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Preface

Fifteen years ago, the first edition of this book, titled Caring for Folks from Birth to Death, was published. One year later, the Spanish edition was released. Both editions have been highly successful, for which I am grateful. In the first edition, I said:

As I have traveled around the United States leading pastoral care workshops, I sensed a gap in the pastoral care literature. Ministers need a concise handbook that will help them quickly grasp the developmental issues that persons face and give them some ideas of how the church can effectively minister to these folks. (p. 5)


I believe this gap in the literature still exists today.

I am delighted with this revised and enlarged edition. Although updated, the first two sections of each chapter remain the same as in the first edition. The first section helps you understand the developmental issues people face. The second helps you understand what is appropriate ministry to people, based on their developmental task. In addition, a third section has been added concerning how spirituality grows and declines in different eras of a person’s life.

The original group of authors joined me in this revision.

An effort was made to leave each contributor’s style intact. Also, the contributors included a bibliography of additional resources not referred to in their chapters. No attempt has been made to avoid duplication, because one minister might have a particular interest in adolescence and another in aging.

This book is offered as a tool in ministry to persons who care for others. It will give you easy access to developmental theory, practical ministry ideas, and spiritual growth. To that end we pray it is helpful.

James E. Hightower Jr.

New Orleans, Louisiana





Chapter 1 The Preschool Years: Foundations for Life

Cos H. Davis Jr.
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Several years ago, in a church where I served as pastor, a young child drew a picture of me. The picture showed me standing behind the pulpit, gesturing with one hand in the air. I was obviously preaching! I was startled to think that the young child’s only perception of me was the activity he saw me doing most often. But his experiences were limited, and as he got to know me in other relationships, his perception broadened.

The same holds true of the clergy’s many ministers’ perceptions of preschoolers—children who have not yet reached age five. Our ideas about them are often based on fragments of knowledge and experience. As we learn more through reading, observing, and experience, our understanding of them increases. As our understanding of preschoolers grows, we will be able to minister to them more effectively.

This chapter is designed to help broaden our understanding of preschoolers. Why are preschool years considered foundational? What are a preschooler’s developmental tasks? Can a preschooler learn about God? How do preschoolers learn? What are some basic needs of preschoolers? What are some practical ways a minister can relate to preschoolers?


Preschool Years are Foundational

The first five years of life are highly significant. What children learn and feel during this time, particularly about themselves, will be foundational to the rest of their life. By the time a child turns five, he or she should have a pretty good idea as to his or her worth to parents and other important people such as teachers. A child will have acquired some basic feelings about what parents believe is important. If children can be helped to feel good about themselves, a good foundation for relationships with others can be built.

The preschool years are an excellent opportunity to lay the foundation for a child’s spiritual life. This foundation is important for Christian conversion and spiritual growth. Good learning experiences at church are a great place to start.

Christian conversion and growth do not happen in a vacuum. The person who makes a willful choice to receive Christ as Savior does so out of a background of experiences that have prepared him or her for this decision. The better job we do in the preschool years, the better the child will be able to relate positively to God.

The men and women in our churches who teach preschoolers are doing important work! They, along with parents, are building the foundation necessary for Christian conversion and growth. There is a real sense that a preschool teacher is just as involved in a person’s conversion as the children’s, youth, or adult teacher who actually leads him or her to accept Christ at a later time. Paul wrote in 1 Corinthians 3:6, “I planted, Apollos watered, but God was giving the increase” (NASB).1


The Needs of a Preschooler

Your work with people has proven that they act or react according to some need in their lives. Often, people do not know why they do what they do or say what they say. A need, though unrecognized, still clamors for attention. God has made us with certain needs—some of which can be met only in relation to others.

Preschoolers have needs, too. Understanding what those needs are and how to meet them will enable you to minister more effectively to children and, in turn, help parents and teachers meet their needs.


