘I tell you the truth, unless you change and become like little children, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven.’ Matthew 18:3 NIV. On a scale of one to ten, where ten is the most childlike, where do you think you stand today? What would it take for you to move to the next point in the scale, and to grow in the special qualities of childlikeness that God values? 

3. Jesus used the simple, generous gift of one boy’s lunch and invited him to participate in a miracle that fed thousands of people. John 6:1-13. How are you making use of the gifts God has given to the children in your church, so that the whole congregation can be fed and blessed?

4. Even when he was tired, Jesus found the time, energy and compassion to bless the children who had been brought to him. Mark 10:13-16. How can you have compassion on all the children in your church each Sabbath? Maybe the ones who seem hardest to love are the ones who most need your time, energy and attention?

5. Jesus went many miles out of his way to heal a non-Jewish girl who suffered from epilepsy. Matthew 15:21-28. How far will you go out of your way to comfort a hurting, frightened or isolated child?
6. Jesus accepted children’s enthusiastic and energetic worship with delight, even when it was loud and bothered the other church leaders! Matthew 21:15-16. How do you welcome the lively praise and activity of small children in your church?
7.  ‘Let the little children come to me and do not hinder them, for the kingdom of God belongs to such as these.’ Mark 10:14 NIV. Jesus wants us to remove everything that could prevent children from experiencing the fullness of God’s love. We may have to remove our prejudices and our tightly held ideas about formal worship. We may have to let go of our ancient and beloved pews that block a child’s view of worship. We may have to spend some money so that our children can have an attractive Sabbath School room...What might you and your church have to let go of so that children can access the kingdom of God more freely?
8. His first commission to Peter was to take care of the children and those young in their faith. Jesus asked him to ‘Feed my lambs’ before asking him to feed the sheep. John 21:15-17. How are you feeding the lambs first in your church? Or do the sheep get fed while the lambs starve?
9. Jesus came to earth as a baby, to live as a child. He understands what it means to be young, vulnerable and dependent on adults. Whatever we do for the children in our churches we can imagine that we are doing the same act of service, or neglect, for Jesus ‘Whatever you did (or did not do) for one of the least of these brothers of mine, you did (did not do) for me.’ Matthew 15:40 (45). What are you doing (or not doing) for Jesus in the way that your church ministers to the children?
10. Just as the caring shepherd will go out into the darkest night and look for one lost sheep, God wants us to be willing to go to great lengths, and take great risks, to save the children he loves so much. ‘Your Father in heaven is not willing that any of these little ones should be lost.’ Matthew 18:14. What risks are you taking to ensure that the children around you are being saved for God’s kingdom?

Ten Fresh Ways to Involve Children in the Congregational Prayer

1. A group of children could write different sections of the congregational prayer and then pray them in sequence.

2. Older children and teens could be invited to create an attractive PowerPoint presentation to illustrate the different sections of the prayer, the people and situations being prayed for, etc.

3. Train a group of children how to pray for others in a simple way. Invite people who would like someone to pray for them to put up their hands. The children could then find a person who needs their prayers, ask about their prayer requests, and pray a few sentences on their behalf.

4. Invite a small group of children to act out the Lord’s Prayer with actions (see website for instructions) or to teach it to the rest of the church.

5. Give each person in the congregation four A5 pieces of paper as follows:

Yellow paper with the word ‘Praise’ written on it

Blue paper with ‘Sorry’

Green paper with ‘Thanks'

Pink paper with ‘Please’ 

Also stick one of these papers on each of four gift bags, the same colours as the paper, to make matching the words to the bags as easy as possible. Have pencils and pens available. Allow time for everyone to write a sentence or two of praise, sorry, thanks or please prayers on each of their sheets of paper. Place the four labelled gift bags at the front of the church and invite everyone to come forward and post their prayers into the relevant bags. Then pick up each of the bags in turn and read a selection of the prayers inside. This is a prayer that involves everyone.

6. Ask the children to bring objects that represent the things they want to thank God for, or praise him for. Make a collection of the objects on a table at the front of the church, and interview the children about their choices. Use these objects to inspire a prayer of thanks.

7. Ask the children to create attractive prayer postcards, decorating them with their artwork, or a simple collage. Use these cards to let home-bound or sick church members know when the church has been praying for them, or write a short prayer on the card and post it to their home.

8. Give each child a piece of white play dough (or model magic – which is a very clean and light dough). Ask the children to make a model of something they want to thank God for, praise him for, or say sorry for. They can reshape their dough several times during one prayer or bring their sculpted objects forward as part of the prayer time. They can make shapes that represent the things they want to say sorry for, and then reshape them into white heart shapes, to represent the way God takes away our sins and gives us a pure heart again. Adults often enjoy this prayer activity too!

