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Chapter Six 

 
Get on Board: 

A Master Teaching Approach 
Mt. Paran Church of God 

Atlanta, Georgia 
 

“Why do we have to visit another church?” your son asked 
about three hours ago. No doubt he was still reacting to the 
boring class held in the dingy basement of the church you visited 
last week. But now, running toward you, is an excited child. 
‘Mom, you can’t believe how great this church is. Can we stay 
here? Let’s not look at any other churches!” 

Your child just came out of Grand Central Station, a premier 
children’s ministry at Mt. Paran Church of God, Atlanta, 
Georgia. This high-energy program for elementary students 
incorporates all of a child’s senses using puppets and unique 
characters to teach life principles from God’s Word. This is not 
Mt. Paran’s only program for children, but it does illustrate Mt. 
Paran’s principle that quality programming with a solid 
“identity” does not require p reset teacher-student ratios. Rather, 
the number of volunteers needed to run any particular ministry 
really depends on the nature of each specific program. 

Pastor Norman Cruikshank, former children’s minister and 
the one who implemented Grand Central Station at Mt. Paran, 
tells us about the ministry and its challenges at this exciting 
church. 

Megachurch challenge 
+ + + + + + + 

Mt. Paran Church of God has nearly four thousand members. 
As many large churches have discovered, megachurches make a 
good place to hide. Some families attend only to take advantage of 
the services offered, with the adults acting as spectators. In 
proportion to smaller churches, we have a smaller percentage of 
volunteers. Thus a challenge at Mt. Paran is to minister to a large 
number of kids with a smaller yet able group of volunteers. 

In our church, most kids come at 11:00 A.M, which is a huge 
service for us. So we have chosen to utilize a select team of 
volunteers to minister to a large number of children. This may not 
be the best way to personally disciple children and teach the 
Word, but we do have children who come each week excited 
about their program. They come back excited because of the 
quality and energy of Grand Central Station. A program 
ministering to four hundred children typically struggles to find the 
fifty plus volunteers needed to lead and teach that number of kids. 
But with a large event format , an engaging worship and learning 
experience can be provided by a team of only a dozen leaders. 

The starting place in promoting our children’s ministry is to 
keep before our people how important our children are to us. We 
place high value on our children’s ministry. One way we 
emphasize this is with a children’s ministry logo. Just as 
companies spend thousands of dollars on a logo that will identify 
their product, we, too, want our children’s ministries to stick out 
in people’s minds. Our logo is a train, which signifies our whole 
premise of “training children in the way they should go.” 

People constantly need to be reminded of our vision. The 
purpose for children’s ministry is spelled out clearly in our 
handbook, which communicates our rationale for working with 
children. We paint a picture for them of what children’s ministry 
means to us. 
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We believe in ministering to the whole life of the child. We 
have tried to define our ministry goals and objectives very clearly. 
These goals and objectives are all written out plainly to fulfill 
Proverbs 22:6. Many people make the mistake of taking 
somebody else’s program, then trying to implement that program 
in their church. We make sure that we know what we want to 
accomplish before we start trying to get volunteers. The bottom 
line for any of us in leadership is to target the areas of ministry 
that we believe are important, then start searching out specific 
types of people to work in those ministries. 

Praying Them In, Praying Them Out 
+ + + + + + + 

Prayer has always been an ongoing part of our ministry. 
“God, send us laborers,” I pray. “We need this kind of person. 
And if the person who’s there is not the right person, please send 
us the right person.” 

The Lord is faithful in raising up people for His ministry. God 
seems to order our steps and put people in our path, so we have 
determined to wait until the right people come along. This doesn’t 
mean that we don’t do our part in cultivating people, but we’d 
rather make other adjustments than put somebody in a classroom 
when we do not have peace about that person. As we’ve practiced 
this approach, God has faithfully brought good people to us. 

