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CHRISTIAN EDUCATION IN CHURCH 
POLICY 
The picture of the Church as the Family of God aptly depicts how people of 
all ages, and at all stages of experience, live and learn together in the family 
life of any church. 

In a family, you are learning all the time- through the atmosphere and 
relationships, through attitudes to the material home, and through all the 
informal shared activities of home life. Of course, this means that there can 
be negative and undesired learning as well as any other. And there is also 
planned learning- parents reading to and talking with their children, older 
members teaching young ones how to do this or that, as well as the more 
structural pursuit of learning at school and in homework or apprenticeship. 

Similarly, in the Church, everything teaches: the atmosphere which 
makes you feel "at home", the obviously cherished building, and the 
carefully planned opportunities for members of the whole Church Family to 
learn together ... using a variety of different patterns. 

Some Patterns 

Some churches meet as a complete all-age family for the whole of 
the Sunday morning service. The worship and teaching are sensitively 
planned to meet the needs of all ages- with the implicit assumption that the 
theme of the service will be discussed later within families which have 
shared a common experience in worship. Such a pattern demands a pretty 
high order of skill on the part of those leading the service, and besides 
calling on the skills of those with special abilities often draws on 
contributions from a weeknight club as well. 

Many churches arrange for a short period of family worship to be followed 
by learning in age groups. In this way, t"'e ·learning tan be specially 
appropriate to the age and experiencff of eac~ 9f<?YP· whilst preserving a 
common theme. · · 

Others have felt that better use can be made of a Sunday morning by a 
programme something like the following:-· 

10.00 to 11.00 a.m. Family Worship for 20 minutes, breaking into age
based learning groups following a common or related 
theme. 

11.00 to 11.30 a. m. Refreshments together- and no doubt discussion, too. 
11.30 to 12.30 a. m. Mixed-age groups, aimed at the practical outworking 

of a topic, and possibly culminating in a brief act of 
worship to gather up the morning's activity. · 

Wouldn't there be considerable gain to everyone concerned if the main 
activities in our 'evangelistic' work with children and young people were not 
Sunday but on a weeknight? Workers would be freed to join in normal 
worship, and children from secular homes would not be as likely to suffer 
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the depredations of Sundays-out in the summer. The programme would 
cater for a really wide range of activities (e.g. games, projects, visits, visitors 
as well as 'teaching' sessions) using as long a session as suited everyone 
concerned. Some areas are finding such Weekday schools much more 
popular than Sunday school. 

The increasing popularity of small adult groups (sometimes meeting in 
homes) is partly due to the much more efficient learning which takes place 
in a well-led group of 8-12 people. This owes something to the simple fact 
that the informality and intimacy of such a group makes it easier for the 
members to take part and share with each other- so that there is increased 
involvement and consequent motivation. Clearly, if every member of a 
group of eight speaks to every other member only once, 64 conversations 
take place. The leadership of such groups is the essential basis of effective 
working, and the best way to avoid the development of alternative authority 
centres. A clear recognition of objectives is also vital, so that the groups 
provide for Christian nurture, yet avoid becoming either gossip shops or 
mawkish heart-baring sessions. 

The fact that you learn faster by doing than any other way has long been 
recognised in children's education and youth apprenticeship schemes. And 
it may be that we could often learn some things more effectively by activity. 
-e.g., how to share your faith, or what "helping ministries" are needed in a 
local area. 

Variety and Creative Learning 

The fact that God designed us so that we learn through all our senses must 
have a lotto teach us in planning christian education. He is characteristically 
the God of variety and richness - never merely appealing to our eyes in 
black and white, but in colour and movement, accompanied by a tapestry of 
sound and feeling. The great teachers in the Bible- and especially Jesus
used all five senses for their teaching. A group of playing children runs 
noisily through the market place, but Jesus does not regard them as a 
distraction; rather, He stirs His audience's childhood memories to illustrate 
adult perversity in reacting to Himself. Other Biblical teachers used all kinds 
of visual illustrations - from the complex and beautifully-crafted 
workmanship of the Tabernacle to the simple diagrams on Ezekiel's tiles. 

