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The National Council of Churches, U.S.A. policy statement,
The Church and Children: Vision and Goals for the 21st Century

articulates a vision that will ensure that all children develop and flourish.
Goals are set forth in the following areas:

Faith Communities
Family

Education
Safety

Arts, Recreation and Culture
Economic Security

Health

To download a copy of the vision statement in PDF format, go to

http://www.ncccusa.org/pdfs/churchandchildren.pdf

The CHURCH
and CHILDREN

Vision and Goals for the 21st Century



Study Guide

Welcome to this study on the
National Council of Churches, USA statement,

The Church and Children: Vision and Goals for the 21st Century
(adopted November 11, 2004).

The NCCC Committee on Justice for Children and their Families thanks you for your willingness
to engage members of your congregation in this study. We thank the participants for their

willingness to walk this journey with us in responding to our theological imperative

(ÒCreated in the image of God, children are a gift of the whole humanity.Ó) and biblical mandateÓ

(ÒWhoever welcomes one such child in my name welcomes meÓ Ð Matthew 18:5)

It is our hope and prayer that you will be moved to action on behalf of children and their families.
We encourage you to commit to being an advocate in your community, in the nation and

throughout the world, because children are suffering everywhere. We can make a difference!

May God bless you in your future endeavors on behalf of children.

Josselyn Bennett
Chair, Committee on Justice For Children and Their Families
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Preparation
¥  In advance of the study, visit the website of the National Council of Churches, 

U.S.A. at www.ncccusa.org/pdfs/churchandchildren.pdf and download the policy
statement. Make copies for all participants.

¥  If you know the participants are not familiar with the work of the National Council
of Churches, also read over the information about the organizationÕs work and be
prepared to share a little about its member communions, commissions, and 
initiatives.

¥  Involving children in this study session is a natural opportunity to incorporate 
their perspective. Note the suggestions for alternative questions and activities 
for children in the study.

¥ Visit the website of the ChildrenÕs Defense Fund at www.childrensdefense.org. 
Click on ÒdataÓ to locate and print statistics about the status of children, both 
nationally and for your state. Make posters with some of the facts to display in 
your meeting space.

¥ Set up a worship table with a Christ candle (pillar candle or single taper), the 
Bible, and some objects that can serve as a reminder of children and your 
communionÕs covenant responsibility for them (for example, a childÕs toy or care
item). You might also include a bowl of water, a loaf of bread and a chalice as 
reminders of the sacraments.

¥ The study session suggests dividing into small groups for some activities. If your
group is small, assign pairs of participants to group tasks, or consolidate some 
groups.

¥ On separate sheets of newsprint, print the goal category heads from the policy 
statement (faith communities; family education; safety; arts, recreation, and 
culture; economic security; health). Post these sheets of newsprint around the 
meeting space. Gather seven each of red, green and blue markers.

¥ On newsprint, a chalk or dry erase board, print the following open-ended statement:
Ñ What I hope for most for children is . . . . .
Ñ What I fear most concerning children is. . .

Collect index cards and pencils for the opening activity and for the Act of 
Commitment.

¥ Make copies of  ÒA Litany of CommitmentÓ  (pg.10) for each participant. Ask for 
volunteers to read the seven readersÕ parts.

¥ Set aside some time to pray for the participants in the group and for yourself as
their leader. Ask God to help you to discern how to open the hearts and minds 
of those in the group to the needs and gifts of children.



3

Study Session
(This suggested study plan is for a ninety-minute session.)

This one-session study is designed to help congregations:

¥ Become familiar with the policy statement on the well-being of children adopted by the
National Council of Churches, USA;

¥ Explore the implications for ministry suggested by the policy statementÕs vision and goal
statements;

¥ Formulate action plans to implement the goals on behalf of children.

Opening (15 minutes)
As participants arrive, have available information about mission, education, worship and service
opportunities your church offers to minister with and for children. Invite those who arrive first to
browse through the information. Also ask each person to reflect on the posted open-ended statements
and jot down responses on an index card. When most participants have arrived, invite them to gather
together around the worship table.

1. Pray together.

Loving God, we know there are big problems facing children and familiesÑtoo little food and too
much hunger.  Not enough love and too much violence. Too little family time and too much 
despair. Too little money and too many bills. Too many illnesses and not enough health care.

We confess that there are times we want to turn away from the problems or pretend they donÕt 
exist. We say they are someone elseÕs concern or someone elseÕs fault. We fear that we canÕt make
a difference. We fear that making a difference will change our lives in ways we wonÕt like. We want
to give up Ñ to give up on others, give up on ourselves.

Forgive us for our faintheartedness Ñ for failing to love others as you would have us, for failing 
to believe in ourselves as you do. Remind us that you never give up on others and you never give
up on us. Amen.