Love

Love is the most basic need of preschoolers. They sense they are loved as adults express gentleness and patience in relation to their physical needs and their inability to do many things for themselves. Loving a preschooler means doing what is best for him or her. Loving means understanding the child enough to know what is best and being willing and unselfish enough to meet the child’s needs. Proverbs 22:6 says, “Train up a child in the way he should go; and when he is old, he will not depart from it” (KSV). Loving a child means taking responsibility to guide his or her life in ways that will help the child be a well-adjusted, contributing member of society and servant of God. The attitude of such love is expressed in the words of Sybil Waldrop, “Every child needs someone who is just crazy about him.”2


Self-Worth

Preschoolers need to know that they are important to people who are important to them. They learn to value themselves only as those closest to them treat them as persons of worth. If this need is satisfied, they will learn that others are valuable too. The child’s future, in terms of relationships, basically hinges on whether or not he or she feels important to significant people. Such a sense of self-worth is not taught through a relentless barrage of gifts or the absence of rules or regulations, but by the kind of love that deals patiently and purposefully with the needs of the child.


Acceptance

Love is expressed and self-worth is taught as preschoolers sense that they are accepted by significant adults. Children need to know they are wanted and deeply appreciated by others. Parents must consciously attempt to instill the feeling that they are proud of their child and that the child does not have to do anything to be loved. Children are loved because of who they are, not because of what they do! Before a child is born, some parents need to be helped to accept the child as a gift from God and be happy if the Lord gives them a daughter instead of a son or vice versa.


Trust

Preschoolers are almost totally dependent on adults to meet their basic physical, emotional, social, and spiritual needs. A baby learns trust by the way he or she is cared for—if hunger and comfort needs are met in a loving manner. Young children need to be assured through experience that they can depend on their parents and teachers to meet their needs and do what is best for them. The words “Johnny, I love you” are confusing to Johnny if his parents or teachers say the words but do not meet his needs.

A young child’s sense of trust is also a good foundation for faith in God. Without trust, faith in God is more difficult. There are several biblical references of Jesus’ use of family relationships to describe the believer’s relationship to God (Matthew 5:9; 6:6, 8–9; 7:8–11). Such verses emphasize that appropriate trusting relationships with the Heavenly Father are fostered in the context of trusting relationships in the earthly home!


Security

Preschoolers need to feel safe. Apart from proper care, they can get into some dangerous situations. They may put something unsafe in their mouth or try to put the end of an object in an electrical outlet. They may climb on top of a table or chair. They need adults who will recognize the limitations of their judgment and will do whatever is necessary to keep them as safe as possible.

Parents and teachers who set limits to protect the preschooler are building the child’s sense of security as well as an appreciation for some rules. However, caution should be used so as not to stifle every attempt to do something new. Also, judgment should be used so as not to protect the child from the minor scrapes that come as a part of normal play activities. If the parent or teacher is too protective, the preschooler will feel scared to try anything new! Balance is the key!


Guidance

Preschoolers do not come with an understanding of how to get along in a world of people and things. This means they must be taught by parents and teachers. Guidance for the preschooler should involve: (1) teaching the child the proper use of toys and other objects without hurting himself or herself or others, or destroying the object; (2) teaching the child to gradually become more concerned for the rights and needs of others. This is quite difficult with young children who focus primarily on their own needs. However, by the fourth or fifth year, children should be able to play cooperatively with others and “take turns” with the use of toys. Meeting other needs related to self-image and love helps free the child to be more cooperative and focus less on what the child wants.


Independence

Growing preschoolers need to develop a sense of independence within their capabilities. Of course, some things are well beyond their limits, both mentally and physically. Parents and teachers need to be aware of the child’s limitations so as not to frustrate him or her with a task that is too difficult. To be able to do this one must understand that preschoolers are not “little adults” and cannot reason as adults. However, there are many things preschoolers can do, want to do, and should be allowed to do for themselves.


How a Preschooler Thinks

Several years ago while teaching a seminary course on child development, a student related how his son had come home from school without his cap. The father threatened him by saying, “If you do that again, I’ll knock your head off!” The next day, his son came home with two caps—his and someone else’s! This story illustrates some of the characteristics of thinking of young children—they take you literally, and morals do not seem to influence their conscious thought.


