Pastoring with Children and Churches

Using Children’s Literature


An Array of Uses for Children’s Literature
The field of Children’s Literature, much like that of liturgy, has blossomed with incredible variety.  The books shared in this workshop are in no way meant to be exhaustive or even to represent the newest or finest.  These books described below are chosen to demonstrate a variety of uses and to encourage enthusiasm  for the genre.

General Guidelines

· Don’t be afraid of the fanciful.  

God Bless the Gargoyles, Dav Pilkey.  Harcourt Brace and Company, 1996.  Although we don’t believe that gargoyles fly and angels manifest themselves, children are caught in this imaginative tale.  Asking my six year old daughter what the story is about:  “God takes care of us, even when things are tough.”  

· Watch for books written for adults hidden in the children’s department.

In the Beginning There Was Joy, Matthew Fox.  Crossroad, 1995.  This is definitely not appealing to young children, but is not without merit.  It works especially well for adult devotional times.   

· Read the theology carefully.

The First Christmas, Paul Maier.  This new Christmas story is lush in illustration and claims to simply tell the story.  A critical read, however, displays a subtle but important clue to the book’s understanding of scriptural authority which is inconsistent with that of most UCC congregations.

God’s Paintbrush, Sandy Eisenberg Sasso.  Jewish Lights.  Although written by a Jewish Rabbi, a careful read of this text displays an understanding of relationship between God and children which is very consistent with the theology of most UCC congregations.

Books for ‘Children’s Time in Worship’ – some reflections about the genre

(also known as “Chancel Steps” or “Children’s Circle” or “Children’s Sermon”)

· Forget the adults.  Remember that you are, in this setting, focused on sharing the book with the children.  Please don’t let concern for the adults (microphones, display of pictures, et al) diminish the experience for the children.

· Avoid overtly moralistic books, opt for stories.  Books aimed at a moral tend to be preachy and flat.  The stories listed in the Bibliography under “Human Struggle” demonstrate my preference for aiming at moral themes.  If you must use moralist tomes, I would recommend considering:

Fables, Arnold Lobel.  Harper Collins, 1980.  If you are intent on “moral themes”, these stories are some of the best in the genre of “morals” and tell delightful tales.  

Children’s Book of Virtue, William Bennett.  Simon and Schuster, 1995.  This collection is somewhat preachy but has a goodly assortment of stories that emphasize traditional moral themes.

· Don’t summarize, let the story speak for itself.

Alice and Greta, Steven Simmons.  Scholastic, 1997.  A cute tale of two witches, one kind and one not so.  The story ‘teaches’ the moral, and needn’t be explained.  (see Bibliography for additional selections.)

· Use the opportunity to introduce and share great art. This is particularly true with some great books that use the scriptural narrative with great illustrations.  A couple of fun examples include:

The Nativity, illustrated by Julie Vivas.  HBJ, 1988.  Using only the scripture words, the pictures paint an incredible experience.  Many Christmas/Nativity stories use exquisite art.

Psalm Twenty-Three, illustrated by Tim Ladwig.  Eerdmans, 1993.  This illustrator takes the words of scripture to the streets, literally.  This urban rendering of the psalm is immensely powerful.

Worship Focus – an invitation to another perspective

· Children’s literature has remarkable scriptural themes. 

Mufaro’s Beautiful Daughters, John Stepoe.  Scholastic, 1987.  This is an African folk tale which is reminiscent of Matthew 25.  

Another delightful tale embodying the same theme is Leo Tolstoy’s Martin the Shoemaker.  

· Including children’s mediums includes others.  Adults often express appreciation for the opportunity to be read to.  I’ve found this especially true when using ‘old’ favorites.

How the Grinch Stole Christmas, Dr. Seuss.  Random House, 1957.  This delightfully familiar and readable tale comes alive when the choir sings the who-ra chorus!

Love You Forever, Robert Munsch.  Firefly, 1986.   A mother declares her love for her son with the repeating refrain, “I’ll love you forever, I’ll like you for always…” This is a very familiar story for most families, but is often appreciated by the seniors in a congregation.