They could not, like us, enrich the living word with tape-recordings of 
evocative sounds or music or the human voice, but the "Psalms" st\ow us a 
picture of Temple worship which was enthusiastically dramatic, sometimes 
noisy ("Make a loud noise!" "Shout unto God with a voice of triumph!" "Clap 
your hands, you people") and always varied. 

Have you noticed how much easier it is to give concentrated attention to a 
session which includes questions and discussion, the sharing of experi.ence 
and insights? Participation makes learning personal- and can mean the 
pursuit of carefully planned enquiry assignments, the attempt to enter 
sympathetically into an experience through mime (as when Jeremiah 
carried t,lis yoke through the streets) or to express the heart of an issue in 
role play, as when Nathan engaged David's empathy for the poor man whose 
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ewe was confiscated -to sharpen the impact of God's message. 
Of course, writing, reading and talking together will always be important 

routes for God's word to us, but clearly the Holy Spirit is able to reach deep 
into our complex personalities in many other ways, too. 

Planning, Preparation, Training 

Such creative approaches need ~ certain amount of materials and 
equipment- like tables, magic markers, plasticene, scissors and glue
and a budget to maintain them. They also call for careful thought about the 
implications of using improvised mime and visual aids which tend to attract 
attention. 

Is it worth holding a Preparation Fellowship? There are certainly four 
factors which are powerful arguments in favour. 

(i) Team ~irit develops when workers with children or adult group 
leaders can see the common aims to Which theyare contributing; 

(ii) Biblical knowledge and understanding are extended, thus enriching 
grasp of the Bible and its contemporary application; 

(iii) Skills of teaching/group leadership are increased, whilst those who 
wish to "try out" new approaches are supported and encouraged, thus 
enabling new teachers/leaders to build up a range of skills and 
methods; 

(iv) Leadership and gifts are developed, given scope and encouraged. 

Leaders in children's christian education might plan a regular evening 
(not less than fortnightly) on the following pattern: 

p.m. Worship Together: the Minister or a departmental leader introduces a 
carefully-chosen reading, to lead to a period of shared prayer; 

p.m. The Biblical Background to the next Sunday's theme is studied, with 
special attention to understanding the relevance of the passages to 
the experience of each age group; 

p.m. Teaching Method- detailed preparation within departmental teams 
-time to think creatively about participation, methods and perhaps 
to 'try out' activities. If specific team members undertake in advance 
to work on particular ideas, the combined effort will be the more 
fruitful; 

p.m. Offering to God the plans made, after a one-minute-per department 
period of sharing. 

For Adult Group leaders there are probably three areas which they will 
want to incorporate in their (?monthly) leaders' meeting:-

(i) Biblical understanding at some depth, not because they will 
themselves be 'teaching' (in the didactic sense) - but to fit them as 
resource persons for the group's work. 

(ii) Group Leadership skills - a systematic consideration of what is 
actually involved in being the 'leader' of a group, aiming to release 
members' capacity to contribute to the group's objectives, thought 
about what is involved when non-Christians begin to attend, and 
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sharing helpful experience; 
(iii) Pastoral Care- a careful review to ensure that leaders understand 

their function, the limits of their brief, and the extent to which group 
members can be encouraged to provide group nurture and individual 
care. 

Item (i) will always be important; items (ii) and (iii) may well take turns in 
successive meetings. 

What about long-term training and gift development? Apart from the 
valuable courses run by various reputable para-church organisations, in 
both young people's and adult leadership, churches can often do two things 
which will provide a steady form of in-service training within the church 
itself. 

Those who show some aptitude and interest can be given the opportunity 
to work under an experienced person, perhaps doing a specific part of the 
session, and thus can discover without premature commitment whether in 
fact they have a gift for a particular form of service. If so, the gift can be 
steadily developed until the "apprentice" is ready to offer for fully-fledged 
service. lt is vital that such work is seen as tentative- for it is as important to 
discover that you do not have a gift as it is to be encouraged if you have! 