9. Find a small ‘tree’: a bare, twiggy, branch that you can place in a pot. Give everyone, including the children, green card leaves that have a hole punched in one end, and a short piece of raffia or string attached. Invite people to write the names of those who are sick and need healing onto the leaves, including some brief details of their illness or injury. The leaves can be brought forward and tied onto the tree, and the whole tree of healing prayer requests can be presented to God. The tree can have a place in the church, and, when healing has occurred, a coloured paper flower can be stuck to the leaf representing the person who has been healed. If someone dies a white flower can be attached to their leaf and talk about how healthy they will be when Jesus raises them from the dead.

10. Invite the children to write a praise prayer to God. Give them lots of large photos of nature scenes (such as those from calendars) and let them choose one and take it home. Ask them to write a sentence or two praising God for the things they can see in the picture. Then let them hold up their picture for everyone to see, and say their praises as part of your prayer time. Remember that it’s alright for us to pray with our eyes open! God doesn’t mind!

Ask the children in your church to tell you their ideas for ways in which they could be involved in your prayer times.

For further ideas see ‘100 Creative Prayer Ideas for Kids and grown-ups too!’ Karen Holford, 2003, Pacific Press, available from the ABC.
Ten Ways to Involve the Children in the Offering Time

When Jesus heard some theologians squabbling about church matters, he took a little child and placed him in the centre of the group as an illustration of the things that really matter, and then he put his arms around the child (Mark 9:33-37). He wanted his followers to understand that children are important and when we put children in the centre of everything we do in church, and consider their needs first, we will discover God’s simple vision for his followers, and see things from His perspective. 

Try looking at your church services and activities through the eyes of the children in your congregation. See the children as God sees them. Pray that He will help you know how to make the changes your church needs to make so that children are central and feel safe and loved. Spend some time reading Matthew 18:1-14 and let God share His heart for children with you.

Even very young children can be taught how to help collect an offering. A supportive and helpful deacon can stand nearby if necessary. When we trust our children, they live up to our trust.

1. A group of children could collect the offering under the supervision of a deacon or deaconess.

2. Children, or the whole congregation, could come forward and put the offering into an attractive gift bag, to remind them that God has given us everything we have and we are giving a small part back as a way of saying ‘Thank you!’ 

3. Involve children in praying the simple prayer dedicating the offering to God. They can write a few sentences ahead of time and read the words aloud, or they could sing a song of thanks to God for the money.

4. Print envelopes with an appropriate design that links with the sermon theme and give everyone an envelope into which they can place their offering. The children can then help to collect the envelopes and bring them to the front to be placed in an appropriate container. For example, when the sermon is about the story of The Lost Sheep, the envelopes could be printed with sheep, and placed in a box lined with green velvet, that looks like a field.

5. Have a special offering for the children when they come up for their children’s story. Collect the offering straight away so that they aren’t distracted by the money in their hands during the story. Use a special, interesting container for collecting the money from the children. Perhaps someone in the congregation could make one, or the children could help to decorate a special container for their offerings.

6. Give each child a plastic or cardboard tube, such as an empty denture tablet container. Ask them to decorate the tube and bring it back in a month’s time filled with coins.

7. Supply children with their own colourful offering and tithe envelopes, or give them blank ones to decorate to celebrate the money they are giving back to God.

8. Some churches have a special offering that the children collect each month, and that money goes towards a special church project that will bless the children, such as a Holiday Bible School event, or a special item for their Sabbath School rooms.

9. Invite each of the children’s Sabbath school classes to design and decorate offering containers that can be used for a special event, or for a whole month. Perhaps they could link their designs with the current preaching theme.

10. Instead of playing music while the offering is being collected, invite some children to come and tell the congregation what they are most thankful, or how God has provided for them in a special way.

Ask the children for their ideas about different ways in which they could be help to take up the offering.
Ten Ways to Involve the Children in the Sermon:
The sermon time has traditionally been a time ‘just for the adults’ where children should be neither seen nor heard! But Jesus told stories that everyone could understand and used living illustrations from the world around him. He didn’t preach in churches with plain walls, but outside, where children were free to move around, pick flowers watch boats on the lake and look for lost sheep on distant hills. They clambered on His lap and loved to be close to Him.

If you are an elder, pastor, or lay preacher, try to use at least one of the ideas below, or others of your own, the next time you preach a sermon. Remember that most sermons run over the time that most children would usually have lunch at school. They are tired, hungry, their tummies are rumbling and it’s difficult for them to sit still on hard chairs. At school they are used to a different structure, where they can often move around and explore things as they learn through all five of their senses.

