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  “…to equip his people for works of service, so that the body of Christ may be built up.”


  Ephesians 4:12

  


  God has called us to ministry. But it’s not enough to have a vision for ministry if you don’t have the practical skills for it. Nor is it enough to do the work of ministry if what you do is headed in the wrong direction. We need both vision and expertise for effective ministry. We need praxis.


  Praxis puts theory into practice. It brings cutting-edge ministry expertise from visionary practitioners. You’ll find sound biblical and theological foundations for ministry in the real world, with concrete examples for effective action and pastoral ministry. Praxis books are more than the “how to” – they’re also the “why to.” And because being is every bit as important as doing, Praxis attends to the inner life of the leader as well as the outer work of ministry. Feed your soul, and feed your ministry.


  If you are called to ministry, you know you can’t do it on your own. Let Praxis provide the companions you need to equip God’s people for life in the kingdom.


  www.ivpress.com/praxis
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  For Jenny, my copilgrim in the adventure of life.


  D.M.C.


  


  



  To all the children who have populated all my churches: thank you for teaching me, inspiring me and giving me hope.


  I.B.
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  Children’s Ministry in the Way of Jesus is a significant, fresh and engaging resource for all those who are concerned about children and the church’s learning and teaching ministry. I therefore was delighted and honored to be invited to write its foreword. Aware that we live in a transition era in Christianity’s history in the West and that the theological and educational foundations of learning and teaching need to radically change in order to address these new times, this book explores and recommends relevant and imaginative means for the church to fulfill faithfully its educational ministry in a new day.


  As a theologian of educational theory, I have for more than fifty years been engaged in an attempt to understand the Christian faith and life, contemporary educational theories, and the historical, social and cultural context in which we live as believers in Jesus Christ and members of his church. I therefore will begin this foreword with a few words about my understanding of our contemporary context.


  The history of the Western church can be divided into a number of eras and transitional centuries. For example, we can speak of the apostolic age (the first four centuries), Christendom (which lasted from the fourth to the tenth/eleventh centuries), the Middle Ages and, beginning in the seventeenth century, what has been known as modernity.


  Between each of these historical eras there were transitional periods, each of which had distinguishable characteristics that influenced and were influenced by theology and educational praxis. The Middle Ages, or the age of faith was followed by a period of transition known as the Protestant Reformation and the Catholic Counter-­Reformation which, in the seventeenth century, became modernity, or the age of reason. This is the era we know best, and while each era has value, each has limits as well. Beginning in the twentieth century, a transition to something new has begun to emerge. It is referred to as postmodernity, which is a time of radical change in every aspect of our lives. Some find this transitional time exciting, and others long to return to more stable times.


  Transition times are difficult to live in. Old, familiar understandings and ways of doing things are dying, and new understandings and ways have yet to be born. It is for some a pregnant time of hope and opportunity. New understandings and possibilities are waiting to emerge. It is experienced as a time to explore new theologies and new educational theories and practice. For others it is experienced as a time of dislocation and loss. Some desire to return to a past that never was, are critical of all attempts at change and refuse to even consider theological alternatives, a new Christianity for a new day.


  Much of our theology and practice in Christian education has either been dominated by the acceptance or rejection of modernity. Liberal Christians have accepted uncritically the characteristics of modernity, while conservatives have tended to simply reject modernity without providing any real alternatives. Because of modernity’s emphasis on reason and biblical historical-critical method, conservative fundamentalists have argued for anti-intellectual biblical literalism. From my perspective modernity and its assumption that it is a witness to human enlightenment has reached its moral limits, and fundamentalism could not and cannot provide any insights for the future.


  Many of us who are Christian educators have concluded that we have reached the limits of modernity’s values and need to develop and experiment with alternative understandings and strategies. Which I hope explains my enthusiasm for this book.


  Consider how mainstream Christian educators have tended to place an emphasis on reason and the intellectual way of thinking and knowing while neglecting revelation, the imagination and the intuitive way of thinking and knowing. We have neglected the centrality of the arts (dance, drama, poetry, music and the visual arts) and replaced it with the science of technology.