When we first meet with prospective workers, we present 
them with an overview of the activities and opportunities in 
children’s ministries. We tell them, “We’ll let you call us about 
your possible commitment,” and then we leave them alone. We 
have found that when they call us, their commitment level is 
predictably higher. If we have to keep calling them back and 
asking, ‘Well, are you interested or not?” then we’re probably 
going to be calling them every Sunday. We don’t twist arms 
anymore. 

Volunteers are much more effective when they come to us. 
Most of our really good teachers are people who found us; we 
didn’t find them. God sends the right people. 

Relational Recruitment 
+ + + + + + + 

Experience has proven that blanket calls for volunteers are 
our least effective means of getting quality volunteers. The most 
effective means is finding workers one at a time. It has taken us 
several years to build a good team, but when we have the right 
people in the right places, they usually stay with us for the long 
haul. 

We encourage our teachers to find members within the 
church, people they know whom they can draw into service. 
When this happens, our professional staff can spend more time 
interviewing and training because our volunteers are making a lot 
of the initial contacts for our children’s ministry. 

We also have new member luncheons that follow new 
member orientation. A lot of potential teachers are met through 
table conversations at those meetings. As we begin to talk with 
people about what the Lord is doing through children’s ministry, 
their eyes light up and they give us their attention. As a matter of 
fact, our preschool director came out of a conversation during a 
lunch like that. The relational aspect is so important. When we 
connect with people, they are usually like-minded with us. 

Using Summer Programs to Find Volunteers 
+ + + + + + + 

At Mt. Paran, we ask teachers to make a one-year 
commitment . However, we have found that teachers in traditional 
Sunday school classes do a lot better when they serve only during 
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the school year—September to May. We let them off for June, 
July, and August while we run our summer schedule. 

There are several things we do differently during the summer. 
Since our kids come and go all summer long, our summer 
program doesn’t require that they be here every week. Programs 
such as the Pioneer Clubs, which build on the teaching and 
learning done the previous week, aren’t held during the summer. 
However, we have Bible Bowl—a type of a Scripture memory 
drill utilizing a team-teaching environment—that works great 
during the summer. We also offer a fifth-grade discipleship class. 
A staff pastor teaches doctrine, foundations of salvation, and 
Scripture, which helps us get to know where these kids are 
coming from. 

Another thing we do differently is that we combine the first 
and second grade classes, and the third and fourth grade classes. 
These classes can end up being rather large, but attendance 
patterns during the summer are often sporadic anyway, so the 
class sizes are usually manageable. We make sure we place 
teachers in the classrooms who can handle a large group of 
children. Since schoolteachers are much more available in the 
summer than they are during the school year, we use a lot of these 
experienced people in our summer classes. This again illustrates 
our philosophy that certain types of programs, staffed by master 
teachers, can minister to a larger group of students than the 
normally expected one to eight teacher-student ratios most Sunday 
schools struggle to achieve. 

Our summer programs—YBS and camp programs—are very 
strong. A lot of people will volunteer for one-time events such as 
YBS or camp because they are big, high-visibility projects and the 
time commitment is short. We use these opportunities as feeder 
programs for our other volunteer needs; for example, during the 
spring we put cards in the pews indicating our need for volunteers 
to serve just for the summer. We list the different summer 
activities such as VBS, camp, and various outings and trips. The 

card may say “chaperone sign-up.” When people indicate an 
interest in volunteering, they are interviewed and their names are 
kept on file. 

We make working with VBS easy to do. It’s volunteer 
friendly. There are six to eight teams and the teachers are 
basically team leaders. The volunteers lead the kids from activity 
to activity, but an experienced teacher gives the lesson. As long as 
each team has a team leader we know, we’re comfortable placing 
a nonmember or less experienced volunteer with that leader. This 
skirts around our policy a little but during large events, we 
sometimes don’t have many options. We are willing to use an 
available parent or individual who is asking, “Can I help?” 

