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Introduction

Jesus told his disciples:
Go to the people of all nations and make them my disciples. 
Baptise them in the name of the Father, the Son, and the 
Holy Spirit, and teach them to do everything I have told 
you. I will be with you always, even until the end of the 
world.
MATTHEW 28:19–20

I have taken this instruction seriously for many years and have 
tried to follow it. Across the decades, my response has taken many 
forms, and the material in this book comes from my latest attempt. 
The gathering I lead is called WoW (Worship on Wednesday) and 
we meet in the dance studio of a primary school by permission 
of the head teacher. We offer simple refreshments (tea or coffee, 
using hot water from a flask, squash, biscuits and sometimes fruit) 
as the school day ends. The refreshments are set out on a table 
in the corridor (as food is not permitted in the studio) where all 
the rapidly departing pupils walk by. We have gathered in some 
children and families simply because they have noticed the biscuits 
and asked what we were doing.

We gather, children and adults together, in a range of different 
family formats. We do not use consent forms, so children are 
required to bring an adult with them to share the session. Parents 
and grandparents take part, and sometimes they take responsibility 
for children who are not their own. For me, it is important to lead 
children into faith and along the path of discipleship in the context 
of their families. It is so hard for children who come to faith on 
their own without the support and involvement of their families. 
I hope to create a space where children and their families can 
explore faith together, either extending their existing understanding 
of God’s love for them and what that might mean or introducing 
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them together to the possibilities of trying to follow Jesus as their 
Saviour. 

That is not to say the group never splits according to age. In our 
group, children love the messier and more active pursuits, while 
most of the adults move away from them. However, we love praying 
together and for each other; sharing Bible stories and laughing. 

Some children and adults love colouring, and others prefer chat 
or fingering sand or folding paper. Visitors to WoW comment that 
most of the response activities are done by a mix of children and 
adults all helping each other to share resources, ideas or ways to 
finish. I also relish creating a space where children and adults can 
teach each other and share their insights and prayers. Our numbers 
have varied over the years from just a dozen to over 30. It has taken 
a long time to build friendships.

Once we move into the studio (taking off our shoes—to protect 
the floor, though the action has a holy resonance, too), we share 
fun, Bible study, response time, prayer and conversation. We 
certainly cover worship, fellowship, discipleship and ministry to 
each other and we often manage to include mission (Rick Warren’s 
five key activities for any church).1 Children, as well as adults, 
deserve the chance to enjoy the full experience of being a Christian. 
For some of the group, WoW is the only church they know. For 
others, WoW is a midweek congregation of the parish church that 
they may attend weekly or occasionally. A third group are active 
members of other churches and denominations who delight in the 
‘all together’ nature of WoW.

The original design brief for WoW included these aims.

• Forty minutes maximum, so that it would be possible to 
plan a detailed timetable of activities and not deter people by 
taking up too much time.

• Focus on primary-aged children, while including pointers 
and challenge for adults. Adults new to exploring faith may 
be just as spiritually young as those who are, chronologically, 
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decades younger. Younger family members are also welcome 
and often take a full part.

• Mix of styles, activities and ways of doing things 
across several sessions, the principle being that if someone 
does not like the quiet contemplation in one week, they know 
it will be livelier or different the next time.

• Clear aim for each session, so that the leaders know what 
their focus is, making it easier to plan, and so that those taking 
part understand the purpose of that week.

• Boy-friendly—an important aim when the leadership has 
been female. As author Nick Harding explains, boys often need 
a different approach.2

• Strong on relationship-building. The small group size 
allows people to get to know each other, although activities 
often need to be planned to ensure that new people feel 
welcome.

• Encouraging response, discipleship and all-age 
activity. This is the area that fascinates and challenges me: 
read on for more detail.

• Informal and fun.
• Fairtrade refreshments and resources where possible. 

Fairtrade is important in itself, but WoW can be a vehicle for 
publicising it.

