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ABSTRACT 

 

A PHEMENOLOGICAL STUDY ON THE IMPACT OF  

INTERGENERATIONAL MINISTRY ON ADULTS’ AND CHILDREN’S SPIRITUAL 

FORMATION ESPECIALLY IN THE LIGHT OF THE LANGUAGE AND CULTURE 

BARRIERS OF SCARBOROUGH CHINESE BAPTIST CHURCH 

 

Name: Wong, Mei Lan (Amy) 

  

 After almost 30 years of full-time pastoral ministry at churches and Christian organizations, 

the researcher realizes that the age-specific model is well-liked by many Chinese immigrant 

churches.  However, issues like generational fragmentation, disconnection between ministries, 

further segregation of language groups, and a lack of connection with the children are all still 

prevalent in the churches.  Not many churches have previously explored alternatives, and it seems 

that the age-specific model is a convenient and a common practice in the society as well.  

Nevertheless, the researcher is particularly interested in the impact of intergenerational ministry 

on children’s and adults’ faith formation.   

 The purpose of this research is to understand the children’s and adults' experience of 

intergenerational ministry at Scarborough Chinese Baptist Church (SCBC) throughout the past 

seven years. Six highlights from the findings are: 1) the intergenerational experiences at SCBC 

benefit both the children's and adults' faith formation; 2) the intergenerational experiences' positive 

impact on children and adults outweighs the challenges; 3) the impact on the adults' faith formation 

was reported more frequently in this study than the impact on the children’ faith formation; 4 ) 

intergenerational experience helps church life transitions such as transitioning from children’s 
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worship to adult worship; 5) intergenerational ministry is biblical; 6) despite the challenges of 

intergenerational experiences, it is worth it to work toward integrating the children with the adults 

for the sake of mutual benefits.  

  Congregations may have missed the benefits of faith formation by not regularly interacting 

with the other parts of the Body of Christ. The goal of this research is to evaluate the impact of 

intergenerational ministry on faith formation. 
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Chapter One 

Ministry Context, Problem and Purpose 

 

Introduction 

 

 A pastor in a certain town noticed that the young adults felt disconnected by the 

generational and cultural divide in their churches.  His vision was to gather them together to form 

a homogenous ministry that could be uniquely devoted to them.  This effort attracted many like-

minded young adults, and soon they had a thriving church named Young Adult Church (YAC).  

The vision, resources, worship style, and design of the facilities were all geared specifically to this 

one age group.  Everyone had similar educational backgrounds and interests.  The sense of 

belonging was great, and the church began to thrive.  Ten years later, however, YAC was fighting 

for survival.  Many of the members now had young children, and the different life stage required 

different vision and presented new needs within the church.  There was no older generation to 

mentor these young parents, no resources to guide them, and no established children's ministry for 

the children.  In the end, half the members of YAC left to attend churches with established 

ministries for all generations similar to the church they began with.    

 It is not surprising to discover that in a similar way, the young adults in the Chinese church 

have been feeling disconnected from their home church over the past few decades.  Losing the 

next generation is a burning issue. In addition, Chinese churches are often trilingual (English, 

Cantonese and Mandarin), and the language, cultural and generational differences present great 

challenges.    
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 For several decades most churches have believed that in order to help the children, youth 

and young adults grow spiritually and develop a sense of belonging, they needed to be separated 

into age-specific ministries for specialized care.  Pastors were hired to be experts for each age 

group.  The author of this research project brings questions to this "age-specific only" model for 

the church:  Has the age-segregated model yielded the spiritual formation that is desired? What 

have been the unintended consequences of separating the generations?     What might be the impact 

of keeping all generations together for their faith formation?  For the past seven years, the 

researcher (who is the children's minister at SCBC) has incorporated a variety of intergenerational 

experiences into the primarily age-segregated approach.  The purpose of this research is to 

understand the children’s and adults' experience of intergenerational ministry at Scarborough 

Chinese Baptist Church (SCBC) over these past seven years.    

