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the kingdom 
of heaven is like…

So many of Jesus’ teachings begin this way – the parables of the kingdom. 
And even the ones that don’t use this turn of phrase have something of this character. 
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Now all the tax-collectors and sinners were coming near to listen to Jesus. 
And the Pharisees and the scribes were grumbling and saying, ‘This fellow 
welcomes sinners and eats with them.’ So he told them this parable: ‘Which 
one of you, having a hundred sheep and losing one of them, does not leave 
the ninety-nine in the wilderness and go after the one that is lost until he 
finds it? When he has found it, he lays it on his shoulders and rejoices. And 
when he comes home, he calls together his friends and neighbours, saying to 
them, “Rejoice with me, for I have found my sheep that was lost.” Just so, I 
tell you, there will be more joy in heaven over one sinner who repents than 
over ninety-nine righteous people who need no repentance.  ‘Or what 
woman having ten silver coins, if she loses one of them, does not light a lamp, 
sweep the house, and search carefully until she finds it? When she has found 
it, she calls together her friends and neighbours, saying, “Rejoice with me, for 
I have found the coin that I had lost.” Just so, I tell you, there is joy in the 
presence of the angels of God over one sinner who repents.’  (Luke 15.1-10)

If we want to do a running case study, this is a good one as it’s the gospel for next 
Sunday.

3



the kingdom 
of heaven is like…

Play the game. Take one minute to find an object in the room, or in your bag or your 
pocket (you don’t have to use the first thing you find) and consider it – its form, material, 
purpose, meaning to you, memories it evokes, etc. 
Say out loud: The Kingdom of heaven is like… [name of object]  - then go on to explore 
something of the kingdom using the object. Do this with a neighbour.
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Jesus improvised

We can perceive something of 
the kingdom in ordinary things 

Jesus engaged with and 
through ordinary things
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What we’re going to look at today
> Preparing
> Engaging
> Attending
> Improvising
> Connecting

The rest of this talk will take us through a process that you may find helpful – roughly 
speaking, it follows these stages. 
There’s no acronym, or alliteration. Sorry about that. 
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Finding the gospel 
in the gospel

PREPARING 

Scripture doesn’t exist in a vacuum. That’s why it’s hard to use someone else’s sermon 
or talk, or to use the same talk twice. Everything is in context. The talk is in an act of 
worship, which is part of the life of the church, which is in a local community, which is 
part of a nation and the world. 
So when we preach we put the scripture in conversation with its liturgical context, its 
theological context, the congregation, the contemporary world and its prevailing themes 
and challenges, the church’s mission and ministry priorities. And we approach it with our 
own particular perspectives, experiences and biases – whether we like it or not. Knowing 
this, we can intentionally seek out other perspectives.  

Think about your own context. How might you use this ecological approach now to let 
this scripture interact with the context in which you’ll be preaching next Sunday?  You 
can start doing that through this seminar.  The idea is to discern what the good news  -
the gospel – is for these people in this place within this act of worship on this day in this 
local, national and global context, and bearing in mind their need for their faith to be 
nurtured and resourced, and given that it’s you who is preaching. 
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PREPARING 
Mind mapping

Using less linear 
approaches lets 
you see different 
connections and 
follow up a range 
of possible ideas. 

Here’s the beginnings of a mind map, with just some of the basics on it. As you think 
about your own context, different insights, ideas and questions will come to mind, and 
some of them will connect with each other. Some of these threads might not lead 
anywhere – or not today, at least, but perhaps some other occasion.  It may be that 
some of the threads seem to interconnect a fair bit – is there something behind this that 
you can draw out? 
This is part of how you discern the gospel in the gospel
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Charting the terrain
PREPARING 

When you’re leading an 
expedition you need to 
be well prepared. If you 
know the terrain, you’ll 
know when it’s OK to 
stray off the path.

Here’s another image that might appeal. 
Imagine that you’re going to lead an expedition. You may even have walked this route 
before – you know some of the main landmarks and danger areas, you’ve refreshed your 
memory by looking at maps, and you’ve checked the weather so you can make sure 
people are dressed appropriately. Having done all this, you set off leading your 
congregation, and because you’ve charted the terrain really well, you’ll know when it’s 
safe to veer off the path, you’ll have the confidence to follow suggestions of alternative 
landmarks to explore along the way, and you’ll be reasonably confident of getting 
everyone back in one piece. 
So with the lost sheep you’ll know that people will connect with the idea of lost and 
found in different ways – you might be able to guess and prepare for some of them. You 
might have earmarked certain things as ‘danger areas’ where you’d want to be sure 
there’s help for people if they need it (eg ‘lost’ meaning someone died, and people who 
are lost and don’t get found, people who are estranged from their families etc). If you’ve 
thought ahead you’ll have planned for this.
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ENGAGING
Learning styles
Spiritual styles

intellectual
bodily
emotional
sensory
moral
interpersonal

So having prepared theologically, and contextually, how do we go about preaching with 
all ages? 

We can all engage in a variety of ways. An all age talk is an excuse to do what we might 
well want to do anyway.