These aims developed over several months as the vision for WoW 
was cast in the midst of much prayer, reading and discussion. I was 
working through a Mission-Shaped Ministry course,3 so there was an 
opportunity to develop the model for WoW as part of my studies. 
This amount of thinking and praying was much needed.

I was also well aware that some of the ways we have worked with 
children in the past have not helped them grow as disciples. The 
Revd Dr Sandra Millar, Church of England Head of Projects and 
Developments, has pointed out that children are ‘co-disciples’. 
Interviewed in the Church Times, she notes that the earlier, very edu-
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cational, model of working with children, and the more recent idea 
that we need to entertain them, have not proved to be particularly 
effective.4 The challenge for me was to find a way that had a much 
stronger focus on discipleship while still planning for fun and learning 
from the Bible. I am not alone in thinking this way. Paul Moore, 
one of the developers of Messy Church, writes, ‘From the moment 
they walk in the door [of Messy Church at St Wilfrid’s, Cowplain], 
everything we do is about making disciples.’ 5 I cannot recommend 
his book too warmly.

Living a Christian life is often described as a journey or pilgrim-
age. In Working from a Place of Rest, Tony Horsfall suggests that there 
are three aspects to this journey.6

• The ‘discipleship journey of obedience and faith’ particularly 
affects the outward aspect of life, such as decisions about where 
to live, what form of employment (paid or unpaid) to pursue 
and how to use our time as we try to live as disciples of Jesus. 
For children, this may include how often to pray, which books 
to read or videos to watch and how much help to give at home.

• The ‘transformational journey’ is about our more inward life, 
in which we develop our character and behaviour to become 
more like Jesus, and it particularly concerns how we respond to 
the challenges of life. Children experience this journey as they 
learn how to behave well in the playground, to welcome new 
children in class or to make sense of a long stay in hospital.

• The ‘journey through life’ is the chronological progression from 
birth to death.

These three journeys are intertwined.
Horsfall says that ‘Christian discipleship can never be a part-time, 

half-hearted affair. It demands the offering of our lives to God… 
Spiritual formation takes time and a certain amount of discipline 
on our part as we cooperate with the work of the Spirit within us’.7 
He then suggests that there are three stages of maturing spiritually. 
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First we come to know that ‘we are God’s beloved children, loved 
by him unconditionally and eternally’. Then we become aware that 
‘Christ is now living his life within us’, which means ‘learning to 
live in dependency upon him’. Finally, ‘as the outer shell of self-
centredness and self-will is broken within us, so the life of Christ 
is released through us in an overflow of compassion and love to 
others’.

Horsfall mentions research suggesting that although the church 
plays a significant part in the early stages of spiritual development, 
ongoing spiritual formation happens as people develop their own 
spiritual practices to sustain themselves.8 For those of us who work 
with children and families, this means that we must work hard 
to introduce them to a range of effective and attractive spiritual 
practices so that they can continue to grow in faith and discipleship 
on their own. The spiritual disciplines that Horsfall highlights are 
stillness, silence and solitude (to bring us closer to God), reflection, 
Bible meditation and contemplation (to receive God’s truth and to 
reflect on what he may be doing in our lives), and worship, one of 
the main ways ‘by which we are able to drink the living water’ (pp. 
93–94).9 This means we must plan to include a range of activities 
that will teach and promote these disciplines across a range of 
weeks.

People come to faith gradually, usually through a series of events, 
experiences and discussions with Christians. I am well aware that, 
at WoW, we are all at different stages of faith development. Some 
families come along because they seek friendship or something to 
do together as a family after school. We aim to provide them with 
Christian fellowship and fun. Others arrive because they want their 
children to know some of the stories of the Bible. That is one of the 
easier needs to meet. A third group want to know more about Jesus 
but are reluctant to come to a church service where they may be 
expected to know everything or to sit still and quietly. WoW is their 
church, so it is important to support these people, young and old, 
as they grow in faith and learn about discipleship. Yet others come 
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because they have an active faith and want to learn more. They 
want to spend time with their own and other families in a Christian 
context. They sometimes have good knowledge of the Bible and 
what it means to be a follower of Jesus. 