The summer programs give us opportunities to begin building 
relationships with new people who have not taught before. When 
fall comes and new Sunday school teachers are needed, we 
usually find several good people from these programs. For 
example, one summer we found a wonderful teacher who had 
done a great job during VBS. Later in the summer, we called to 
see if she would consider teaching the fifth graders, and she 
accepted the position. She is great and seems to be in it for long 
haul! 

Camp does the same thing for us. We take twenty to thirty 
workers to camp and develop relationships with them. A lot of 
these people find their way into our children’s ministry because 
our time together became an opening for service. They got a 
chance to see who we are, catch our vision, and experience what 
working with kids is all about. 

Interviewing Prospective Workers 
+ + + + + + + 

When people become members of the church, we give them a 
Partners in Ministry Inventory Form. They fill out the areas of 
ministry they are interested in. People will often check something 
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off without really knowing what they want to do, so part of our 
job is to clarify an area where they can minister effectively. Each 
person will be contacted individually to talk about service 
opportunities. Say, for example, we have someone who isn’t sure 
where she wants to serve. Perhaps she checked off ten different 
areas (she was supposed to check only three). We will contact her 
and say, “I am following up to find out if you are still interested in 
serving and to help you select an area of service.” We then 
conduct an interview to help her find the best ministry fit. All 
prospective preschool and grade-school workers are interviewed 
by the children’s minister. While this process is rather 
cumbersome, we feel it is our responsibility to know who is 
working with our children. 

Most of the time we can find out what kind of individual they 
are just by the interview. We become acquainted with them and 
learn about their relationship to God. Occasionally we have found 
that a prospect is not even a Christian and have had the 
opportunity to lead that person to the Lord during the interviewing 
process. Obviously these people are not placed in classrooms as 
lead teachers, but they may work as assistants, so we still walk 
them through the qualifications listed in the handbook. 

Three things are essential for either paid or volunteer staff: 

1. They must be born-again believers. 

2. They must be church members. Our policy states that 
people have to be members of Mt. Paran for at least six 
months before they are allowed to work in a classroom as 
a teacher. Because of the pressing need, we have 
sometimes skirted the six-month rule. Nevertheless, they 
do have to be a member. And before they are introduced 
as a teacher of any type, they have to go through the 
application process. 

3. They must have a personal interview with the director of 
children’s ministry. This applies to all people working 

with children from birth through fifth grade. And they 
must complete the ministry application form. 

Sometimes an interview will result in an immediate 
placement because the volunteer will say, “I know what I want to 
do. I want to teach first grade.” Or, “I want to teach on Sunday 
morning at 9:45.” But nine times out of ten, we’re simply 
introducing prospective volunteers to the program at our first 
meeting. They learn what we do and the types of programs we 
offer. We walk them through those programs so they know 
exactly what our children’s ministry offers them. 

Our handbook has a job description for each position. It lays 
out the particulars of the teaching task. Before a teacher even 
steps into the classroom, he ought to know the cost of his 
commitment. That saves us a lot of headaches down the line. We 
don’t have as many phone calls at 8:00 A.M. Sunday saying, “I’m 
not coming in.” 

On the ministry application form, we provide a temperament 
chart for each person to complete. Obviously it is not a 
comprehensive analysis, but we do want to know about their gifts 
and basic temperament. We ask them to answer questions about 
children’s ministry. We ask for their testimony. Since we are in a 
position that requires us to filter through a lot of people, we can 
tell a lot through such a procedure. Time restricts us from being 
able to do an exhaustive background check, but at the same time, 
our concern for our children constrains us to ask significant 
questions. In addition, we call at least three references to find out 
if a prospective volunteer is who she says she is. We also ask if 
the references would recommend her for a volunteer position in a 
classroom. 
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Protecting Our Children 
+ + + + + + + 

One of the most important things we face is the need for child 
protection. This is an especially hot issue for parents who bring 
their small children. Over the last two years, child protection has 
taken precedence over anything else that we’ve done. Without a 
doubt, it has caused us to revamp the way we recruit volunteers. 
There was a day when we could open the door and say, “All right, 
whoever wants to teach. . . .“ But if we did that today, we could 
end up in court with a lawsuit on our hands. 