· Reframes old and/or worn themes. (Reclaiming Lent 1993 with Dr. Seuss.)

Lent Sermon Series 1993  (effort to reclaim and refocus the theology of lent)

Sneetches, Dr. Seuss.  Random House, 1953, 1961.

Lorax, Dr. Seuss.  Random House, 1971.

On Beyond Zebra, Dr. Seuss.  Random House, 1955.  An important theological reflection!


Horton Hatches the Egg, Dr. Seuss.  Random House, 1940.

· Introducing quality literature to parents/grandparents/teachers. 

Using some newer releases, the following formed a sermon series for Advent 1995:

Why Christmas Trees Aren’t Perfect, Richard Schneider.  Abingdon, 1988.

Peef, The Christmas Bear, Tom Hegg.  Waldman House Press, 1995.

The Christmas Miracle of Jonathon Toomey, Susan Wojciechowski.  Candlewick Press, 1995.

· Demonstrates literary (hence scriptural) criticism.  

Several versions of the “same” story provide a provocative angle to show literary criticisim

and introduces discussions about the need for multiple gospel stories.

The Three Little Havelinas,  Susan Lowell.  Northland, 1992.  This is the more traditional rendering of the story but set in the southwest offering a slightly different cultural perspective.

The True Story of the Three Little Pigs,  Jon Scieszka.  Scholastic, 1989.  In this story, the pig tells his version offering wise insight that where we sit often determines what we see.

The Three Little Wolves and the Big Bad Pig, Eugene Trivizas.  Macmillan, 1993.  The ending in this story is an incredible twist with everyone dancing happily-ever-after together.

Pastoral Care 

· Books are wonderful hospital gifts providing nurture and entertainment.  

One Day in Paradise, Helme Heine.  Atheneum, 1986.  While this book presents a “gray haired male god”, the art work and joy of creation are exquisite.

Mama, Do You Love Me?, Barbara Joose.   A story about the invincibility of a mother’s love.

· A wrapped gift is a good focus for a child-visit.

I Love You the Purplest, Barbara Joose.  Same theme as Joose earlier book, beautiful illustrations.

· A carefully chosen goodbye during a pastoral transition.

The Patchwork Quilt, Valerie Flournoy.  Dial, 1985.   While the book is lengthy, it was chosen to give to the children of the congregation I was leaving because of their tradition of gifting the pastor with a quilt.

Children/Youth Programming

· Theme for After School Program. 

PeaceTrek was a six week after school program we designed in 1991 which used Dr. Seuss’ The Lorax as a foundation.

· Book/Reading Center for Vacation Church School 1998.

We had a “book” center under the tree and the preschoolers sat and listened to stories each morning.

· Focus for Youth Retreat.   

The Missing Piece, Shel Silverstein.  I actually used copies of pages to create a journal that carried the weekend.  

· There are copyright issues in these settings which I have not been able to satisfactorily resolve but should be considered.  Whenever possible, the user certainly responsible to purchase ample quantities of the book.  Also care to credit sources is important. 

Bibliography

 (more books that just must be mentioned!)

God is…

In God’s Name, Sandy Eisenberg Sasso.  Jewish Lights, 1994.  

My Red Umbrella, Robert Bright. William Morrow and Co., 1959.  A classic tale of a child bringing an umbrella which expands to hold all in need.  

Old Turtle, Douglas Wood.  Pfeifer-Hamilton Publishers, 1992.  A popular book worthy of the read.  The God (Christ) figure is a wise old turtle encouraging the people to get along.

The Creation, James Weldon Johnson.  Holiday House, 1994.  The poetry, written at the turn of the century, has only gained in depth. 

God’s love in the persistent love of a mother, father, grandfather

On Mother’s Lap, Ann Herbert Scott.  Scholastic, 1972.  This offers the reassurance that we will all fit on Mama’s (and God’s) lap.

The Runaway Bunny, Margaret Wise Brown.  Harper and Rowe, 1942.  I used this on Easter Sunday drawing a connection between God’s persistence and the resurrection. 

