
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

From little acorns 
 
 
One of the perennial challenges facing rural churches is how to engage effectively with children and young 
people, to find ways of connecting them with the story of Jesus and the life of the worshipping community.  
 
The Benefice of Lower Swale in North Yorkshire was facing just that challenge so they decided to start small. 
Literally.  
 
They drew on the wisdom and resources of the Fresh Expressions movement to start Little Acorns, a group 
for babies and toddlers. As we know, little acorns have a tendency to grow, and before long, three more 
groups, catering for children and young people aged 3-16, had emerged. 
 
But the growth didn’t stop there. It became clear that some of the teenagers involved in these groups had 
real leadership potential so they were invited to take on some additional responsibility, not just within the 
youth groups but also in the delivery of all age worship. Today they are involved in leading singing, teaching, 
games and activities to encourage 45 children and young people to wonder, engage with and explore the 
Christian faith.  
 
Exploring faith 
 
To help embed a shared sense of identity and purpose, the three groups follow the same themes through the 
year, which they explore in age-appropriate ways. This year we have explored the role of women in the Bible. 
Our Busy Bees (aged 3-7) have been introduced to God’s story through the eyes of the women that helped 
shape it, rather than just the men with whom they were already familiar.  
 
Groovers and Shakers (aged 7-11) have learned in more depth about the role women such as Ruth, Mary and 
Martha played, and were indignant at the way Old Testament women like Deborah and Abigail were 
regarded by men, even though they played major roles in God’s plan for our salvation.  
 
Trendy Teens (aged 11-16) is a more informal fellowship group, creating space for the young people to 
engage with the women in more depth and explore their stories in the context of contemporary issues. They 
have discovered that women like Sarah and Leah played a major role in creating and nurturing the ancestors 
of Jesus; that smart, courageous and wise women like Abigail and Esther, diffused difficult situation and 
ushered in periods of peace for the Hebrews. 
 
They were indignant that the male disciples did not believe Mary Magdalene’s account of seeing the 
resurrected Jesus, and we explored this in relation to the suffragette movement and contemporary 



 
 

movements for women’s rights. They concluded that the Bible’s women were inspirational role models for 
change, making the future better for everyone. 
 
Worshipping together 
 
Over the last year we have introduced a different style of all age worship and use a newly-created child-
friendly confession and Creed together with activities that help everyone to wonder, engage and explore in a 
more active way. This has enabled us to integrate the Thursday teaching in an all-age context, giving the 
church congregation an opportunity to understand what the youngsters are learning. Similarly, the 
youngsters have actively developed their abilities to worship collectively with adults.  
 
The wider impact of this growing work with children and young people is significant as we regularly see 
children and family members being confirmed. From those Little Acorns we’re now beginning to see a forest 
of oak trees emerge! 
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