  During modernity we have increasingly turned the world and everything in it into an object for our investigation and manipulation. The social sciences tend to turn people into objects to study and shape. Similarly, we have turned the Bible into an object for study rather than a subject that addresses us. Increasingly we have understood human beings as autonomous individuals who through analytical reason and disinterested judgment can make rational decisions. We have so emphasized the freedom of the will that we have neglected the influences (not determinants) of heredity and environment, and the spiritual influences of good and evil. Further we have forgotten that we by nature can do nothing without God’s help, and that God has chosen to do nothing without our help. We are dependent beings who only can abide in the difference God has made and is making.


  We also face tremendous changes in the social and cultural contexts in which we live and work. For example, the family and the roles of men and women are radically changing. Our society and our schools are becoming increasingly secularized and polarized. Multiculturalism, religious pluralism and globalization are influencing all our social institutions. Daily we are confronted by new social, moral and spiritual challenges. Theological systems and liturgical expressions are in search of new, more relevant manifestations. And Christian education as we have known it is no longer viable. Dave and Ivy are aware of these challenges and have in this book begun to address them.


  It is, however, important to remember that what may appear as new has historical precedent. Christian educators in the 1900s began to work on the problems that now face us. The theologians I studied with in the 1950s provided a foundation for my work on Christian nurture, which appeared in my first book, Values for Tomorrow’s Children (1970), to be followed by my major work Will Our Children Have Faith? (1976), now in its third revised and expanded edition including a new memoir. In those works I contended that the schooling (context)-instructional (process) paradigm that dominated modernity was no longer useful. I advocated a community of faith-nurturing (socialization) paradigm to replace it. It is this paradigm that undergirds and informs Children’s Ministry in the Way of Jesus.


  Believing that in postmodernity children are being ignored by a new important emphasis on adults, Dave and Ivy have focused on the church’s ministry with children, especially in this time of transition, change and challenges facing the church and the world. They have achieved their goal to collect and share ideas and practices for children’s ministry in families, congregations and communities that are committed to the discovery of more relevant and contemporary expressions of Christian faith and life.


  In order to provide a theoretical foundation for their emphasis on children in the church I turn to my book Bringing Up Children in the Christian Faith (1980). In 1900 Ellen Key proclaimed the twentieth century to be the century of the child. For hundreds of years childhood was unrecognized and children were simply little adults. During modernity, the Enlightenment era, childhood was discovered. It was a mixed blessing, for now they were seen as mere children and not complete human beings.


  Typically, we explain that children do not know enough and cannot think well enough, feel deeply enough or act maturely enough to be treated equally with adults. Moreover, children are considered well-adjusted if they are malleable to the adult will and maladjusted if they resist it. The majority of studies of children fit into the category of “problems” and deal with how we should do this or that to children or for children.


  The discovery of childhood often implied that children are not valued for what they are, but only for what they can become. There was a tendency to describe children as dependent, nonrational and nonproductive (they play). Adults, on the other hand, are independent, rational and productive. Children were seen as having no value in themselves; rather they needed to be made into adults.


  Metaphorically, children were either like valuable pieces of raw material that need to be shaped or formed by adults into their predetermined design (we are to do things to children), or like seeds that need to be cared for by adults until they become full grown (we are to do things for children). A better metaphor is that children are like pilgrims, copilgrims with adults in a shared journey over time (we are to do things with children). As St. Paul suggests, on this journey children will need to give up their childishness. But, as Jesus suggests, adults need to become childlike.


  Dave and Ivy, aware that the Christian Scriptures, like the Christian tradition generally and even much of contemporary culture, express a deep ambivalence about children, offer a fresh biblical and theological approach to bringing up children in the Christian life of faith. Their well-written and expansive work provides evidence that our communities of faith have much to learn from children’s experiences of God and views of the world, especially through nature, the arts and ritual. By valuing the perspectives of children, they address quite different questions from those that have typically dominated much of Christian education, especially among some conservative evangelicals.