1. As you write your sermon, think about how the children will hear what you say and which points will be relevant to them. Pray that the Holy Spirit will inspire you to find fresh and creative ways to involve the children in your sermon. If you find it hard to be creative, ask your local children’s ministries leaders to help you come up with different ideas, or contact your Mission, Conference or Union Children’s Ministry leaders for help with ideas and resources. Please give at least two weeks’ notice before your service if you are asking a busy person to help you.

2. Tell the children’s story during the sermon. This can break up the long sermon time for the children and give them something to listen out for. Otherwise they can often find it very hard to listen to the sermon as they have often learned that nothing else happens for the children in a church service once the story has finished.

3. Find a creative way to involve the children in the theme of the service. As part of a story about Noah, children could find small plastic animals hidden in 7s and 2s around the church. They could bring them up to the front of the church and place them safely in a boat. Or they could look for lost sheep, the characters needed for your Bible story, or different objects that illustrate your sermon points or create a scene.

4. Use a science or nature object lesson as a sermon illustration, and demonstrate it to the children during the sermon.

5. If you are using PowerPoint slides to support your sermon, choose a small object that is relevant to your sermon and hide pictures of these objects throughout your slides. Ask the children to look for the hidden pictures quietly and secretly, and count how many they can find. 

6. Create a simple worksheet that is linked to the message and give it to the children for them to complete during the sermon. This is not being irreverent because it helps them to think about the sermon, and many children actually listen better when they are doing something else at the same time. There are many books of copiable worksheets on a wide range of themes. The Children’s Ministries Departments can help you to find worksheets for specific ages and themes.

7. Give each child a small piece of play dough to use during the sermon. Crayola’s Model Magic is especially good as it is clean, doesn’t make a mess with dried crumbs, and doesn’t make the children’s hands dry and sore. Ask them to model something that relates to the sermon – an object you mention, what the sermon means to them, something that helps them to understand God’s love or forgiveness, or a scene from the Bible story. After the service encourage the children to show you what they have made and, if the child is older, to tell you why they chose to make their model. Children can take their models home to dry out and be preserved, or they can return the dough/clay to a sealed container to be recycled at another service.

8. Give each child in your church a special Spiritual Memory box. This is a place where they can collect items that are spiritually significant to them. Each week choose a small and inexpensive object that has a link to your sermon, and give one to each child as they leave church. Make the connection between your message and the item very clear, and remember that under-sevens may find it hard to understand abstract meanings for objects. You could give out a large nail when talking about Jesus’ death, a small piece of map or tiny compass when talking about how God gives us direction, a tiny smiley person when talking about joy, etc. Encourage the children to use the boxes during their own worships and family devotional times to remind them of God’s loving care. A notebook can be added to the box so that they can write down what each item represents, and other ideas they may have.

9. Give older children a piece of squared paper and a pencil and ask them to create a simple cross word or word search puzzle using the key words in your sermon, plus other words that they hear you use. Or ask them to make a word search using as many words as possible from your key texts. This helps them to concentrate on what you are saying and helps them to remember the important parts of your message.

10. Dress a few children as the characters in your chosen Bible story and help them to create tableau scenes to illustrate the story. You could also give them cards with clearly written words for them to speak at the appropriate moment. Talk to the children about how they would feel if they were different characters in the story to add another dimension to the Bible story.

Ask the children to share their ideas for ways in which they could be involved in your sermon times.

Visit www.barnabasinchurches.co.uk for dozens of fresh ideas under their ‘Ideas’ tab.
Ten Ways to Involve Children in Your Church’s Welcome and Blessings

How do the children in your church feel welcomed each week? Do they get ignored by the welcomers on the door? Do people know their names, and what they like to do and what their gifts are? Do they hear ‘No!’, ‘Shush!’ and ‘Stop that!’ or do they hear ‘God loves you!’ ‘You are special!’ ‘I like the picture you drew during the sermon – tell me about it.’ ‘How can I help you?’

Jesus knew how to welcome children. Read Matthew 18:1-14 and listen to what He says about those who turn children away from God with their harsh words and hurtful behaviours. How can you welcome a little child in your church?
1. Train children as part of your church’s welcoming team. They are often very good at smiling and greeting people and they can easily give out bulletins and Bibles.

2. Children on the welcoming team can greet the other children who come to church. Children may prefer to be welcomed by other children, and they can be given their own children’s bulletin or sermon-related worksheet to encourage them to listen to the morning’s message. They can also be offered a children’s Bible to use during the service. Perhaps your church could purchase a set of colourful and interesting Bibles that have been especially designed for children

3. Trained children can be a part of the welcoming team at the opening of the divine service, and invite the church to enter a spirit of worship. They can work with a mentor to write out their words and practise them so that their welcome message is appropriate and clear.