 According to John W. Creswell, "A phenomenological study describes the meaning for 

several individuals of their lived experience of a concept or a phenomenon."1  The researcher has 

decided to implement a phenomenological study because the objective is to understand human 

experiences.  Through inductive, qualitative methods such as interviews, discussions, and 

participant observation, the collected data has been translated into ‘deep’ information and 

perceptions to represent the perspective of the research participants. 2   Phenomenology is 

concerned with the study of experience from the individual's perspective, relating taken-for-

granted assumptions and usual ways of perceiving.  Hence, such an approach is based on a 

paradigm of personal knowledge, experience, and subjectivity.  It seeks to understand the personal 

 
1 John W. Creswell, Qualitative Inquiry & Research Design: Choosing Among Five Approaches (Thousand Oaks, 

CA: Sage Publications, Inc., 2007), 57. 
2 Stan Lester, “An Introduction to Phenomenological Research,” Stan Lester Development, 1999, 1, accessed 

February 20, 2022, https://www.rgs.org/CMSPages/GetFile.aspx?nodeguid=7ad9b8d4-6a93-4269-94d2-

585983364b51&lang=en-GB. 
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perspective and interpretation to give insight into people's motivations and actions, which will 

come through the taken-for-granted assumptions and reported perceptions.  Moreover, 

phenomenological research overlaps with other qualitative approaches, including hermeneutics, 

ethnography, and symbolic interactionism.  Nevertheless, pure phenomenological research seeks 

to describe rather than explain, and it starts from a perspective free from hypotheses or 

preconceptions.3  

   The phenomenon in this research project is the participants' experience of intergenerational 

ministry at Scarborough Chinese Baptist Church and their understanding of its impact on them, 

especially in light of the language and cultural barriers of a trilingual church. The data collection 

is from an adult perspective. The chosen participants were active in ministry, have attended SCBC 

for over ten years, and can provide a thoughtful reflection of ministry. Therefore, the emphasis 

was to listen to the participants’ experiences and interpret their meaning.  The data collection 

process was conducted with a semi-structured interview format because it allowed the participants 

to voice their thoughts and share their experiences over the past seven years.    

 The author of this research has discovered the benefits and drawbacks of age-specific 

ministry in the past twenty-nine years of pastoral ministry.  She often has compared and contrasted 

both the integrative and specialized models of ministry.   For the past forty years, many Chinese 

immigrant churches have chosen the specialization model of ministry.  Specialization creates an 

impression of expertise, professionalism and excellence in programming.  However, this model of 

ministry overlooks the value of intergenerational relationships.   Despite the unique challenges of 

Chinese churches with a trilingual context, it is worth exploring how the intergenerational ministry 

model can complement the weaknesses of age-specific ministry.  

 
3 Lester, “An Introduction to Phenomenological Research,”1. 
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  The global pandemic of Covid-19 in 2020 brought unprecedented challenges to school, 

home, society, and also significantly to churches globally.  Many new medical and social 

guidelines have emerged, and we are now living radically differently than two years ago.  The way 

churches operate now has also changed drastically.  The author has witnessed two significant 

changes.   

 First, the lockdowns and social distancing have negatively affected the relationships and 

connections that congregants were used to having when the church met in person. The pandemic 

made spiritual growth accountability challenging.    

 The second change was that children's ministry shifted its focus back to its primary 

intention: a ministry of several generations working together in a strong family partnership for the 

sake of the children's spiritual growth.  While churches may prefer to segregate children into their 

programs, the pandemic has reunited the family worship experience.  This research paper is 

intended to explore the impact of intergenerational ministry on the child's spiritual formation. 

 

Ministry Context 

 Scarborough Chinese Baptist Church (SCBC) is a multigenerational (Builders, Boomers, 

Gen-Xers, Millennials, and Generation Z4), multilingual (Cantonese, English and Mandarin) and 

multi-cultural church. The church was founded thirty-four years ago by a group of immigrants 

from Hong Kong.  SCBC soon grew to a congregation with two thousand in attendance in three 

languages for Sunday services.  Three hundred children attend the children's church.  Though the 

church operates with one deacon board, the ministry teams for the three language groups are very 

segregated due to the size of the church and the diversity of the cultures and preferences.  Before 

 
4 Barna Group, “Gen Z: The Culture, Beliefs and Motivations Shaping the Next Generation," (Pine Mountain, GA: 

Impact 360 Institute, 2018). 
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the author joined the pastoral team, children were absent from most adult programs, such as 

Christmas, baptismal, ordination, and regular worship services.  The objectives of the children's 

ministry were to produce the best Sunday schools and most vibrant camps for children.   Ministry 

leaders were burdened with carrying the full weight of bringing salvation to children every Sunday 

morning.  Therefore, programs where children were dropped off for specialized programs were the 

norm.  Leaders, parents and family members alike believed that this was the best model for 

ministry.      