This is more than a litigious issue; genuine concern for the 
well-being of every child is a priority. In the nursery, we want to 
see volunteers wearing gloves when changing diapers. We want to 
see our workers disinfecting the changing table and nursery toys. 
This is all for child protection—to prevent diseases from being 
transmitted among children. Our paid staff members are required 
to go through first aid and CPR training with the American Red 
Cross. All of these procedures are discussed in our handbook. 

At an initial screening meeting, volunteers are presented with 
classroom procedures and rules. For example, they are informed 
that we have a minimum of two people in each classroom. We 
explain why we have windows in all of our doors. We have tried 
to create an environment that would thwart a child molester 
looking for a place to operate. 

We also inform our teachers what Georgia law requires about 
reporting a child who has a laceration, cigarette burn, or bruise 
that is suspicious. Georgia state law doesn’t presently require a 
criminal background check, so we don’t add that extra burden to 
our volunteers. But we do take the time to discuss this important 
matter with our people because they need to know how we value 
and protect our children. We need assurance that they are in 
agreement with our concerted child protection efforts before they 
ever step into the classroom. 

Implementing these protection policies has made the door 
narrower for volunteers to enter. We have created a lot of filters. 
But the volunteers we have are all on the same page regarding 
child protection. 

Determining Teacher-Student Ratios 
+ + + + + + + 

Families come to a church if it has a good ministry for their 
children. Parents will sacrifice their own needs for the needs of 
their kids. An adequate teaching staff is important to parents, but 
the number of teachers needed for any program depends on what 
we are trying to accomplish. We use close ratios in our nursery 
and in our preschool. As a matter of fact, our nursery will close 
down rooms when we have exceeded the maximum number of 
children per caregiver. 

In a traditional type of program, we normally work with a 
one-to-eight ratio with elementary-age children. But when we can 
put more kids together and operate with two or three adults, that’s 
what we do. As I mentioned before, our premier children’s 
program does not have “traditional” teaching attached to it. 
Grand Central Station utilizes drama and puppets, and has more of 
a theater-type feel to it. When we first showcased the program, we 
brought in a team to model its value. People can get excited about 
a program when they understand the purpose behind what they are 
doing. When leaders know what needs to be accomplished and 
how to get there, many people will get on board. So we invited 
two to three hundred people from our children’s ministry to 
observe this innovative program. As we polled the response of the 
people to Grand Central Station, many said, “I can do this.” That 
night we found most of our volunteers for Grand Central Station, 
people who are gifted differently than the teachers who work in a 
classroom with a standard curriculum. 
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Sunday morning is not going to meet the needs of every child. 
Summer is not going to meet the needs of every child. But when 
we consider the whole pie, we can see that we are able to meet 
particular needs throughout the year via individual programs. 
Sunday mornings and Wednesday nights are pieces of that pie; so 
are the children’s camp, the special events, and the concerts. All 
of these things create programs that meet the needs of the whole 
life of the child. We need volunteers for each and every part. 

Training Our Volunteers 
+ + + + + + + 

Training is one of the most frustrating areas for any pastor 
because you are faced with thirty to forty minutes to teach 
something that probably needs half a day to teach. A few years 
ago, several of us were faced with that frustration, so we birthed 
the Atlanta Sunday School Convention. Once a year, we pay for 
all of our teachers to attend the convention. For two days, they can 
pick and choose courses and receive the training they need. 

Our most successful time of meeting with leaders has been 
after church on Sundays. We have tried Tuesday night and 
Thursday night, but in Atlanta, most people don’t go outside the 
house after 6 P.M. So we don’t even try to do anything during 
evenings anymore. However, we have found that 90 percent of 
our people are here on Sunday morning, so we have a potluck 
after church every other month or once a quarter. We use these 
mealtimes for training, but I’ve also found them to be valuable for 
pure fellowship with our people. 