It would be impossible to plan specifically for the needs of 
each of these groups for every session, but it is important to bear 
their needs in mind over the course of a few weeks. Of course, 
the Holy Spirit often takes our simple planning and ensures that 
conversations and prayer activities are, in effect, tailored to each 
individual. Parents sometimes mention how a particular session 
has changed life a little in their home, and that is of enormous 
encouragement to us.

Each session of WoW ends with a challenge to take out into the 
world something of what we have learned or experienced. As the 
old ‘Chorister’s Prayer’ says, ‘What we have sung [or said] with 
our lips, may we believe in our hearts, and what we believe in our 
hearts may we show forth in our lives.’10

In Making Disciples in Messy Church, Paul Moore uses a circle of 
blessing11 (see diagram below) to show how lives can be changed 
and how people of all ages can grow as disciples of Jesus. 

Blessing
(the entry point
for new families)

Belonging

BelievingBehaving
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At WoW, our aim is to bless those who come along. If they feel 
blessed, then they may well want to belong, and we pray that, 
through belonging, they will come to believe. Belief in our creator, 
redeemer and sustainer will gradually change the way they 
behave—and then they too will bless others.

Notes
1 Rick Warren, in The Purpose Driven Church (Zondervan, 1995), identified five 

key purposes or activities for any church: worship, fellowship, discipleship, 
ministry and mission (pp. 95–109).

2 Nick Harding, Boys, God and the Church (Grove, 2007). 
3 www.missionshapedministry.org.
4 Revd Dr Sandra Miller, Church of England Head of Projects and 

Developments, interviewed in Church Times (5 April 2013).
5 Paul Moore, Making Disciples in Messy Church (Messy Church, 2013), p. 64.
6 Tony Horsfall, Working from a Place of Rest (BRF, 2010), p. 21.
7 Horsfall, Working from a Place of Rest, p. 24.
8 Horsfall, Working from a Place of Rest, p. 91.
9 Horsfall, Working from a Place of Rest, pp. 93–94.
10 The Choristers’ Prayer: www.rscm.com/info_resources/choristers_prayer.php.
11 Moore, Making Disciples in Messy Church, p. 18.
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In the beginning

Whether the first chapter of Genesis is presented as giving a literal 
account of God creating the earth or as an early explanation of 
how things began, most children are fascinated by this story. Many 
children will have heard the Jewish and Christian creation story in 
RE, alongside other versions from different religions and traditions. 
This is an opportunity to set creation in the context of Christian 
worship and prayer.

Key Bible verse

In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.
GENESIS 1:1

Bible links

• Genesis 1:1—2:4 (the story of creation)

You will need
• Inflatable globe
• World floor map; small stickers
• Marble run or other construction kit; marbles
• Pipe cleaners
• Dark-coloured paper; chalks
• Pictures of the elements of creation: dark, light, sky, 

tropical beach (showing land and sea), plants, sun, moon, 
stars, fish, birds, animals, people, earth (photographed 
from space); numerals 1–7
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Session aim

To share God’s delight in creating the world.

Gathering activity

Play ‘catch’ with an inflatable globe. Develop the activity by 
naming the person to whom the globe is about to be thrown, to 
help everyone to learn each other’s names.

Welcome

Discuss all the places that members of the group have visited or 
where they have family or friends living. If a world floor mat is 
available, add small stickers to the places named. Otherwise, add 
the stickers to the inflatable globe.

Bible passage

Encourage everyone to join in the response ‘And God 
was pleased with what he saw’ each time it is repeated.

In the beginning when God began to create, 
The earth was a nothing and rather desolate. 
There was a raging sea and it was totally dark. 
God’s Spirit was there but no park, no shark. 
The first day, God said, ‘Let there be light’ 
And he separated the day from the night: 
And God was pleased with what he saw.

Next he divided the water into two 
With sky between—this was day two: 
And God was pleased with what he saw.
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The third day he split the water from the land 
And this was a mighty work of his hand. 
The land he named ‘earth’ and the water ‘sea’ 
And he stocked the ground with plants to seed: 
And God was pleased with what he saw.