  Dave and Ivy bring a theologically sound, broad perspective to the church’s ministry with children by placing an emphasis on faith, character and consciousness. Faith, for example, they understand to be perception or how we view life and our lives rather than a rational acceptance of propositional truths or doctrines. Further, they acknowledge that the opposite of faith is not doubt but certainty.


  Similarly, character is a concern for the habits of our hearts or behavioral disposition that undergird our moral decision making, rather than a blind acceptance of particular teachings about right and wrong.


  And consciousness is that mental state that makes possible particular experiences such as the presence and action of God in our lives rather than a demand for some particular pious conversion experience. Consciousness involves reflecting on experiences that focus on our spiritual lives of growing in an ever-deepening and loving relationship with God that manifests itself as the moral life of discerning and doing the will of God.


  Dave and Ivy are aware that catechesis, the making of Christlike persons and communities, is comprised of three, lifelong, inter­dependent, intentional nurturing processes: formation (the participation in and practice of the Christian life of faith), education (critical reflection on all of life and our lives in the light of the gospel), and instruction/training (the acquisition of knowledge and skills foundational to the Christian life of faith); formation being a dominant concern for ministry with children and instruction/training and education being dominant with adults.


  Acknowledging the centrality of baptism and the lifelong process of living into the reality of our baptism, they have helped us to understand that baptism tells us the truth about ourselves as children of God and brothers and sisters to each other. By baptism, we become a Christian (noun) and then we spend the rest of our lives becoming Christian (adjective). Regretfully, because of inadequate Christian learning and teaching, many persons who are by their baptism a Christian never become Christian in mature ways.


  Now if any of these personal insights of mine, insights I found imaginatively addressed in this book, entice you to reflect on your understanding and practice of Christian education and formation in a new day, read on. You will not be disappointed. Indeed, you will be enthusiastically pleased. I was!


  John H. Westerhoff III

  Episcopal priest, author, lecturer, resident theologian at St. Anne’s Episcopal Church in Atlanta, and professor of theology and Christian nurture (retired) at Duke University.
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  When we first decided to venture into these waters and write this book, we wanted to make sure that it found the right home. We are so pleased that InterVarsity Press opened their doors to us when all we had was an idea and some handwritten notes resembling an early table of contents. Thanks especially to our editor, Dave Zimmerman, for his dedication to the project and for providing feedback to improve it along the way.


  Writing this book has been a labor of love, and in the process we have welcomed friends to join us by reading early drafts and making helpful suggestions. Amy Dolan, Brian McLaren and Jenny Csinos took the time to thoroughly read the manuscript, affirm its importance and recommend how to make the book better.


  The words within these pages come from experiences we have had in many different churches, conferences and conversations. From the children in our ministries over the years to the friends in the field, thank you for allowing us to walk with you in the way of Jesus.


  Neither of us had coauthored a book, and we walked through the door of joint authorship with excitement, anticipation and some trepidation. But we have been overjoyed at the opportunity to collaborate on this project, and it has been an honor for us to bounce ideas off one another, revise and rewrite together, and create something we are both incredibly proud of. So we thank each other for the courage and risk it took to work with one another, to pour our hearts and minds out to the other and trust that our ideas will be held up by each other as sacred trusts.


  


  Introduction


  Doing Children’s Ministry Differently


  



  Look! I’m making all things new.


  REVELATION 21:5
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  Lakeside Community Church is changing. When it began over twenty-five years ago, the five families that embarked on this church plant met in a local community center in the suburbs of a mid-sized city in North America. Their goal was to “bring God’s message of salvation” to their city, often through community outreach programs. Over the years the church grew and grew, and blueprints were drawn up for a large auditorium and a gymnasium to replace the original sanctuary, which would become the children’s and youth ministry wing.