 Hence, children were viewed as necessary, but were not welcomed into the adult gatherings 

The three language congregations' ministries are mature enough to operate independently and to 

be separated from one another; however, children tether the all-language congregations together 

because they are the next generation.   

 

Problems and Purpose 

 The following are the problems the author has identified in segregated and age-specific 

ministries: a) lack of connection for successors in ministry, b) lack of presence of children in the 

corporate worship and regular ministries, c) lack of planning for children to transition into other 

ministries, and d) lack of a holistic vision for partnership. 

 Lack of connections for successors in the ministry.  The author identified that 

meaningful bonds or rapport have not been successfully established between the younger 

generation and the senior leadership.5  This is partly due to the generational differences and a lack 

of opportunity for building meaningful connections. 

 
5 Elizabeth Conde-Frazier and Andrew Lee Y, “Intergenerational and Intercultural Issues,” Common Ground 

Journal 12 (Spring 2015): 67–74. 
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 On some occasions, the younger members have expressed that they have little or no 

interactions with their elders.  With God's blessing, SCBC has grown to a size that can offer 

multiple worship services and provide unique ministries for each life stage.  However, the 

unfortunate result is that ministries can become very isolated and decrease authentic relationships 

between generations.  

 The absence of children in the adult worship and integrated ministries.  Another issue 

SCBC has encountered is the absence of children in corporate gatherings.  According to children's 

leaders who have served more than ten years, the children have been absent in almost all Sunday 

morning services, baptismal services, Easter Services, ordination services, induction services, and 

members' meetings in the past.  The only occasions where children were present were the choir 

and Christmas performances.  The adult congregation was comfortable with this separation and 

did not desire more engagement with the children.    

 Moreover, the children's ministry has become a unique ministry under the protection policy 

requested by the insurance company.   Anyone who would enter the children's ministry rooms or 

contact children without their guardians' presence must go through a screening process.  These 

policies create a separation between the children and the rest of the church. As a result, children 

have become invisible within the body of Christ.   

 Lack of planning for children to transition into other ministries.  The first ten years of 

being a pastor in the English ministry of a Chinese church left the researcher with questions about 

what factors impact a child's faith and commitment to the church as they grow into teenagers.  

When children moved to the adult service in grade seven, there were often difficulties in the 

transition.  They were unprepared for the experience of adult worship, for example the music and 

style.  They need intentional guidance and a transitioning plan to integrate them into the adult 
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service.  According to observations by the children’s ministry leaders, the children had never been 

invited to participate in baptismal services, ordination services, or even Easter services with the 

adults.  Due to the disruption by children during the service (e.g., noise, running out of their seats), 

the senior leadership team and the parents preferred to keep the children in separate programs to 

avoid any disturbance.   The question remains, when would be the best time to welcome children 

into the corporate worship if this is the case?   Is there any value for learning and worshipping 

intergenerationally? 

 Lack of a holistic vision for partnership.  The current leaders are concerned that the next 

generation may not maintain a strong faith and commitment to the church family.  However, it 

appears as though their only solution has been to create more age-specific and isolated ministries.   

In addition, the church should keep a holistic vision with a partnership mentality on how to raise 

the children spiritually together instead of delegating responsibility to Sunday school teachers and 

parents alone.  As much as parents would like to be the first educators (most significant influence) 

for their children, their voices constantly compete with online and social media influences every 

day.  The church's role is to engage and communicate the foundational truths to guide children in 

forming their concept of God and equipping parents to exercise their spiritual influence into their 

children’s lives.  However, the community of faith also plays a crucial role in nurturing the child's 

faith.  Therefore, the entire church must play an irreplaceable role in reaching this goal.   

 

Purpose: Why Is There a Need for Examination and Reflection?  

 Before going into the plan for increasing intergenerational experience, it is necessary to 

examine the past seven years' changes and evaluate if benefits were produced for the entire 

church.  As in many other churches, leaders have been ill-equipped to value children's presence 
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in their regular spiritual activity.6  In general, there has been little theological guidance for age-

inclusiveness.  A study of the ministry context of SCBC is vital for discovering if the church has 

been overlooking the value of intergenerational experiences for spiritual formation.    

  First, generational differences are fundamental factors influencing the church.  