There may be in the church someone with well-developed skill in a· 
particular area (e.g. a school teacher, or a trained counsellor), who cannot 
undertake a regular active commitment but who could contribute as a 
resource and ideas advisor to a group. He would then meet with that group 
from time to time, looking ahead and making suggestions, offering advice 
and experience, and helping with specific problems. He is thus released for 
a vitally important service, but without a degree of involvement which he 
cannot accept. 

Moreover, both these two systems provide a sensitive means of 
discovering (rather than 'recruiting') new staff, and giving them time to find 
their feet before being yoked to the full demands of a new sphere of service, 
in which fear and occasional failure might well breed revulsion. 

Church and Home 

Perhaps we should look out for more ways to forge stronger links with local 
homes connected in some way to our churches. 

(i) Dedication Services are one such opportunity. Parents who ask for 
such a service are clearly expressing a sense of spiritual need, and offering a 
chance for mission. 

For many Christian parents, dedications present an ideal occasion to 
discuss practical ways of rededicating their home to God, and of ensuring 
that it is a means of grace to all its members, parents and children alike. 

For non-Christians, talking about the meaning of the service itself, the 
beliefs upon which it is based, and the Saviour whom it involves, is a unique 
opening to share the meaning of the Gospel. A few practical ideas may 
contribute to its effectiveness: 

Two short but carefully-planned meetings with both parents prior to the 
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dedication can express the warmth of the church's welcome and help the 
parents to know exactly what happens and its significance; 

Someone needs to be appointed to look after families coming for 
dedication services- to meet them at the door, look after their needs (e.g. 
hymnbooks, look after tiny children), and follow up afterwards; 

Perhaps the children in the youngest class could be called to gather round 
the baby for the dedication - to express with their teacher the church's 
welcome within the service; 

The Cradle Roll Secretary (or whatever her title) should visit the homes of 
all parents coming for dedication service at least to keep them in touch with 
special events, as well as sending birthday and christmas cards, say, for the 
first three years. If the service includes presentation of a Bible picture book 
and/or certificate, perhaps the Secretary could be the person to present one 
of them. 

(ii) Home Visiting is another bridgehead for mission to every home with 
which the church has some link; it is also a bridge across which non 
Christians can make the daunting journey past our mock-gothic entrances 
into the mysterious 'religious' world within! Regular visits will be regarded as 
an integral part of the work of every young people's worker and of all adult 
group leaders. But Church members might be invited to volunteer to partner 
such visitors and to maintain interest and prayer in the families visited. 

(iii) Family Services have proved to be a great help to those who want to 
begin to come to church. These are not children's services under another 
name, but genuine all-age acts of worship and learning. This means 
participation, variety and activity are essential in order to keep attention 
focussed in a congregation with such a wide range of capacity. Perhaps a 
complete family can be responsible to lead the prayers, two or three people 
can be "interviewed", children can contribute to the music of the occasion, 
the 'talk' can be broken down into two or even three short sections, the 
Scripture reading can be accompanied by a carefully prepared mime. 
Certainly audio-visual presentation will be valuable, and it will sometimes 
be possible to use a short drama sketch to underline the main theme. A 
duplicated service sheet will help everyone to see the 'shape' of the service, 
and perhaps can be another means of highlighting the message of the theme 
-for example by indicating the significance of each hymn in the overall 
pattern. If children's regular class work can contribute to the subject, it will 
not only heighten their involvement but also link the Family Service theme to 
the on-going teaching of normal classes. 

Apart from this link with regular teaching, the circle of the Year almost 
presents a focus for each month's Family Service:-

January : Begin a New Year- remembering that all life comes from 
God. 

February : Education Sunday- expressing Christian concern for, and 
witness in local schools and colleges- an ideal 
opportunity to form contacts with schools. 