  A few years ago one of the members of Lakeside’s pastoral team became interested in conversations surrounding how to reimagine and expand common understandings of what it means to be authentic followers of Jesus in the twenty-first century. He shared a few books and blogs with his senior pastor, who thought that the authors had some good points. The senior pastor wondered if Lakeside had been losing touch with the culture of its city, even though it had always sought to be “relevant.” Armed with a book budget, he searched through the virtual shelves of online booksellers for more resources about how to engage contemporary culture while remaining faithful to a commitment to follow Jesus.


  And these two pastors weren’t the only ones starting to see things differently. As they were becoming energized by their searches for new ways of being the church and following Jesus, so were others in the congregation. Eventually, after careful consideration and countless board meetings, Lakeside Church decided that the time was right for beginning a missional offshoot in the downtown core of their city. The new group, iChurch, aimed at making a larger impact in the city and connecting with a new demographic of potential members.


  Led by a seminary-trained, hip-hop-loving pastor in his mid-thirties, iChurch attracted a number of young couples, many of whom had children. The fact that the community met in a coffee shop meant that people who had been disenfranchised or skeptical of more mainstream churches could find a place where they were more comfortable.


  For the most part this new missional gathering focused its energy into reaching twenty- and thirty-somethings in their city’s gentrifying downtown core. Anticipating that some of these young people would bring along their children, they hired Marvin to be iChurch’s part-time children’s director and began renting a room for children’s ministry in an art gallery across the street from the coffeehouse.


  The young children’s director was commissioned with running a program that would reflect the missional, forward-thinking vision of iChurch while teaching children what it means to be authentic followers of Jesus in today’s world. Marvin searched high and low for a curriculum based on the sort of values that iChurch embraced, but came up dry. Without the time and budget to develop his own curriculum, he began looking for books and online resources about children’s spiritual formation with new forms of Christianity so that he could adapt a more conventional yet readily available off-the-shelf program to suit his community’s particular context and needs.


  Marvin uncovered a few blog posts and read some recent books about ministry with children, but he was still overwhelmed with the daunting task of developing a program that nurtured children in this new faith community. Where was he to turn for ideas and support? Many of the children’s ministry resources that he’d been encouraged to use by the leaders of iChurch and other children’s ministers actually reinforced theology and practices that the leaders and members of this new faith community were questioning and moving beyond. It seemed like literature about new ways of being disciples and resources for children’s ministry were worlds apart. Marvin began to wonder if children even have a place within the burgeoning conversation about how to be disciples in the world today.


  Across the pond Sheila was also beginning to raise important questions about children’s ministry. As the director of children’s formation for a diocese of the Church of England, she was responsible for overseeing children’s ministry throughout the region. She was known to pass along a magazine article or recommend a podcast to children’s ministers and leaders, and she was always on the prowl for innovative ways to nurture children’s spiritual lives.


  One unusually warm spring day a few years ago, she made her way to a large urban church to attend a lecture by a North American pastor who had been experimenting with expanding understandings of and practices for following Jesus, and had written a few books on the subject. She found herself wanting to stand up and shout “Amen!” or “That’s right!” as the speaker talked about how the church needs to make the shift from modern to postmodern ways of being disciples of Jesus. “After all,” he said, “as much as some people decry the word postmodern, we live in a postmodern world. We need postmodern churches and postmodern faith.”


  At the end of the lecture Sheila rushed to the microphone that was eagerly waiting to take questions from members of the audience. When it was her turn to speak, she introduced herself as the director of children’s formation for the diocese and asked her question: “How do the sorts of shifts in culture and church that you spoke about affect how we do ministry with children here in the UK as well as in other parts of the world?”