Generational cohorts represent differences in life experiences and culture.  The church is composed 

of Gen Z (1999-2015), Millennials (1984-1998), Gen X (1965-1983), Boomers (1946-1964) and 

Builders (born before 1946).  The author still remembers using an overhead projector during 

children's worship in 2014 (when the researcher started serving at SCBC), while PowerPoint was 

already a popular and common tool in all other ministries at SCBC.  Leaders from each generation 

might have preferences on what technology to adopt for children's ministry which made changes 

challenging.  

  Secondly, language and cultural barriers are substantial.  Though children grow up with 

the English language and western culture, first-generation parents often teach Chinese culture and 

language.  The Chinese church's challenges today are very similar to the first-century church.  It 

is comparable to the conflict of the Hebrew and Greek culture in the first century; “despite the 

cultural, religious, and sometimes military clashes of Greek and Hebrew, some Jews grew up to 

be at home in both cultural contexts.”7  It is a relief that the dilemma in Chinese homes can be an 

advantage.  Indeed, it is an opportunity to take advantage of the situation to raise the next 

generation with the best of the two cultures.  It was also evident in the first century, according to 

Strange:     

 
6 Robin Michelle Turner, “Children’s Faith Formation as Mutually Transforming Opportunity: Leading Systemic 

Change” (PhD diss., Portland Seminary, 2019), 5, accessed July 10, 2021, 

https://digitalcommons.georgefox.edu/dmin/300. 
7 W. A. Strange, Children in the Early Church: Children in the Ancient World, the New Testament and the Early 

Church (Eugene, Oregon: Wipf & Stock, 2004), 14. 
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  The provision of Hebrew education did not prevent Jewish parents from seeing the 

 advantages for their children of acquiring Greek, the common language of the peoples of 

 the Mediterranean.  The linguistic pattern of Palestine was highly complex, and bi- and 

 tri-lingualism seem to have been common.8 

 

 If the community could see the situation as an opportunity rather than a crisis, it could be more 

tolerant of the generational differences in intergenerational interactions.  

  Thirdly, mutuality could be too innovative an idea among Chinese cultures.  The Chinese 

culture has a strong sense of hierarchy regarding authority and responsibility.  The older ones 

always offer their assistance to the younger ones; unfortunately, this is not always a reciprocal 

relationship.  According to John Roberto's Becoming Intentionally Intergenerational: Models and 

Strategies, out of the five suggested intergenerational activity categories (social events, mentoring, 

storytelling, service and learning),9 intergenerational service and intergenerational learning would 

be most challenging to implement.  In Chinese culture, intergenerational elements such as 

mentoring and storytelling can be very natural to integrate into social events in Chinese churches.  

These elements are already ingrained with cultural practices like communal dinners, testimony 

sharing and a Sunday school environment with the older ones to mentor the younger generations.  

However, the interactions are primarily one-way in dynamic and usually in a directive teaching 

style to the younger ones.  Mutuality is not expected in such culture.   

  Fourthly, communication breakdown is a common issue in a large church.  It is difficult 

for people and even the leadership to see the bigger picture of ministry.  Therefore, silos in ministry 

are the norm because they make ministry in a large church effective and communication less 

necessary.  

 
8 Strange, Children in the Early Church, 15.  
9 John Roberto, “Becoming Intentionally Intergenerational: Models and Strategies,” Lifelong Faith 3, no. 1 (2009): 

2.  
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Lastly, resistance to change is natural for any generation.  Over forty percent of the 

population of SCBC is over 65 years old.  In other words, almost half of the church consists of 

Builders and Boomers.  Furthermore, over seventy-seven percent are age forty-one and over (see 

table 1.1).  SCBC has developed a comprehensive age-segregated approach to ministry in thirty-

four years and has grown into a 2000-member congregation.  Why then would the leaders believe 

that change is necessary and thus integrate the generations?  

 Table 1-3 shows different ways to report and compare the age breakdown of each of the 

language ministries at SCBC.   These numbers are obtained from SCBC membership record.10  

Table 1 indicates how SCBC has been aging since pre-Covid.  Unfortunately, the information does 

not include anyone under nineteen due to the lack of information of membership under nineteen 

years old and children.  However, on a separate registration list, 400 children from the babies to 

Grade 6 were documented in all children programs at SCBC.  If we compare age twenty to forty 

with forty-one and up, it shows that the over forty-one age group dominated seventy-seven percent 

of all the adults.   