4. Children can welcome visitors by giving them a small gift such as bookmark or a flower.

5. Every child can be paired with a senior member of the church and be given the responsibility of welcoming their ‘adopted’ grandparent to church each week, in a personal way. This can be done informally in the time between the services, or the child and older person can meet briefly after the service. It is best practice when a parent or guardian keeps an eye on their own children to make sure they are safe when relating to other church members.

6. Children can help your church deaconesses distribute the flowers from the Sabbath arrangements to those in your congregation who will be blessed by them.

7. If your church serves drinks and snacks after a service, two children a week could be involved in helping to pour drinks and collect cups or tidy away afterwards.

8. Station a trained child by the church doors to say goodbye to the children leaving after the service, and to say something encouraging and appreciative to each child.

9. Think about how your church manages the benedictions and blessings at the end of the service. Try different ways of involving the children in these times. Adults can stand and hold hands in a circle around the children as they are blessed, or lay hands on them.

10. Children can receive a special short prayer of blessing during the communion service – as the adults are being served the children can wait in line to be blessed by a person who is good at communicating with children. Encourage the person to give each child a different and personal blessing.

Ask the children in your church for their ideas of different ways they can be involved in the greetings and blessings that take place in your church.
Ten Ways to Involve the Children’s Artistic Gifts in Your Church

Have you ever been given a present, and not bothered to open it? If you were given a gift from God, would you leave it unwrapped or pushed to the back of the shelf? God has gifted our children with many special gifts that they can begin using straight away to serve Him and your church. Help the children in your churches to discover their creative gifts, given to them when they were created by God, and then show them how much your local church values their giftedness by providing creative ways for them to serve and minister.

Whenever the children in your church are going to be involved in an artistic project, invest in good quality materials. Provide clip-boards if they will be drawing in church, so that they have something to lean on. Use quality paper, not the backs of unwanted printed paper, or paper that is tatty and torn. Fresh felt-tipped pens, sharpened crayons and pencils and other good materials are more likely to inspire the children and show that their art-work is truly valued by the church.

1. Invite the children of your church to take it in turns to design the cover of your bulletin. If you photocopy in black and white, then they can do a simple pen and ink style design. If you have colour bulletin covers for special occasions, then the children can draw, paint and create collages. Encourage the children to work with a safe adult who can mentor them as they create their design. Or ask the children to create different designs to suit your different sermon topics. When visitors see that you welcome and value the children they will know that they are more likely to be welcomed and valued too.

2. Encourage your children’s leaders and any graphic designers or artists you have in your congregation to work with the children to create seasonal collages and thought-provoking posters for your church’s external notice-board.

3. Let the children design envelopes for special offerings, especially offerings that will be used to help children. They can draw their designs on ordinary white envelopes.

4. Ask the children to design welcome postcards for your church, or cards to be sent to people who haven’t been able to come to church for a while, or those who are ill. Give them plain white postcards and ask them to draw something on the blank side. You can ask them to incorporate an appropriate text into the design, too.

5. If the Scripture reading has been chosen several weeks ahead of time, an artistic child or teenager can be asked to create a picture that illustrates the reading. This can be scanned into the computer and made into an illustrative Power-Point slide to be shown when the scripture is read. Interview the child about how they chose to create their picture and what the scripture means to them. This has the added advantage of encouraging the child to think more deeply about the Bible passage.

6. Invite someone who is good at sewing and design to help the children create a banner to be used in your church on a weekly basis, or for special occasions. There are several books of banners you can use as inspiration, or surf the net for Christian banner designs or witness t-shirts with simple, thought-provoking designs that can be adapted to create a banner.

7. Children can boost your church building fund by designing a calendar that can be sold. There are computer programmes and printing companies that can incorporate 12 of your children’s scanned pictures into a calendar format. Encouraging Bible verses can be included in their designs to create a witnessing tool, as people will often buy these to give to friends, neighbours and family members.

8. Children often listen better to a sermon when they have something to do. Ask them to draw a picture that illustrates one of the messages in the sermon. At the end of the service let the children place their drawings on a special notice-board where others can see their work. Encourage the adults to look at what the children have drawn and to look for any new thoughts and inspiration in the children’s drawings. 

9. If your church has a website, include some of the children’s drawings in a gallery on the site. This will encourage the children, their family members and friends to visit your site. If you keep your site interesting and up to date the visitors may also discover what else your church is doing, and be encouraged to come along.

10. Nominate a gifted adult to mentor the creative and artistic talents of the children and youth in your church. Encourage them to look for ways in which children can use art to deepen their spiritual understanding and experience, and to develop workshops where children can design Scripture bookmarks, witnessing T-shirts, greetings cards, banners, etc.

Ask the children to share their own ideas for ways in which they would like to use their artistic gifts in your church.
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