Ð Shannon Daley Harris. As published in Congregations Stand for Healthy 
          Children: Bringing Hope and Healing. National Observance of ChildrenÕs 

      Sabbaths Manual 2006, vol.  15. ChildrenÕs Defense Fund.

Point out the objects you placed on the worship table and say that these things are meant to 
remind us that we have a covenant responsibility for children.

2. Examine Hopes and Fears.

Ask each participant to take turns sharing his or her name and the responses made to the open-
ended statements. Record their responses on separate sheets of newsprint. Say that the policy 
statement adopted by the National Council of Churches, U.S.A. in November 2004 represents one 
opportunity to make real the hopes we have for all children and to address those factors in our 
culture that we fear are damaging to their potential development.

Allow time for participants to read the introduction to the policy statement (lines 7-35).
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Read aloud the excerpt from the Preamble to the NCC Constitution (lines 9-14). Point out that while many
denominations have statements on children and the NCC itself has policies and programs that address many
of the specific issues that relate to children, this policy is the first comprehensive statement on children to
be made by the Council. It represents the collective voice of the member communions and presents a call
to minister holistically with and to children.

Exploring (30 minutes)

3. Engage in Bible Study.

A. Study Old Testament Scriptures.

Divide the group into small groups and assign one of the following scripture passages to each group:

¥  Genesis 17: 1-8; 21:  1-7 (GodÕs promise to Abraham and Sarah)
¥  Exodus 2: 1-10 (God saves the infant Moses)
¥  1 Samuel 3: 1-4: 1 (The call of Samuel)
¥  1 Samuel 17 (David and Goliath)
¥  Esther 4 (Esther answers the call to help the Jews)
¥  Jeremiah 1: 4-10 (The call of Jeremiah)

Ask each group to read the assigned scripture and be prepared to respond to the following:

Ð What role does the child or young person play in this scripture?

*If children are a part of the group, ask the following:

Ð What does each young person or child do in these stories? Do you think children can do more
   things than adults think they can?

When groups have had time to read and discuss, ask each group to report to the total group. Point out 
for the group that many scholars and practitioners are presently urging a new perspective on childhood
and children. This new interdisciplinary approach, presented in the book Rethinking Childhood (edited 
by Peter Pufall and Richard P. Unsworth. New Brunswick, New Jersey: Rutgers University Press, 2004), puts
emphasis on two central ideas:

~ Voice, a cluster of intentions, hopes, grievances, and expectations that children guard as their own; and
~ Agency, the fact that children are much more self-determining actors than is generally thought.

Voice is the vehicle children use to express agency in their own lives.
Ask participants to respond to the following:

Ð Where do you see voice and agency coming through in these stories from scripture?
Ð How have you experienced or noted children expressing the desire to act on their own behalf?
   In what ways does your congregation encourage children to participate in the life of the church
   and in the life of faith?

Study Session (continued)
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*If children are a part of your group, ask the following:

Ð  What do you do at your church? What would you like to do? Are there jobs or responsibilities
     in the church that adults do that you think children could do too?

B. Explore the Story of Jesus and the Children.

Ask for volunteers to read aloud the following:
¥ Mark 9:33-37; 43
¥ Mark 10: 13-16

Invite participants to silently read lines 55-68 (Biblical Mandate).

ASK:

Ð  What does it mean that children point the way to GodÕs realm?
Ð  What would it mean to make children fully welcome in our families? Our communities? Our 
    churches?  What would governmental policies and structures that fully welcome children look
    like?

*If children are a part of your group, ask the following:

Ð  How do you think children can help adults understand how God wants us to live and treat 
    each other?
Ð  What would you tell adults about how youÕd like children to be included at home, at school, 
    in church, in your community, in the world?

4. Focus on Context.

A. Every Day in . . .

Allow participants a few minutes to read over the information under ÒContemporary ContextÓ (lines 83-
145). Call their attention to the posters you displayed giving updated statistics about children (either 
nationally or in your own state). ASK:

Ð  What particularly strikes you about the status of children? What seems most urgent?

*If children are a part of your group, ask the following:

Ð  When you read these facts about childrenÕs lives, which problems do you think are the most 
    important to take care of? Why?

B. Discuss Connected Communities.

Share some of the following information with participants:

While we have traditionally referred to the children behind such statistics as Òchildren at riskÓ, a landmark
report by the Commission on Children at Risk makes the case that overall, the mental and behavioral health
of all children in the United States is deteriorating. In the face of rising affluence, growing numbers of children
and youth are falling victim to mental illness and emotional and behavioral problems. Suicide rates, attention
deficit, depression, and conduct disorders afflict a growing number of the young.

Study Session (continued)




