Playgroups have a strong presence on the landscape of the Christian faith community in
Australia. Churches largely understand the missional opportunities afforded by Christian
Playgroups and encourage and support offering this ministry. Churches have a missional heart,
there’s no question about that. We reach out to the wider non-church community. We take
seriously Jesus’ commission to ‘Go and make disciples’. Let’s take a few minutes to explore the
way we are doing this.

The CPN has put together some principles that can help you maximise the missional potential
of your playgroup. They are currently being used in many church playgroups as they strive to be
more intentional.

As a Christian playgroup, you might like to prayerfully consider them, ask some questions, and
have an honest conversation with your key leaders. What are you doing well? What might you
do better? How can you be more intentional in your playgroup ministry?

Playgroups can sometimes be seen as ministry “out the back”, run by a group of Mums for a
group of Mums. The heart for mission is there but the structure and support is lacking. More
significantly, the need for integration within the larger church community is largely overlooked,
considered something that will happen as mission happens, rather than as something that
needs to be present in order for mission to happen.

Why is this so? Ministry to families in the context of a Playgroup is very organic. The idea of
trying to offer missional invitations through our normal church structure runs contrary to the
very essence of Playgroups. Consequently, the incarnational nature of Playgroups becomes
dominant as its leaders resist over-programming and church leaders find themselves lacking a
practical understanding of what’s needed. Most often Playgroups go on their merry way,
connecting with the community, praying for families - disappointed and confused as to why
they aren’t seeing these families coming to church and more importantly, to faith.

WHAT CAN WE DO?

Some suggestions for those on the senior pastor/ church leadership team: Why am | talking to
Senior Church leaders about Playgroup? Playgroups are a front-line ministry. They are the
ministries where true yearning and vulnerability is expressed by the community. They are the
ministries where carers whisper over coffee “l don’t like my child anymore and | don’t know
why”, “ don’t know why | married my husband, we just don’t have anything in common
anymore” or “I feel like a fraud”. Of course, they are the places where great joys and milestones
are also shared as well, but amongst it there can be great heartache. Playgroup leaders are
having these conversations week in, week out and they need you to help them minister, and
they need you to recognise that this is what they are doing.
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Some practical suggestions for how Senior Church leaders can support, equip and
encourage Playgroup ministry leaders:

Meet with your Playgroup Coordinator at least twice a year (top & tail). Listen to their
stories, hear their needs and stay engaged in this ministry.

Encourage and champion the ministry and its leaders.

Evaluate, at least annually, how your wider church community and mission strategy
connects with Playgroups and other families ministries, and how it’s working. Be sure to
involve your Playgroup Coordinator (& any Children and Families Pastor) in this
discussion.

Recognise the resourcing needs of Playgroups in both the church budget, and in your
communication with the congregation.

Ensure that the Playgroup coordinator is plugged into an accountability relationship that
works including having a Position Description outlining their commitment, responsibility
and authority.

Visit Playgroup at least once a term. This will be a great thing for the community families
who will become familiar with other people from the church; the Playgroup leaders who
will be encouraged to see you giving up your time to support them and connect with the
families; and you! It will give you a greater idea of what happens in this ministry and
how you can contribute to its growth and strengthening as a ministry.

In visiting Christian playgroups, | noted prayerfully what | have come to refer to as the principles
to playgroup being missionnal. This list is not exhaustive. It includes principles that are currently
being used in many church playgroups as they strive to be more intentional. We encourage
Christian playgroups to prayerfully consider them.

Where faithful prayer is a vital and integral part of the playgroup, its ministry and outreach is
more effective.

The playgroup is seen by the church as part of its total ministry and is supported by its
leadership. Not only initial, but also ongoing encouragement is given to all those involved. (This
is an area that needs a lot of attention. | have witnessed the difference it makes when the
church leadership are not only supportive but have a strong understanding of playgroup. Job
descriptions, accountability, training etc all come under this point).