Then God put two great lights in the sky— 
The moon to glow and the sun to see by— 
And he added the stars to twinkle bright. 
It was the fourth day when God made big light: 
And God was pleased with what he saw.

Day five and God created the creatures  
That swim in the sea, some with amazing features, 
And others that fly in the sky above. 
He made them with detail, with precision, with love: 
And God was pleased with what he saw.

The sixth day God made the animals that live on the land 
(Meerkats and zebras are all works of his hand), 
And he made us in his image to rule on the earth 
To look after the animals, to care for their worth: 
And God was pleased with what he saw.

By the seventh day God had finished creation. 
The beautiful earth was his revelation. 
He’d made the whole universe, his task was complete 
So he rested a day with the earth at his feet:* 
And God was pleased with what he saw.

* Isaiah 66:1 refers to the Lord having the earth as his footstool.
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Ask these questions.
• Why was God pleased with what he saw?
• What was the most important day of God’s work?

Response activities

• Design: Make a marble run or something similar from a 
construction toy.

• Invent: Make animals from pipe cleaners.
• Sketch: Using dark paper and chalks, draw a scene from the 

creation story.
• Order: Use pictures of the different elements, and numerals, 

to tell the creation story.

Back together

Sing ‘He’s got the whole world in his hands’, throwing an inflatable 
globe around the group during the chorus.

We include the names of people in the group in some verses—
for example, ‘He’s got Jasmine, Bea and Judy in his hands’—and 
this is very popular.

Prayer activity

Using the world floor mat or inflatable globe, pray for the different 
people for whom stickers were placed during the Welcome activity, 
as well as for different areas of creation (mountains, sea, desert, 
rainforest and so on). Point at the different places as they are prayed 
for.

Challenge

Ask for suggestions for how to remember that God made the world, 
during the coming week.
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Wise people meet Jesus

Tradition says that three wise men, or kings, followed a star to find 
the newborn king of the Jews. The biblical text does not state that 
there were three of them, that they were kings or even that they 
were all men. The important fact is that God called people from 
other nations, who were not Jews, to worship Jesus. The same call 
is made today.

Key Bible verse

‘Where is the child born to be king of the Jews? We saw his 
star in the east and have come to worship him.’
MATTHEW 2:2

Bible links

• Matthew 2:1–12 (visitors for Jesus from the east)

You will need
• Large stars cut from white card (see Templates, page 237)
• Glue sticks; pens; glitter
• Teddies (at least six)
• Incense stick, holder and matches
• 24 sheets of A4 paper with instructions written on some, 

as explained under ‘Response activities: large-scale’ (see 
Templates, page 238)

• Masking tape or sticky tack
• One large dice

Session aim

To know that God calls everyone, of whatever background, to 
worship Jesus.
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Gathering activity

Play a game of ‘Everyone is called’. Everyone stands around the 
edge of the space. Call out, ‘Come into the centre if you can touch 
the tip of your nose with your tongue… if you are wearing anything 
red… if you have a birthday in March… if you like sardines… if 
you made your own bed today… if you cleaned your teeth this 
morning… if you are here today!’ If people fall into one of the 
categories announced, they join the growing group in the centre of 
the space. 

Welcome

God calls everyone, wherever they live, whatever their background, 
and however young or old they are, to worship Jesus. In today’s 
Bible passage some people make a huge effort to visit Jesus.

Bible passage

Encourage everyone to join in the refrain ‘Where, oh where?’ by 
practising it at the start.

‘Where, oh where is the baby who has been born to be king of 
the Jews?’ asked the wise people who had seen a new star in the sky. 
They lived in the east, these ever-so-wise people, and they studied 
the stars.

‘Where, oh where is this star leading us?’ asked the extremely 
wise people as they set out on a long journey, following the star.

‘Where, oh where can we find out more about this baby who 
has been born to be king of the Jews?’ asked the exceptionally wise 
people as they came to Herod’s palace.