  The speaker paused for a moment, seemingly caught off guard by Sheila’s poignant question. “That’s such a great question,” he replied. “And it’s one that I’ve thought about many times. Unfortunately, I don’t have an answer. And I don’t really know if I’m the right person to offer an informed response to your question. I do think that children are important members of the church—this is something that I’ve come to believe more and more since becoming a parent a number of years ago. But I think that people like you—innovative leaders who are committed to kids and who are knowledgeable in areas such as formation, education and theology—you’re the ones who can lead us in a revolution in children’s ministry, a revolution that helps us better form children into disciples of Jesus. So, please, search for a response to your question. And when you find one, let me know what it is, because the future of children’s ministry—and the future of the church—depends on it.”


  Sheila went back to her seat filled with energy and passion to explore ministry with children in this time of transition, change and challenge in the church and the world. She went home and immediately began ordering books that the speaker had mentioned in his presentation so that she could understand these new forms of church that are sprouting and growing around the world. She knew that a number of people in her diocese had started a “pub theology” group that was geared at discussing Christianity amid current cultural shifts like postmodernism, postcolonialism and globalization. She began attending their gatherings and visiting churches that were exploring innovative and fresh ways of doing and being church.


  Over the next several months Sheila wrote articles for Anglican magazines. She began a blog about new kinds of children’s ministry, and compiled a short bibliography of resources about children’s ministry and contemporary forms of church. And all the while she reflected on and experimented with how to do children’s spiritual formation in ways that reflected the expanding theology, practices and values that she was coming to develop. She approached the diocese for funding to develop a curriculum for children’s education that was appropriate for churches and other ministry leaders who were making similar shifts in their views and practices of Christian faith, yet remained faithful to her Anglican tradition. With each step on this journey Sheila was reinvigorated with an energy that was contagious to the children’s ministers in her diocese. Within a few years she had changed the face of children’s ministry in the Church of England through infectious spirit and her curriculum, “Come to Me.”


  Children’s Ministry in the Way


  These two fictional scenarios mirror situations we’ve encountered and stories we’ve heard from folks in many parts of the world. And to a degree we see ourselves in Marvin and Sheila. Change is happening in the church as clergy and laypeople ask important questions about the shape of theology, ministry and the Christian faith in contexts characterized by profound cultural shifts. Resources abound that describe and prescribe these movements to reexamine and rediscover faithful Christianity in many corners of today’s world.


  In the past number of years we have been involved in churches and broader conversations that are intentionally seeking to explore new ways of following Jesus and helping others do so in our present age. Through our involvement in these churches and through talking with many others who are on similar journeys, we have discovered that current models of children’s ministry don’t always fit in these forward-looking faith communities—there’s a disconnect between what adults are learning and doing and what children are learning and doing in the very same congregations.1 And this worried us. In the words of Melvin Bray, “I don’t know that we can have a new kind of Christianity if it’s just for adults and [if] we don’t find a way to pass our faith and our faith traditions, these new faith traditions and rituals that we’re creating, along to our young people. It’ll die on the vine.”2


  This made us think about what children’s ministry in the “way of Jesus” (children’s ministry that is faithful to the teachings and life of Jesus) might look like in churches and in other ministry contexts that join us in our frustration over this disconnect. What would this type of children’s ministry value? How would this sort of children’s ministry view children and their places within the church? How would this kind of children’s ministry teach the Bible, deal with children’s questions and nurture relationships? This book is the outgrowth of these questions and the experiences and discussions that they sparked.


  But as we envisioned children’s ministry in the way of Jesus, we also realized that it had implications for all kinds of churches and contexts. As we shared ideas in this book in conversations with colleagues and in presentations at conferences, we were overwhelmed to learn that children’s ministers, Sunday school teachers, camp leaders and parents in all sorts of churches and from all over the world are wrestling with the same questions we wrestled with on our journey to write this book. We realized that the concepts, ideas and practices we share in these pages have implications for anyone who is truly interested in the helping children love God and live in the way of Jesus.