 

Table 1. Comparing the Age Breakdown in Each of the Language Ministries  

Age 12- 19 20-40 41-64 Over 65 

Cantonese No data 6% 35% 56% 

English No data 50% 32% 15% 

Mandarin No data 20% 37% 40% 

 

 

 

 

 
10 Resources from administrative office of SCBC, Membership Record.  Feb 2022. 
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Table 2. Age Percentage Comparison 

Age 12- 19 20-40 41 and over 

Comparing age group 
percentage of the entire 

church 

No data 20% 77% 

 

 

Table 3. Actual Number of Membership’s Age Breakdown 

Age 12- 19  20-40 41-64 Over 65 All 

memberships 

in record 

Cantonese No data 65 363 579 1029 

English No data 287 187 88 578 

Mandarin No data 15 98 48 165 

Unknown   14 35 33 81 

Total members of each 

age group combined with 

language 

 367 683 748 1853  

 

 

Basic Assumptions for This Research Study 

 The researcher has a set of assumptions for this research, creating some boundaries and 

expectations.    

 Assumption one: There is a mutual benefit for adults, leaders and children's spiritual 

formation when intergenerational interaction happens.  

 Assumption two: To include the younger generation (children) in worship and small group 

learning is not a popular idea and is intrusive.   Church members would find it more convenient   

not to have children in adult worship services.11 

 
11 Steve Burger, “It Takes a Congregation to Nurture the Children,” Reformed Worship 76 (June 2005), accessed 

December 15, 2021, https://www.reformedworship.org/article/june-2005/it-takes-congregationto-nurture-children. 
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 Assumption three: Promoting intergenerational ministry is neither about saving churches 

nor resolving the problems of massive number of young adults leaving their church in recent years.  

The issues of church decline are complicated.  However, the intergenerational experience will 

increase connectedness across all generations.12 

 Assumption four: Increasing the cohesiveness of relationships among ministries will 

benefit the entire church.  According to the Barna Group research 2011 You Lost Me, the top five 

rankings of "what's made your faith grow" are all about relationships with God, your family or 

your friends.  Prayer and family and friends are the top three factors that help a person's faith to 

grow.13  Such research points out that meaningful relationships are a high priority.  Those who 

stayed in church after they passed twenty years old had a close personal friendship with an adult 

inside the church (59% of those who stayed report such as a friendship versus 31% among those 

who are no longer active).  Where would this friendship start if there were no opportunity for them 

to meet?14 

 A phenomenological study will identify mutual benefits for adults and children's spiritual 

formation in the past seven years despite the complexity of the three languages and cultures at 

SCBC.  Hence, the results will provide vital information for the next step of children's ministry at 

SCBC.    

 This paper is divided into five chapters.  Chapter One identifies the purpose and problems 

of this research study.  Chapter Two examines the literature review from three perspectives, 1) the 

intergenerational Christian experience, 2) intergenerational experience and Christian spiritual 

 
12 Jessica Chen Feng, Carmen Knudson-Martin, and Timothy Nelson, “Intergenerational Tension, Connectedness, 

and Separateness in the Lived Experience of First and Second Generation Chinese American Christians,” 

Contemporary Family Therapy 37, no. 2 (June 2015): 153–64. 
13 Barna Group, “5 Reasons Millennials Stay Connected to Church,” 2013, accessed July 10, 2021, 

https://www.barna.com/research/5-reasons-millennials-stay-connected-to-church/. 
14 Barna Group, “5 Reasons Millennials Stay Connected to Church.” 
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formation, and 3) the intergenerational approach in a trilingual context.  Chapter Three introduces 

the self-assessment of the seven years of ministry change, describes the research methodology and 

its process, and shares the findings of the study.  Chapter Four will evaluate and analyze of the 

findings. Finally, the concluding chapter will summarize the findings, discuss the limitations of 

this research study, and offer recommendations for the next steps for SCBC in light of the findings.   
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Chapter Two 

Biblical, Theological, Philosophical and Theoretical Foundations 
 

Introduction 

 This chapter will discuss the literature review with regard to the impact of intergenerational 

ministry on faith formation in both children and adults.  It will divide into three major categories 

for the discussion: A) biblical and theological foundations for gathering intergenerationally as 

God’s people, B) Christian spiritual formation, and C) the intergenerational approach in a trilingual 

context.  