Literal Minded

It is often amusing to get the interpretation of the mature five-year-old’s understanding of what we say. On a trip with my family I called my five-year-old daughter’s attention to a huge bridge up ahead by saying, “Kristen, we’re going over that bridge in a little while.” Her reaction was unusual excitement—she could hardly believe it! When we crossed the bridge she expressed her disappointment by complaining, “Daddy, we didn’t go over that bridge.” She had understood me literally to say we were going over the top of the bridge!

This limitation of literal-mindedness often causes confusion to the young child and should alert us to speak in more precise terms. While we cannot divest ourselves of all the “language of Zion,” some terminology is particularly confusing to the young child. Remember how the literal-minded child thinks when he or she hears such statements as “Jesus lives in my heart” or the words of favorite hymns such as “There Is a Fountain Filled with Blood!”


Here and Now

The preschooler is limited to the here and now. If you ask a five-year-old to describe God, he or she may (if at that stage of capability) draw a very large stick person. As adults, we realize that God is a spirit (John 4:24) and cannot be adequately described in human terms. But preschoolers have no concept of a spirit and describe everything according to their experience. For example, a preschooler who has seen only a blue ball may not think that a ball can be red. Therefore, the red ball is not a ball! He or she must be told that it is.


Short Attention Span

To some adults, one of the most frustrating things about preschoolers is their inability to pay attention for an extended period of time. This is one reason why preschoolers learn best through a variety of short-term activities. The parent or teacher who insists on a two-year-old sitting still for five minutes while they tell a long Bible story will not have an audience after about a minute or so! Therefore, teaching activities and materials must be designed with consideration for the short attention span of preschoolers.


Shallow Learner

Preschoolers also tend to be interested only in the shallow or surface facts of an object or story. They cannot deal with the subtle meanings or implications of a story such as the “Good Samaritan.” Only the simplest facts can be related. Likewise, a child looking at a nature object may be impressed with only the color and size of the object while seeming unconcerned with other characteristics. This is why it is important not to expect a preschooler to be able to deal with great detail or intricate facts. The preschooler must be exposed to the same object, song, or story many times before he or she will tire of it. Why? Because as shallow learners, preschoolers gradually understand more and more through repeated exposure.


Saying and Understanding

One final point needs to be made relative to the thinking of the preschooler. Preschoolers can say many things they do not understand. Their physical ability to say complicated words or words with religious significance may be far advanced of their ability to understand what they are saying. For example, a child can be taught to say, “Jesus lives in my heart” and that sounds religious and spiritual. But, does the preschooler really understand the truth of that statement? Can a preschooler really put that truth to use? We must not assume that saying something spiritual means the preschooler has understood what the word or phrase means.


A Preschooler's Developmental Tasks

During the first five years of life an individual is confronted with three basic psychosocial tasks. Erik Erikson identified these developmental tasks as trust, autonomy, and initiative.3 If these tasks do not begin at the proper time, it is doubtful the person will make the proper life adjustments at the other stages of life. For example, the developmental tasks of adolescence and adulthood are related to those of the earliest years. Should a person be deficient in trust, autonomy, and initiative, his or her psychosocial growth at later stages would be adversely affected.

Now, let’s overview the developmental tasks of preschoolers to show the importance of each one. Each task is discussed with a general time frame in focus, although every child will not fit this time frame precisely because of differences in physical, emotional, and mental maturation.


Trust

Trust is the first and most basic developmental task in life. Trust is learning to rely on others for needs to be met. It is learning the feeling of security and well-being about your relationship with significant others.

This task has its roots in the first two years of life when the child is most dependent. It arises out of the fact that almost everything must be done for the young child during this time. Young children cannot feed, change, bathe, or cover themselves. These are the concerns of the parent or other caregiver. If children learn that others are going to take care of them, they can “relax” and trust the parent or caregiver. If a child’s basic needs are met in a loving way, he or she will develop a basic sense of trust.


Autonomy

Some refer to autonomy as the understanding that you are a person apart from others. You have a self of your own. You are independent of others. This task depends on trust and is a focus of the two- and three-year-old child. Autonomy is often expressed in many types of independent actions.