  We see this book as a collection of ideas and practices for children’s ministry in communities, congregations and families that want to help children grow as disciples of Jesus. It’s sort of a guidebook for children’s spiritual formation within churches and communities who are expanding their understandings of what it means to follow in the way of Jesus. As we seek to remain true to the conversations and ideas surrounding faith and ministry in our contemporary world, we realize that what matters most is faithfulness to Jesus and the way of faith and life that he shared through his words and actions. An exciting and innovative approach to ministry is worthless if it diverges from the peace, love, wholeness and restoration inherent in the gospel, and if it does not educate and encourage children to become authentic and faithful disciples of Jesus.


  This book is not a systematic, comprehensive, universal handbook for a particular new kind of children’s ministry. We don’t want to imperial­istically impose our way of doing ministry with children in every church. This book is a collection of practices, approaches and ideas that are contextually situated and limited by our experiences and perspectives. Our hope is that they can be lifted by readers and adapted to all sorts of contexts and circumstances in ways that are appropriate to the particularities and nuances of readers’ initiatives in children’s spiritual formation. Some people may find some of our ideas helpful in their ministry as pastors, parents, teachers or lay leaders. Others might find that some ideas may not seem like a good fit for their contexts. Some chapters may inspire you to begin experimenting with new ways of doing children’s ministry. Other chapters might make you want to throw the book across the room. Either way, we invite you into a conversation about forming authentic young disciples of Jesus.


  Guiding Assumptions


  Before we jump into chapter one, we want to share a few assumptions and beliefs that have been front of mind as we’ve written this book.


  Many paths on a common quest. There’s been a surge in the past decade or two of folks who are trying to move the church forward, folks who are writing, ministering and speaking about how to be Christian in the world we find ourselves in. As it has always been throughout the history of Christianity, people in all sorts of denominations and contexts are expanding their views and practices surrounding what it means to follow Jesus in our world here and now.


  Our experiences have taught us that while many of these people are on a similar quest, there are different roots that are being planted and different branches that are sprouting. As followers of Jesus have set out on journeys to reimagine church and faith, they’ve taken all sorts of new paths. Some leave well-worn trails and bushwhack, breaking with old traditions and forging new ones in the process. Others trace their steps backward and reflect on where they have come from and how to reinvigorate their church, denomination and faith tradition. Others still courageously venture out on paths that may be new for them, but are really trails older than the hills through which they wind.


  As we’ve written this book, we haven’t had one particular path in mind. Instead, we’ve tried to remain true to the broader quest shared among all these pilgrims. We find pockets of vitality in all sorts of places, from churches breaking new ground on their journeys to live in the way of Jesus to age-old denominations that may seem to grow dim as they struggle to retain members, but are really waiting for a phoenix to rise from the ashes of former flames. So whether an Anglican diocese like Sheila’s is seeking fresh ideas for doing church, a group of folks who aren’t part of established churches are gathering at a local pub for sessions of “theology on tap,” or a band of renegade Catholics or Baptists—or, better yet, Catholics and Baptists together—are meeting together to explore how to live as authentic Christ followers in today’s world, children’s ministry in the way of Jesus matters.


  Gathered and scattered. What is church? Ask ten people and you might get a dozen answers. For some, church is where people attend worship services. For others it’s a community that gets together to encourage and support one another on their faith journeys. For others still church is an organized religious denomination, like the Presbyterian Church or the Ukrainian Orthodox Church.


  We believe that the church is all of these things and more. We have a very broad view of church, one that makes room for all sorts of ways that Christ followers gather and scatter in the world. So when we speak of the church, we aren’t just referring to Roper Street United Church and to the official practices and activities that occur there. We’re referring to all the ways that we as followers of Jesus are the church, as individuals, families, NGOs, community organizations, denominations and, yes, even local churches.


  Sometimes people assume that we speak and write primarily for our fellow pastors and leaders in the frontlines of congregational ministry, those who teach Sunday school, mentor children and adolescents, develop programs for children’s spiritual formation, and who never miss a children’s pastors’ conference.