 

Biblical and Theological Foundations of Intergenerational Christian Experience 
 

 This section will address two critical foundations for evaluating the intergenerational 

experiences as God’s people.  First, there are biblical foundations of intergenerational experience 

in the Old Testament and in the New Testament.  Secondly, the theological foundations outline a) 

the inclusivity of the gospel and b) the doctrine of the Trinity of God.   

 

Biblical Foundations 

 The commands from the Old Testament.  God's command for passing on the faith is 

cross-generational.  He said, “Make them known to your children and your children's children” 

(Deut. 4:9), indicating that there were multiple generations present when these commands were 

given.  Handing down faith is not just the parents’ responsibility even though they do take the 

primary responsibility.  God has addressed the command to the entire Israelite community.  
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 Christine Embree notes that “Teach them to thy children” means “not only those of thy 

own body but all those that are anyway under thy care and tuition,” according to the Jewish culture.   

What does that command entail?  It means the charge to "impress upon your children" the 

commandments of the Lord extended beyond the home and into the larger faith community.15  God 

intends to have generations together in His presence.  When Moses spoke to the people of Israel, 

all ages, including children, were present (Deut 29: 10-12).  When Jehoshaphat called for a fast of 

the entire nation, it included all ages.  Ezra read aloud the book of the law during the celebration 

of the rebuilding of the wall of Jerusalem; the whole community was together.   

 Generational covenant.  The covenantal promise began with Abraham and extended to all 

his generations.  This generational promise was the command to pass faith to the children, the next 

generations; “…when God set His people Israel in order, he placed each individual within a family, 

each family within a tribe, and each tribe within the nation.  No generation was excluded, no child 

left out, no older person put aside.”16  God’s generational covenant continued through the prophets 

in the books of Isaiah, Jeremiah, Lamentations, Daniel, Ezekiel, Joel, Zechariah, and Malachi.   

 Leaders' intergenerational relationships, such as the relationships between Elijah and 

Elisha and the intergenerational family relationship between Naomi and Ruth, are evident for 

God’s will for His people.  Kirk states that intergenerational mentorship is demonstrated in the 

relationship between Samuel and Eli,  

 Samuel needed Eli, and Eli needed Samuel.  They had lived together in a trusting and 

 loving relationship that opened the door for the voice of God to be heard and understood, 

 not only by Eli but by all Israel…. What a time that was, when a child was taught, seen, 

 
15 Christina Embree, “What Does the Bible say about Intergenerational Ministry?” REFOCUS (blog), September 30, 

2016, accessed August 25, 2021, https://refocusministry.org/2016/09/30/what-does-the-bible-say-about-

intergenerational-ministry/. 
16 Daphne Kirk, Heirs Together: Establishing Intergenerational Church, rev. ed. (Suffolk: Kevin Mayhew, 2003), 

17. 
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 heard, respected and nurtured in the house of God not just by his peers but by the man of 

 God.17   

 

They spent time together to generate the learning and journey of life together. 

 Intergenerational relationships are close to the heart of God.  God cares about the 

relationships in the family and in the family of God.  The Hebrew Scriptures close with Malachi 

4:4-6:  

 Remember the law of my servant Moses, the decrees and laws I gave him at Horeb for 

 all Israel.  See, I will send the prophet Elijah to you before that great and dreadful day of 

 the Lord comes.  He will turn the hearts of the parents to their children, and the hearts of 

 the children to their parents; or else I will come and strike the land with total 

 destruction. 

 

Malachi points out a fact among God’s people; the generational divide would bring judgement to 

Israelites. When the parents’ hearts are not turning towards their sons, and the children’s hearts 

are not turning towards the parents, it is not pleasing to God.  

 Reconciliation is God’s command within the biological family and in the family of God.  

After Malachi, the last of the Old Testament prophets, there was no new word from the Lord for 

four long centuries until John the Baptist began preaching in the wilderness.  God cared very much 

about the subject: God spoke to His people about reconciliation in the family.  God warned the 

Israelites that the only alternative to His wrath of judgment upon the land was the reconciliation 

within the families.  God was serious about relationships among His people, for relationships are 

foundational for faith formation.  