March : Mothers' Day- marking the influence of our homes, and 
concluding with a posy for every lady in church. 
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April 
May 
June 

July 

August 

September 

October 

November 

December 

: Easter Celebration of the facts about Jesus, God and Man. 
: Whitsun- new people with a new spirit. 
: Family Day- formerly known as Sunday School 

Anniversary, and perhaps including a lot more than 
'services'. 

: Our Church Family- why are we 'Baptists'? what do we 
know about our church and its activity? 

:Youth Special- bringing together the young life and 
homes of the church, perhaps with a 'vocation' focus. 

: Here We Go! the start of a new annual session - but not, 
we hope, a 'promotion' service! 

: Harvest Celebration - of God's goodness to the whole 
world, not forgetting the needs of 3rd World Projects. 

: The World Christian Family- pictures of God at work 
worldwide. 

: Bible Sunday and the Advent of The Word, followed by 
Christmas Celebration of Christ's coming- then, 
now and future. 

Asking Questions 

From time to time, it is a healthy exercise to review every activity in the 
Church- asking members of each group what they believe to be their aims 
and contribution to the Church's overall mission, and how far those aims 
have been fulfilled in the past twelve months. lt would be good to check from 
time to time the gaps in church nurture too. What is done to help those 
preparing for marriage? How do we ensure continued progress of those who 
were baptised six months ago? Can we help the Christian thinking of 
members who are trying to contribute as Christians in their Trades Union or 
in managerial leadership in any area of social life? How could we provide 
enrichment to the marriages of those struggling with the demands of a 
young family just when the father's work responsibilities are at their most 
insistent? Are there any activities which no longer fulfil the purpose for 
which they started? And does every church member and organisation have 
a clear enough overall strategic concept of the church's mission to its 
neighbourhood -and their part in it? 

The pack "Looking Towards the Future of Our Church" (40p each; three 
for £1 from Mission Department) offers a set of evaluation booklets to those 
churches who want to take a cool look at the various activities in which they 
invest so much sacrificial energy. 

Every Minister is directing an enterprise concerned with children, young 
people and adults, he is likely to have opportunities in connection with the 
County schools (and possibly College) in his neighbourhood -either as a 
Governor, member of a Religious Education Syllabus review, or just as the 
guest speaker at local schools on special occasions. Articles in this issue 
deal with each of these demands, and indicate some of the lines of in-service 
education which might be helpful, either as a short-term course or as a focus 
for sabbatical work. 
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But the crucial spring of it all is the policy principle so evident in the early 
church, which harnessed together two powerful horses to the chariot of 
mission- prophetic proclamation side by side with christian education and 
nurture. 

John Goddard 

SOME USEFUL REFERENCE BOOKS 
ON WORSHIP 
Worship The Lord Jock Anderson I.V.P. £1.75 
Variations on a Theme Michael Taylor Galliard £1.50 
Building Worship Together Martha Barker & Fisherfolk Celebration £1.35 
Sharers in Worship David Owen N.C.E.C. 
Let's Make a Celebration Donald Hilton N.C.E.C. 
The Folk Arts in Renewal P. Beall & M. Keys Barker Hodder £12.95 

DRAMA and MUSIC 
What Next? Peter Cotterell Lakeland £1.25 
Time to Act P. Burbridge & M. Watts Hodder £1.00 
Lightning Sketches P. B~trbridge & M. Watts Hodder £1.75 
Using the Bible in Drama S. & J. Stickley & J. Belben Bible Society £1.75 
Drama in Religious Education V.J. Green Blandford £2.95 
Know How to Use Drama in 

Church Gillian Grinham s.u. 
Let's Sing and Make Music Pauline Buzzing N.C.E.C. £1.20 
Sing, Say and Move Jill McWilliam s.u. £1.95 

"Looking Towards the Future of Our Church": A Christian education evaluation pack for 
deacons and leaders of organisations : from Mission Department, Baptist Union 

(40 p each; 3 for £1) 
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