‘Where, oh where indeed will the Messiah be born?’ demanded 
Herod of the chief priests and teachers of the Law, when he heard 
what these visitors from the east wanted. He was not happy.

‘Where, oh where’ pondered the priests and teachers. ‘Why, 
in Bethlehem! That is what the prophet wrote all those years ago.’



68

50 Praise, Pray and Play Sessions

Herod summoned the especially wise people and found out about 
the star they had followed. ‘When you have found out where, oh 
where the baby has been born, let me know, so that I can worship 
him too.’

‘Where, oh where has the star reappeared?’ wondered the 
extraordinarily wise people as they went on their way. ‘There!’ they 
exclaimed as they saw it over a house. 

They went in and found Jesus with his mother, and they knelt 
down and worshipped him. They gave him special gifts of gold, 
frankincense and myrrh.

‘Where, oh where shall we go as we leave here?’ deliberated 
the enormously wise people. God told them in a dream not to go 
back to Jerusalem and Herod.

‘Where, oh where will this all end?’ wondered these extra-
wise people.

Response activities

• Star: Decorate large card stars with pens and glitter.
• Retell: Provide a selection of teddies so that the story of the 

visitors from the east can be retold.
• Where, oh where: Watch a lit incense stick (supervised) 

while you think about the story.
• Large-scale: Create a human-sized board game with a sheet of 

A4 paper for each ‘square’. If the sheets with instructions have 
been prepared beforehand, the group can help set up the game. 
The sheets can be secured with masking tape if necessary. 

Leave the first two squares blank. On the third, write, ‘See 
new star—miss one turn’. Leave the next two squares blank 
and on the sixth write, ‘Set out on journey—move forward 
two spaces’. Provide two more blank squares and on the 
ninth write, ‘Long talk with Herod—go back two’. After two 
more blank squares, write on the twelfth, ‘The king should be 
born in Bethlehem—move on one’. Provide two more blank 
squares and write, ‘Find star over house—move on one’ on the 
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15th. Provide two more blank spaces and write on the 18th, 
‘Worship Jesus and give gifts—extra turn’. Two more blank 
sheets are followed by one saying, ‘Stop to sleep—miss one 
turn’. After two last blank squares, write on the final sheet, 
‘Return home—mission accomplished’. 

Play with a single large dice, each person moving around the 
‘board’ using themselves as the playing piece.

Back together

Talk about the huge number of people who celebrate Christmas 
around the world. Many people who celebrate do not worship 
Jesus and do not know him as their friend or brother or guide, but 
still the story of Christmas is told, year by year.

Prayer activity

Take one of the stars that has been decorated and place it in the 
centre of the group. Ask how God used the star in today’s story.

God of the universe, thank you for making the billions of stars that 
decorate the sky at night. Help us to think of you when we see their beauty 
and to praise you.

God of wisdom, thank you for making the special star that guided the 
wise people to find Jesus. We pray that you will lead lots more people to 
worship Jesus.

God of power, we pray that you will protect people who want to follow 
Jesus, especially in countries where being a Christian can be dangerous.

God of love, thank you for caring about every detail of our lives. Please 
bless each of us and keep us safe this week. Amen

Challenge

Remember to look up at the stars and praise God for something.
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Reader in the Church of England. Rona is the 
author of Creative Mission and More Creative 
Mission (Barnabas for Children, 2011, 2013).

Visit www.barnabasinchurches.org.uk/9781841016627/  
for free template downloads 

This book does exactly what it says on the cover. Like her 
exhilarating Creative Mission, Rona’s latest book is packed with 
fresh ideas and resources to bring your all-age worship alive. It is 
imaginative, practical, and I pray it will be life-changing.
BY THE RT REVD JOHN HOLBROOK, BISHOP OF BRIXWORTH

Requiring little preparation or set-up time, each session explores 
a biblical theme or story through gathering activities, interactive 
ice-breakers, simple crafts, different approaches to storytelling, 
accessible forms of prayer, reflective discussions and a challenge 
for the week ahead.


