The Doughnut/Do-not Lesson

In addition to being an educator, pastor and student, I have consulted with many churches and helped them design and implement a children’s church curriculum or Sunday School. I consider these to be the same thing, but you can use whichever term you prefer I use the title “children’s church” because not all churches meet on Sunday. For one of my first consultations, I visited the classroom on a Sunday as an observer.

The women who ran the program was thoughtful and I was surprised to learn that their curriculum followed a canned script that looked the same every week. The children would come in after the worship song service in the sanctuary, sit down for a snack, listen to a woman read a 15-30 minute story about whatever the lesson plan was for the week, and then do a craft project. (Pretty typical, don’t you think?) The day I visited, the reading was about a missionary family who was stationed in Africa. There were no photos or illustrations, and the plot, as I remember it, seemed kind of dull. The story was read without laughter, voice inflection, or facial expressions. I can’t really recall what the story was about, but I’ll never forget the lesson I learned that day from the children and a rogue doughnut.

As the teacher droned her way through the story, one of the children was poking his pencil through the hole of a miniature, white powdered doughnut so that he could swirl it around. This would be a completely logical thing to do if you were a bored eight-year old. Unfortunately, he released the pencil at the wrong moment, which caused the doughnut to fly across the table, hit his neighbor on the chest, and roll down to the ground, leaving a trail of white powder on black velvet in its wake. We all enjoyed this sideshow, grinned at each other, and peeked under the table to see where the A.W.O.L. Holy Roller had gone. Of course, the child sitting closest to the spot where the doughnut rested began to poke it with her patent leather covered toe. Amazingly, the doughnut was still in one piece. I hoped that she wouldn’t pick it up and eat it. Mercy prevailed, and she didn’t or else everyone at the table would have burst into squeals.

Just as this drama settled down, the teacher, oblivious to the doughnut caper, finished her story and began to ask us questions about the material. None of us had listened to a word she said, so we were clueless about the answers to her questions. As the only adult sitting at the table, the children looked to me for support and leadership. Surely I could help them figure out some answers.

Unfortunately, I let them down. I too was engrossed with the doughnut scenario and had not listened to the story well enough to answer any questions. The teacher proceeded to lecture the students, and probably me too, about how we needed to be better listeners and should not disrespect God’s Word by daydreaming. Blah, blah, blah. We all felt bad about ourselves for a respectable amount of time. Then she prayed that they would be better children, and then this class, including me, were dismissed to do the craft. Phewwww, we dodged a bullet. I imagine many children who attend children’s church have had similar experiences.

From Warehouse to God’s House

Children don’t usually have a say in what church they attend or even if they go to church. Typically, they follow their parent’s wishes and hope that the teacher is nice and the class fun, or that they will find a friend there to endure the experience with them. However, often children’s church is treated as just another way to “warehouse” kids so Mom and Dad can have a break. I must confess, there have been weeks where this was the case for me too. I was just walking through the motions and hoping that no one would notice.

However, I am concerned that we might be turning our children off to God and a Christ-centered lifestyle and losing the battle to the ever-present media and today’s fast paced culture. I want to help children’s church workers by giving them suggestions for fresh ideas that will hopefully make their class time more enjoyable for everyone. It is my hope that by making the children’s church experience more meaningful and exciting for children, they won’t feel the need to run out of the church, and maybe even from God, when they grow up. A focus on the child and their educational needs as he or she is brought up in the church can last a lifetime. The following proverb sums this idea up perfectly. 

Train up a child in the way he should go and when he is old, he will not depart from it.

Proverbs 22:6