  And while we certainly have those involved in congregational ministry with children in mind, our imagined audience is much broader. After all, we have a broad view of church, and as you’ll see in chapter one, we have a broad view of ministry with children. At times throughout the writing of this book, we’ve pictured senior pastors and youth ministers flipping through pages for insight into children’s spiritual formation; parents who want to help their kids grow into authentic, thoughtful disciples of Jesus; schoolteachers looking for ideas for enhancing spiritual education, religious education, character education or citizenship education with children; and grandparents, aunts, uncles and godparents hoping to help young family members grow into responsible Christ-followers who love God and their neighbors.


  With this broad intended audience we’ve tried to write in ways that connect with all sorts of people who are interested in children’s spiritual formation. We’ve tried to cast our nets wide as we share ideas that we hope can be translated into many contexts as all sorts of people seek to form young people into authentic disciples. But we do so out of our experiences in children’s spiritual formation, which have usually taken place in the context of faith communities.


  Sporadic involvement. The days of children and families coming to church on a regular basis are over. We can’t assume that children are going to show up every week, that their parents are going to bring them to every (or even most) church activity. In a presentation a few years ago, sociologist of religion Reginald Bibby asked a large group of ministers to raise their hands if they considered two Sundays a month to be a good turnout for even the most committed families in their congregations. There weren’t too many hands that weren’t in the air.


  With this in mind, we believe children’s ministry needs to become more than just Sunday school, church services and midweek programs. While we value these traditional forms of ecclesial life and, as you’ll see, we believe that children need to be part of them, children’s spiritual formation can’t rely on Sunday mornings to form authentic disciples of Jesus. After all, church is more than Sunday services!


  Pastors, parents and teachers need to become more creative and innovative in their approaches to forming children, looking at how to make a significant impact in the lives of children who have won perfect attendance pins and those that are only nominally involved in local parishes. We hope that what we offer in this book will spark ideas for how you can nurture the spiritual lives of children in whatever context you minister—in families, local churches, camps, schools, community centers and all other places where children’s spiritual lives are nourished.


  A starting point. Finally, it’s been our assumption all along that this book is not the final word on children’s spiritual formation in the way of Jesus. We’re simply responding to a need that we’ve observed for some time, a need for better approaches to nurturing children’s spiritual formation within families and faith communities seeking to follow Jesus in today’s world—and thoughtful resources that can help people on this journey.


  This book is a starting point—a springboard for bouncing ideas off one another. There is always more to say. There are always better ideas, better concepts, better practices that ought to be shared. It is our hope that this book will generate new ideas for new generations of Christ-followers—that it will spark fresh approaches for forming young disciples.


  For Better Formation, Let’s Do Children’s Ministry Differently


  In a 2012 article Donald Stuss lamented the disconnection between medical research and treatment. It takes much too long for research in the medical field to evolve into outcomes for patients.3 The solution, in his view, is to do science differently.


  How do we do science differently? Stuss shares four elements of emerging approaches to medical research. First, patients need to have meaningful roles in how their treatments are developed. Second, scientists need to see all research as part of a continuum or web, with the more basic aspects affecting those that are more complex. Third, researchers need to become interdisciplinary, and researchers in different fields, institutions and specialties ought to work together. Finally, scientists and those in industry need to collaborate early in the research process.


  This short article highlights how valuable it is to think creatively, to try new approaches and test out new ideas. And the four ideas Stuss offers can be adapted for improving Christian formation. We continue to hear so many people involved in ministry with children and youth (and adults) lament about how difficult it is to get children interested, to keep youth involved in church and to connect Christ with the rest of their lives. And almost everyone seems to have their own opinions about the person, attitude or model that’s to blame for these problems.


  But maybe medical researchers aren’t the only ones who need to do things differently. Maybe to do better spiritual formation, to form better disciples of Jesus, we need to do children’s ministry differently.


  1


  The Task of Children’s Ministry


  



  I fell quickly for the man with the lamb—dreamy Jesus. You know the one, with the long locks and the deep blue eyes. . . . But he was not a three-dimensional character in my life. He lived in a picture on my wall.