During the first two years of life children gradually develop skills that will make them less dependent on adults to do many things for them. By around one year they are beginning to walk, and by eighteen months or so, they begin to talk. These skills are pretty well developed by the time a child reaches two. These skills, along with feeding themselves and toilet training, will be further refined by the time they reach their fourth birthday.

Perhaps you have heard parents refer to their child as a “terrible two.” The reference is usually to a child who is at the emotional stage of having a tantrum when he or she does not get his or her way or becomes frustrated with an activity. This is a normal expression for children who are trying to establish independence and are frustrated by the restraints of adults or by an activity that is too difficult for their abilities.

While the years of autonomy or independence can be trying for adults, all is not negative. These are years of learning for children, testing their skills, and gaining confidence. They are growing and feel safe enough to try out new things on their own. Parents who will deal patiently with their child during this difficult stage will see emerge a more confident and self-assured individual.


Initiative

The four- or five-year-old is at the age when initiative becomes important. While the twos or threes expressed independence within their limited abilities, fours and fives have more abilities and use their imagination quite well.

Fours and fives act upon their environment to change it. Give a five-year-old a set of wooden blocks and he or she might build a house with doors and windows! Their imaginations are active and they use them to draw or paint, or in other creative expressions. While they still mix fantasy and reality, their initiative finds expression in some form.

During this stage, they need lots of opportunity to express themselves through music, art, stories, blocks, and so forth. They are totally involved and approach their work with intensity and abandon!


Can a Preschooler Learn About God?

What an important question for a pastor or minister of education! The answer to this question has all kinds of interesting implications about whether to provide “baby-sitting” or planned learning experiences while preschoolers are at church. The answer to this question also has implications related to whether just “anyone” can work with preschoolers or whether we need knowledgeable, trained people to teach them. This question also opens for consideration the provision of well-equipped rooms, adequate space, and learning materials appropriate for preschoolers.

To say that preschoolers are interested in learning is an understatement. They are consumed by the need to learn. They investigate almost anything that will stand still for an examination! Preschoolers unleash a relentless barrage of questions about what? why? who? Adults are often amazed at their untiring energy as they go from one activity to another and then on to another. What is all the ceaseless activity about? Why the compulsion to get on with living?


Learning

Preschoolers are learners. They are acquiring bits and pieces of ideas that will later become concepts. They are acquiring feelings that they will later associate with facts. To say that a preschooler cannot learn would be nonsense. We know they learn.

But can preschoolers learn about God? Can foundational feelings and ideas be taught as building blocks for later years? Should we wait until the elementary school years to begin teaching children about God?


Avenues of Learning

Preschoolers can learn about God. God wants to make Himself known to the young as well as to those who are older, through whatever means they can know Him. The following are tested avenues through which preschoolers can learn about God.


Relationships with Significant People

Parents, family members, and teachers provide the most important avenue through which preschoolers learn. The value of positive relationships is incalculable to the preschooler’s feelings of personal value. Through relationships they learn about their self-worth as love is provided or withheld. They learn values as they are modeled by significant adults. In essence, their whole outlook on life and their concept of God are influenced by people who are important to them. Their feelings about being loved and accepted by God is greatly dependent on whether or not they feel this love and acceptance from those who mean the most to them.


Senses

God made us with five senses. Preschoolers use all of these for learning. Through hearing, smelling, seeing, tasting, and touching a young child becomes familiar with the world God has made. These physical gifts are the way preschoolers deal with the world around them and offer an excellent opportunity to teach about God and his care for them.


Repetition

Unlike adults, preschoolers do not easily tire of seeing or hearing the same thing over and over again. The fifth time the story is told can hold as much joy and excitement for the preschooler as the first. Why do preschoolers never seem to tire of the same story or song? They learn from repetition. Hearing or seeing something repeated gives them the opportunity to build on previous experience. Little by little, through repetition, the preschooler learns more about God and the people and things He has made.