A Special Kind of Love, Stephen Michael King.  Scholastic 1995.  A father (and God?) find it hard to express the words “I love you” and the child learns to hear the sentiment without the words.

Grandfather’s Love Song, Reeve Lindbergh.  Viking Press, 1993.  Poetry describing a grandfathers infinite love for the child.

Human problems and challenges

The Two Legged Creature, An Otoe Story retold by Anna Lee Walters.  Northland Publishing. 1993.  This is a delightful tale which is a different cultural take on the origin of human sin.

The Story of Ruby Bridges, Robert Coles.  Scholastic, 1995.  This story tells one child’s brave response to human injustice and God’s love.

First Strawberries, Joseph Bruchac.  Dial Books, 1993.  A husband and wife quarrel.  Only the beauty of the strawberries, creation itself, can intervene.  This is an Cherokee story about kindness and love.

Tar Beach, Faith Ringold. Crown Publishers, 1991.  This Caldecott book is a must for you library.  The story is of a little girl who “flies” above the struggle of life.  A truly inspiring book.

The Bouncing Dinosaur, Emma Chister Clark.  Farrar Straus Giroux, 1990.  A rather simple story reminds that what we pray for may be more than we bargained for.  

Cycles and Seasons, Living and Dying

When the Wind Stops, Charlotte Zotolow.  Harper Collins, 1995.  I’ve used this as a “children’s time” both in Sunday worship and during a funeral celebration.  While it doesn’t directly address human death, it shares a sense of eternity which is meaningful for children.

The Keeping Quilt, Patricia Polacco.  Simon and Schuster, 1988.  The quilts passes from generation to generation conveying love which passes the test of time.

Wilfrid Gordon McDonald Partridge, Mem Fox. Kane Miller Books, 1985.  A favorite story of a little boy who helps an old friend “find” her memory.

Yonder, Tony Johnston.  Scholastic, 1988.  A rhyming description of the seasons of life which is fun to read again and again.

God made You special, affirming uniqueness

Dandelion, Don Freeman.  Puffin Books, 1964.  A great story about the importance of being yourself, the person that God created you to be.

Amazing Grace, Marry  Hoffman.  Dial, 1991.  An amazing child named Grace can be anything she wants to be regardless of race or gender.

The Legend of Indian Paintbrush, Tomie dePaola.  Scholastic, 1988.

Themes of inclusion in God’s family

I Am Freedom’s Child, Bill Martin, Jr. Trumpet, 1970.

Bein’ With You This Way, W. Kikola-Lisa.  Scholastic, 1994.  A rhythmic and delightful read.

Horton Hears a Who, Dr. Seuss.  Random House, 1954.  Everyone matters, regardless of the size of their voice.  Furthermore, it is the responsibility of the “big people” to listen for and find the voices of the “who’s”. 

Traditional Church Themes

Bread, Bread, Bread, Ann Morris.  Scholastic, 1989.  A cross culture introduction to bread.  (Nothing more, nothing less.)  As such, however, it’s a great communion introduction.

Come Sunday, Nikki Grimes.  Eerdmans Publishing, 1996.  An absolutely delightful description of one little girl’s experience in “paradise”, Paradise Baptist Church.

Out of the Ark, Stories from the World’s Religions, Anita Ganeri. Harcourt, Brace and Co., 1996.  An exceptional resource for stories which parallel and diverge with the Christian tradition.

But God Remembered, Sandy Eisenberg Sasso.  Jewish Lights, 1995.  A great resource for midrash from the Hebrew Scriptures.  Marc Gellman’s work is also really insightful in this same genre.

Seasonal Favorites

The Magicians Visit, Barbara Diamond Goldin.  Viking 1993.  A great introduction to Passover and (hence) Maundy Thursday.

Chicken Sunday, Patricia Polacco.  Philomel Books, 1992.  This story of relationships revolves around an Easter celebration and offers a different understanding of Easter. While the traditional Easter theme of resurrection is buried, I hear resurrection in the power of the memories.

Babushka, Arthur Scholey.  A Lion Picture Story, 1982.  A Christmas/Epiphany tale rich with insight and beautiful pictures.
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