During one of these lunches, some of our people shared their 
testimonies. It was powerful and very moving for our children’s 
workers to hear what some of their peers have gone through. On 
another Sunday, we simply went around the room and prayed a 
blessing over each of the teachers. They were just like sponges; 
they soaked that up. 

When it comes to policies and procedures specific to our 
church, we disseminate that information during those Sunday 
luncheons. However, we typically use the time for building skills. 
We use a mentoring type of training; first they watch us perform a 
skill, and then they do it. It’s a modeling approach to training 
versus a content approach. We’d rather aim at the passion—the 
heart, the team building—than just show them an outline of three 
things on an overhead, which are often forgotten anyway. 

Valuing Our Children 
+ + + + + + + 

All around us we see the destruction that the enemy has 
wrought in kids’ lives. What kind of message is this sending to the 
church? The message we hear is, “Get them while they are 
young.” This compels us even more to try to inculcate God’s 
Word into these young lives. 

At Mt. Paran, we elevate ministry to children. Many churches 
pour extraordinary resources into their adult members. The best 
rooms are reserved for the “paying customers.” You see, children 
never complain about the out-of-date furnishings or the lack of 
quality instruction they are given. In essence, they are the most 
cooperative members of a congregation. But they are the most 
valuable! We should be aggressively pursuing the children of our 
churches because as go the children, so goes the church! 

In 1650, an educator named John Comenius said, “Soft wax 
can be molded and remolded; hard wax will crumble. The young 
tree can be planted, replanted, trimmed and bent to any shape; not 
so the grown. So also the hands and limbs of man can be trained 
for art and craft only during his childhood, as long as sinews are 
soft. . . . In the same way piety must be implanted into the hearts 
during infancy lest it not root If we want to educate a person in 
virtue, we must polish him at a tender age.” The Bible tells us the 
same thing in Proverbs 22:6: 
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“Train a child in the way he should go, and when he is old he 
will not turn from it” (New International Version). 

Our children are our most valuable resource; we should treat 
them that way. At Mt. Paran, we are compelled to actively draw 
children into a vital relationship with Jesus Christ. For this reason, 
when we recruit people to teach we are inviting them to pursue a 
high calling. The result of their work, in the lives of children, will 
last forever. 

 
+ + + + + + + 

Through Grand Central Station, Mt. Paran Church of God 
has learned that a children’s theme, including a personalized 
logo, adds visibility and value to their program. The high-energy, 
captivating weekly event led by master teachers has also reduced 
the number of volunteers needed in their overall ministry. 

Amassing bodies according to a chart on teacher/student 
ratios does not assure quality programming. But the right people 
in the right ministry will create a dynamic learning environment. 
Diversity within children’s ministry will require some programs to 
use close teacher/student ratios, while other programs can 
operate with a large teacher/student ratio. The bottom line in 
staffing is that the nature of a program should always determine 
the number of volunteers needed. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Ministry Resources 

The following materials are used at Mt. Paran Church of God 
in their Christian education ministries. Permission to use and 
adapt these resources in your congregation is granted. Duplication 
or distribution of these copyrighted materials for resale is 
prohibited. 

These materials include:  

• Children’s Ministry Handbook 

• Philosophy, Goal, and Objectives of Children’s 
Ministry 

• Ministry Description for Children’s Workers 

• Mount Paran Preventive Goals 

• Children’s Ministry Application 

http://www.bethel.edu/seminary_academics/gensem/cionca/books/bk7/ch6_CMHandbk.pdf
http://www.bethel.edu/seminary_academics/gensem/cionca/books/bk7/ch6_CMPhilosophy.pdf
http://www.bethel.edu/seminary_academics/gensem/cionca/books/bk7/ch6_CMinistry.pdf
http://www.bethel.edu/seminary_academics/gensem/cionca/books/bk7/ch6_PrevGoals.pdf
http://www.bethel.edu/seminary_academics/gensem/cionca/books/bk7/ch6_CMinApp.pdf