Play

Preschoolers also learn through what adults refer to as “play.” Play is not a useless activity—it is a child’s work. Play is his or her business. Through play, children learn about people and things in their world. They use their imaginations as they act-out the role of a policeman, nurse, father, mother, etc. Through play they experiment with ideas and gain confidence in themselves and their abilities. The play or activity approach to learning by preschool teachers allows learning to proceed from the needs and interests of children rather than imposing “learning” that is not of interest to them.


Doing

Preschoolers are doers. They learn through participating. They are active and involved. Understanding what children are capable of doing frees parents and teachers to allow children to do what they can for themselves. Doing and accomplishing tasks builds a child’s confidence and independence. Such self-confidence will encourage him or her to participate in other activities in which he or she can learn about God.


Imitating

Preschoolers also learn by doing what they see others do. Parents and teachers can be surprised when they observe a preschooler repeat their actions or words. The fact that preschoolers learn by imitation should serve as a caution to those who teach them—exhibit only positive actions and words!


Curiosity

The hunger to know leads preschoolers to explore what is unknown to them. Curiosity prompts them to smell, taste, and touch almost any object. They are most happy when a variety of materials are supplied for them to explore. A preschooler’s natural desire to learn provides the teacher with an unbelievable opportunity to teach about God and the things He made.


Satisfaction

Preschoolers learn to have positive feelings and attitudes about themselves if they have satisfying experiences in what they are doing. Satisfaction comes when they are able to complete a task within their own range of ability or to have positive, affirming relationships with parents and a growing degree of competence in relating to other preschoolers.


The Bible and Preschoolers

One of the major concerns of the church is to teach the Bible to all who will avail themselves of the opportunity to learn about God’s revelation through Scripture. The Bible is a book for all ages. Preschoolers can learn some important biblical concepts that are foundational to those they should learn at a later age. For this reason, those who teach preschoolers are not “baby-sitting” or entertaining preschoolers while everyone else is learning about the Bible. Preschool teachers “teach” preschoolers about the Bible.

An important consideration in teaching preschoolers the Bible is to teach it at their level of understanding. Biblical truth must be simplified and communicated in ways that preschoolers learn best. For example, singing “God made the flower. Thank you, God” to a preschooler who is examining a flower communicates a biblical truth about creation. This is an appropriate approach, but is far less complicated than discussing the stewardship implications of Genesis 1 with a group of adults. Both the preschooler and the adults are being taught at their own level of understanding. What the preschooler is being taught (that God made the world for our benefit) is foundational to the idea of stewardship that the adults are being taught!


Biblical Concepts for Preschoolers

To clarify the idea of teaching foundational concepts, the following biblical subjects have been listed with a teaching goal for each.

God. We want preschoolers to have positive feelings about people and things associated with God. We want them to associate the created world with God.

Jesus. We want preschoolers to sense that Jesus was born, grew, belonged to a family, and was a very special person.

Natural world. Our aim is to teach preschoolers that God made the world good and beautiful and that “thank you, God” is an appropriate response.

Bible. We want to help preschoolers think of the Bible as a special book that tells about God and Jesus.

Self. The biblical view of the importance of oneself should be communicated to preschoolers. Personal relationships, environment, and Bible-related activities can enhance the child’s appreciation of him or her self as a person of worth.

Others. Preschool teachers try to help preschoolers become more aware that others are important, too. With proper guidance, the preschooler should begin to act and respond to others in appropriate ways.

Family. We desire to help preschoolers become more aware of what God planned for families and to learn some ways in which families are special to Him.

Church. We want preschoolers to have good experiences at church and to have positive feelings about church.


How you can Minister to Preschoolers

There are many things you can do personally and through others to minister to the preschoolers who are a part of your congregation. The following are some practical suggestions related to the information already shared on the development and needs of preschoolers.


Maximize Opportunities of Foundational Years

As the leader of your church you have an excellent opportunity to influence parents, teachers, and church committees regarding the importance of the foundational years.


Influence Teachers and Appropriate Committees to Determine Definite Goals for Teaching Preschoolers

Working with appropriate preschool materials, committees can determine definite educational goals for each preschool stage and age. This work is usually assigned to the Preschool Committee. Teachers can receive specific training related to readiness levels of the children they teach and how to determine goals for them.