Learning to engage with something that’s outside our comfort zone is one way that we 
grow spiritually.
This includes us as preachers. 
Each person having a balance of things that are easy for them and things that are 
challenging is fine. 
You’re aiming for a balanced diet. So that people can grow. So that you avoid giving the 
message that your preferred way is the only way to encounter God. 

STORY: storm / cushion
STORY: decorate chasuble – different levels of participation
STORY: Easter eggs
STORY: paper chains
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ENGAGING
Diversity

age
stage of faith
life experience
learning and spiritual styles

…and more

Think about the diversity in your own congregation. What different needs might you be 
wanting to meet in the way that you enable people to engage?  What would be a good 
first step, not too threatening?
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“If your talk doesn’t work without the 
children, it wasn’t all-age”

Mary Hawes

“All may, some should, none must”
Anglican wisdom on confession

“If the participation could have been done
by an inanimate object, it wasn’t participation”

Dan Barrett

“The medium mustn’t undermine the message” 
Ally Barrett

All age means all age. There’s a need for generosity, and a willingness to learn from one 
another, share wisdom, questions, activities and growth.  Church is one of the few all 
age settings left.   If you really need the children, then you might need to check that 
what you’re doing isn’t patronising, and that there’s enough in it for the adults. Look at 
frames of reference. 

Participation has to be real. If all we’re doing is getting children hold things up, it’s not 
participatory. If we only ever ask closed questions to which we know the answer, we’ll 
never give ourselves and our congregations the opportunity to learn from each other. 
I’ve learned so much from attending to the diversity of voices and insights within a 
congregation. 

Participation has to be voluntary – it’s an invitation. NB especially be aware of those 
with sensory issues, introverts, etc. Also be aware that some people may not want to 
share with everyone an insight they intended only for you or for the person they’re 
speaking with in a small group. Respect people’s agency. .

The way that we open up the gospel must be consonant with the content of it. If the 
gospel is about diversity and inclusion, the means by which we explore it must embody 
those values, or there’ll be a sense of dissonance. 
Example  - If you’re doing a harvest service about the wonder and preciousness of 
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creation, don’t include lots of single use plastic and don’t waste anything. 
This has been really hard for me, because I really wanted this talk to be as interactive and 
participatory and multisensory as I’d usually have an all age talk, but this many people in 
this kind of room, and all in rows, is hard. So what you’ve experience today is perhaps 
some of that dissonance. 
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ATTENDING through
ATTENDING to
Unexpected things
Hidden, silenced, or mediated voices
Difficult ideas
Pastoral needs
The movement of the Spirit
Nonverbal theology

The previous slide was all about attending through – the many approaches we might 
take to enable an encounter with God. But we also need to attend *to* (people, needs, 
voices, etc).

STORY: the stones (silent voices)
STORY: the Trinity

Good teamwork and joined up thinking enable us to :
Ensure that pastoral need and difficult issues are taken to prayer and pastoral care.
STORY: prodigal son left someone upset about their son who was estranged from them. 

Good planning and charting the terrain enable us to :
Give hospitality to challenging ideas and dare to realise when we need to not get in the 
way of what God is doing.
STORY: Trinity  
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IMPROVISING

Celebrate insights
Show empathy
Make connections
Be accountable

“The more we improvise, 
the more we learn to trust 

God, our congregation, 
and ourselves”

Gather wisdom

What is now the gospel in the gospel?

This process means that the preacher retains responsibility but cedes power and control. 
Delight in people’s contributions. Build on them. Draw on them. Connect them with 
each other. And if you say you’ll come back to something, actually do – and if you say to 
a child that you’d like them to draw a picture of their thought, actually do go back and 
look at it with them, and ask them if they want to share it. 
The gospel in the gospel will be richer for the fact that it’s been generated and discerned 
by everyone. 

STORY: worried and over confident
Children as theologians

NB we can act our way into different thought patterns, and ways of being. We can 
expand our comfort zone. Preaching in this way is formative of us, as preachers, and of 
the church. We learn to trust one another, we learn to have confidence as theologians in 
such a way that allows others to be heard too. 
Learn from everything you do.  Reflect both in the short term, and more long term about 
how you’re being formed by the way that you preach and by your all age interactions. 
What are you learning about God, yourself, your congregation? How are you changing 
and growing?
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CONNECTING
CREED – what have we 
learned about God?

PRAYERS – what pastoral 
need or thanksgivings are 
we more aware of?

DISMISSAL – what does this 
mean for how we live?

Remember that the talk isn’t an isolated thing, it connects with the liturgy, and what 
happens in the rest of church life, and the life of the world.
Ideally the whole service should preach. 
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Q U E S T I O N S
take a moment to think, to try out a question on the person 
next to you or share an insight with them, then we can share 
some of these with everyone. 

Is there anything 
that you’d like to 
go back to and 
ask me more 

about?

Are there 
things you 

wish I’d said 
something 

about?

What wisdom 
and insights 

would you like
to offer to 
everyone?

This has been a real whistle stop tour. 
There’s a reception afterwards hosted by Roots, so it may be that if we don’t get through 
all the things you’d like to talk about, we can carry on the conversation there. 
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Follow up

www.reverendally.org

@reverendally
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