Having a committed person who is passionate about playgroup as a ministry and can build a
team around them.
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A mission statement, in line with the vision of the church has been developed in
conjunction with church leadership. This gives everyone an understanding of the real
focus of the group.

Interaction happens when the number of adults is small enough to foster relationships. A
good number is 8 to 15 adults. This number includes Christians and all leaders. This is one of
the most challenging points as there is still a belief that big is good, and the more families
coming to playgroup the more successful we are.

Meaningful relationships are developing when a significant number of Christians, including
child-free adults are involved in the group. Most of us have 1 or 2 close friends, and an array of
acquaintances, so then how is it realistic that a playgroup leader, becomes friends with all, runs
a quality program and then also has time to spend with her child/ren (if she has them at
playgroup with her)?

Playgroup leaders and helpers include a variety of ages, with or without children, men or
women.

Caring and sharing is the heart of playgroup ministry. E.g. celebrating children’s and adult’s
birthdays, a meal provided, flowers and gifts, intentionally connecting people with similar
interests (taking advantage of natural friendships).

Church people are being appointed to the playgroup leadership team whose specific
responsibilities are pastoral care, evangelism, communication and special events.

Where the church community is continually updated about playgroup information, there is
increased interest, involvement and prayer.

Where a playgroup leader (or their spouse) is part of the church leadership team there is a
raised playgroup profile.

Regular visits to a playgroup session by someone from the church leadership team.
Calling on willing church people to help when playgroup families are in need.

The fact does remain that Christian playgroups are different to community playgroups. It is
important and helpful for churches to explore the following questions, which relate to the
differences between community and Christian playgroups.

WHY OFFER A CHRISTIAN PLAYGROUP? Playgroup is attracting many community families into
the church building. It not only meets a need in local communities, but also gives a platform for
Christian people to share their Christian faith and give support to young families as they bring
up children in today’s society. Many churches now recognize playgroup as the church program
that is bringing in the most unchurched people each week. When we look at the different
ministries of our churches, playgroup is one of the ministries that brings many community
people with little or no church background into our church each week.
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WHY ARE WE DIFFERENT? Christian playgroups are leader led. The leader is a
Christian from the church, or sometimes she/he may be from another church. Most
Christian playgroups ask little help of the community families in the running of the
playgroup and the program is planned and organised by Christians from the church.
Secular families simply come and enjoy. Christian playgroups have a strong Christian
ethos.

WHAT IS A CHRISTIAN PLAYGROUP? A Christian playgroup is a recognized ministry of an
individual church. It is a playgroup led by one or more Christians that are passionate about
playgroup as a ministry. Significant Christian celebrations such as Easter and Christmas are
celebrated well e.g. Christian books are read, Christian songs are sung, craft activities have a
Christian basis.

IS THERE ANY DIFFERENCE BETWEEN US AND THE LOCAL COMMUNITY PLAYGROUP DOWN
THE ROAD? Christian playgroups are different to secular playgroups. They are: Led by Christians,
Supported by child free adults, An environment where community families can be potentially
cared for, Providing a program where community families can simply arrive and enjoy
playgroup, A space were Christian celebrations such as Lent & Easter and Advent & Christmas
are celebrated well, Fostering a Christian ethos.

Friendship evangelism is proving to be more effective in outreach than the Christian curriculum
model. Relationships are the key, not the program.

Informing all families of the Christian perspective of the playgroup shows integrity. This is
being done verbally and in all written information.

Bridge building activities or events, which link the playgroup families and the church families
together at organized functions.

The culture of any family, group, or organisation is determined by its practices. It is helpful to
reflect on whether our playgroup practices communicate the love of God in tangible ways. Do
we listen deeply? Do we respond to practical needs? Do we celebrate the lives of those around
us? Do we weep with those who weep, and rejoice with those who rejoice? Because there is
great power in such acts of kindness, in a world where so many struggle to find genuine
community, and where loneliness is something of an epidemic. Let’s pray that God will open
our hearts wide, fill us anew with the Spirit, and overflow with the love of Christ in word and in
deed!
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