Use Foundational Years to Relate to God's Plan for Conversion and Christian Growth

Use every opportunity to help teachers and educational committees see that God wants teachers and parents to become partners in His redemptive purpose. Parents and teachers can be helped to see that the foundational years can be used as part of the process of conversion and Christian growth. The preschool years are the time for building a trust that can become the foundation for saving faith at a later time.


Provide a Leader Who Understands Preschoolers and Is Competent in Planning for Preschoolers, Parents, and Teachers

Your church may need to designate a person (staff or volunteer) who will be responsible for planning overall programs for preschoolers. The quality of programs for preschoolers and their parents can be improved greatly when a person is specifically assigned to that task.


Prepare Sermons and Offer Seminars on the Importance of the Foundational Years

Sermons can be prepared so that information related to the importance of the preschool years can be shared. When appropriate, occasional references to young children will communicate your love for them and support for work related to them.


Be a Supporter of Preschool Work

One of the most helpful things you can do is to have a positive attitude toward preschoolers, parents, and the ministry of the Church related to them. An occasional supportive word about certain planned events, a verbal pat on the back to preschool workers, and an interest in what is happening will communicate that you are a friend to preschool work.


Provide Training for Understanding Preschoolers' Needs

Many parents would be receptive to a seminar designed to help them understand and meet the needs of their preschoolers. The church needs to offer help in this area because so little of what they can read on their own is dealt with in a Christian context. The needs of preschoolers should be part of the basic content of the ongoing training program for all preschool teachers. Teachers must start with the child and his or her needs in order to be an effective teacher.


Be Aware of How Preschoolers Think

The fact that preschoolers are literal, concrete, and shallow in their thinking has some important implications for you. What can be done to recognize this reality?


Prepare Worship Services with Some Consideration for Preschoolers

Make a definite attempt to communicate with young children through a sermon illustration they will understand. Occasionally choose music they can sing. Provide a children’s sermon or Bible story during the worship time.


Keep Teaching Concepts at an Appropriate Level

Avoid being pressured by parents and others for teachers to teach concepts that are inappropriate for them. The earlier statement about teaching goals related to preschoolers should be considered. Remember that because a concept is biblical is not justification for attempting to teach it to a preschooler. There are two tests for what to teach preschoolers: (1) Is it biblical? (2) Is it appropriate for a preschooler?

The following suggestions are purely personal—things you can do with preschoolers to help them feel they are important to you.


Eyeball to Eyeball

As adults we have difficulty realizing how frustrating it must be to relate to people when we can only talk to their kneecaps. Get the point? You will greatly improve the preschoolers’ appreciation for you, and yours for them, if you bend down to talk to them on their eye level. Look in their eyes, smile, and say something such as, “Johnny, I’m glad you’re at church today.” This brief contact will make a real difference in how children and their parents perceive you. If you really want to and have the time, ask parents to be sure that you get to greet the children as they leave the worship service.


Get to Know Preschoolers

Many pastors and staff persons spend lots of time getting to know the names, hobbies, and other facts about adult members. What about getting to know the names of preschoolers so that you can call their names when you speak to them? You might want to ask parents to make a name tag for their child to wear if you decide to greet them on a certain Sunday. This can be done several times until you have learned all their names.


Be Aware of Preschoolers

As you walk about in the church or visit in a home be aware of preschoolers. Be available to them and become the friend of as many as will let you. Be conscious of opportunities to challenge their curiosity by calling attention to the feel and smell of the flower you are wearing or listening to the sound of your watch.


Be “Huggable”

You are a figure of authority to preschoolers, and many may be afraid of you at first. But as you open your life to them they will love you for the warm, gentle person they are able to experience you as being. One of the greatest treats for them and you is that you allow them to hug you and feel your embrace in return.


Parenting Preschoolers

The preschool years are tremendously important to a person’s emotional and spiritual development. Children are growing and learning at a rapid rate; parents are adjusting to parenthood and other adult responsibilities and the manner in which these issues are handled will influence later development.

Concepts and feelings about self, God, and others begin to be formulated very early in a child’s life.
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