  JANELL ANEMA,“Confessions of a Sunday School Superstar”
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  Ivy was leaning on the counter in the work room of the Midwestern church where she was the children’s pastor, reading a flier from a large Southern California megachurch advertising a conference it was holding on church growth. A seminar on children’s ministry caught her eye, so she continued to read the description of that seminar, expecting it to be about training volunteers or how to have a nursery that young parents would drool over. Instead, this seminar was about how to make sure your children’s ministry programs were attractive to outsiders so these programs could be a way to market your church to the community. This was, in the mid 1990s, the first time she’d come across this idea of turning children’s ministry into a tool for marketing a church rather than a means to the spiritual nurture and formation of children.


  This idea of using children’s ministry to market churches doesn’t sit well with us. We’ve seen similar scenarios played out time and again in church marketing materials and in conversations with children’s pastors. Children’s ministry is often seen first and foremost by senior pastors, executive pastors and church leaders as programs that will attract more people into their churches—not as places that play a role in helping children learn to love God and live in the way of Jesus. If the programs are top-notch and kids find them fun, parents will return to this church because they won’t have to fight with their youngsters to go to church every Sunday morning—so the gist of this thinking goes.


  Ivy couldn’t escape this thinking, even then, at her well-run and thoughtful church. She had to run her respective programs, even if she did not have the volunteers to staff them.


  For example, the summer before Ivy resigned from this church, she was having a difficult time staffing her mid-week programs. Several long-term volunteers had stepped down that past spring, and while their resignations had not been totally unexpected, these people were difficult acts to follow—and everyone that Ivy asked to step in knew this. As August came, she had several age-level programs without leaders and the looming deadline of the Wednesday after Labor Day when, come proverbial hell or high water, every program had to begin. Otherwise where would the people who came to prayer meetings, divorce recovery, choir rehearsal or Bible classes put their children? Ivy really didn’t know what she was going to do. She was a pretty good children’s pastor, but she couldn’t manufacture competent adult leaders out of thin air. Even if she could have found subs, the quality of the programs would have suffered.


  Ivy was again confronted with this attitude when she began a ministry position at a fairly large mainline church. While trying to provide an environment and experiences conducive to the spiritual formation of children, the senior minister really only wanted her to be providing experiences that were so much fun for kids their parents would forgo their weekends at their ski houses in lieu of church school. Part of the problem was that the church had the money to have a bouncy house and pony rides every Sunday, if so desired. Ivy chose not to spend the money that way, but was under constant pressure to do so.


  Our point in telling these stories is to show that some churches become intent on creating programs for children in order to provide undergirding for other church ministries and become more attractive to children and parents than the church down the street. When this happens, churches lose what it means to truly be involved in ministry with children. The idea of the “killer” program becomes more important for church leadership than what actually happens in the program. Guided by assumptions in our consumer culture, the primary question becomes not, Are the children growing spiritually? or, Are kids becoming better disciples of Jesus? but, Do the kids and the parents like it enough to come back? Now, we believe that church programs for children can be fun, attractive and spiritually nurturing. We don’t believe these things are mutually exclusive. However, the idea of attractiveness seems to take a back seat to how we think about ministry to children and how spiritual formation happens for children in the community of faith.


  A (Brief) Recent History of Children’s Ministry


  How did this happen? Why can it seem like more churches want to meet the consumerist needs of children and parents so that they don’t have to pull out their hair to get their children in the minivan and through the doors of the church than meet the spiritual and relational needs of young people as they help them to be formed in faith?


  Perhaps the modern era has provided breeding ground for an attitude in some churches and adults that children’s programs exist to serve the needs of the adults in the congregation and make the church attractive to families in the neighboring community. Parents and pastors alike may love the church nursery and preschool programs because they eliminate noisy young children from worship services and provide a respite from the constant care that infants and toddlers require. Adults are more apt to attend midweek or Saturday programs if they have some place to drop off their children for free. More and more families let their children choose a new church based on their experiences in children’s ministry.
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