 The teaching from the New Testament.  Many places in the New Testament have shown 

that young generations appeared in the early church. For example, children were present 

intergenerationally at Tyre in the first-century church. The wives and children joined the disciples 

to worship and to bid farewell as Paul departed for another mission (Acts 21:5).  They were all 

 
17 Kirk, Heirs Together, 10.  
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kneeling as a household with others to commission the missionary.  Children had first-hand eye-

witness experience for the ministry of God and participated in sending blessings to the workers of 

the Lord.  Strange reports the historians’ findings on children present at prayer gatherings:  

 An early manuscript (Codex Bezae, fifth century) adds children to the picture of the first 

 church  in Jerusalem.  Acts 1:14 reads: “All these with one accord were constantly at 

 prayer, together with a group of women and children.” [These words] show that 

       Christians in the early church . . . expected children to be present at worship.18  

 

 Paul and Timothy also provide examples of profound intergenerational relationships. For 

example, in 1 Timothy 5:1-3, Paul shares his concern for all generations when he instructed 

Timothy to care for younger and older men and women.  He also taught how families of widows 

must care for their parents and grandparents in 1 Timothy 5:4, and Paul explained the role of older 

women training younger women in Titus 2:3-5. 

 Ross cites other biblical themes that point to intergenerationality as well, including 

references to the church as “‘the family of God,’ ‘the body of Christ,’ and ‘the community of 

believers’” (Rm 8:14-17, 12:4-6; Eph 1:22; 1 Cor 12).19  This concept echoed the Old Testament 

commands regarding caring for all the generations in God’s community.  

 Jesus as an example.  Jesus is a great model for relating with other generations and sets 

an example by reaching out to different generations.  Jesus reached the generation that is older 

than he was (Luke 4:38-40); he saw Peter's mother-in-law lying sick in bed when he entered Peter's 

home.  He went to touch her hand, and the fever left her.  Jesus cared for the older generation 

without hesitation.   

 Jesus reached generations that were younger than he was (Matt 19:13-15). When the 

parents try to bring the children to Jesus for blessings, the disciples stop the parents, but Jesus tells 

 
18 Strange, Children in the Early Church, 71. 
19 Christine Ross, "Being an intergenerational congregation," Issues in Christian Education 41, no. 2 (2007): 27. 
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the disciples to get the children to him, for these are the people who belong in the kingdom of God.  

Jesus blesses the little ones even though doing so is counter-cultural in this time. 

Jesus reached those who are different from him (Luke 18:35-43); as Jesus drew near 

 Jericho, a blind man was sitting by the roadside begging. Hearing a crowd going by, the blind man 

inquired what was happening.  The crowd told him, “Jesus of Nazareth is passing by." Despite the 

blind man crying out for Jesus, the crowd felt it inappropriate for him to get Jesus' attention, so 

they ordered him to be silent.  The response of Jesus surpassed social boundaries of His time: "And 

Jesus stopped and commanded him to be brought to him” (18:40). Jesus touched him and healed 

him.  

 Both the Old Testament and the New Testament consistently show the presence of all 

generations on many occasions when gathering in God's name.  Jesus modelled the interactions 

with different ages.  Biblical evidence shows that intergenerational interaction is biblical and has 

a solid theological foundation as well. 

 

Theological Foundations 

 An inclusive Gospel.  The gospel is inclusive.  Inclusive means that it is for all people, 

regardless of age, gender, race, culture, educational background or social class.  God wants to save 

all those who turn to Him (Ps 98:3; Ps 67:2; Isa 45:22; Zec 8:7; Ro 11:26; Jn 5:34; 1 Tim 2:4).  

Not only does God want all to be saved, but very specifically everyone in one’s household as well: 

“Believe in the Lord Jesus, and you will be saved, along with everyone in your household” (Acts 

16:31).  What pleases God is to for all (children, youth, adults and seniors) to be redeemed; “this 

is good, and pleases God our Savior, who wants all people to be saved and to come to a knowledge 

of the truth.  For there is one God and one mediator between God and humanity, the man Christ 
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Jesus, who gave himself a ransom for all” (1 Tim 2:3-5).  Therefore, there is no partiality or divide 

in the kingdom of God.  

 The doctrine of the Trinity and the ministry of God.  First of all, the fellowship of the 

Trinity bears the message of mutuality in the Triune God.  Seamands uses the Greek term to 

describe such a relationship vividly:   

 As the doctrine of the Trinity developed in the church and theologians searched for 

 language to describe the mutual indwelling and interpretation of the three persons, they 

 eventually landed on the beautiful Greek term perichoresis.  Perichoresis conveys a 

 number of ideas: reciprocity, interchange, giving to and receiving from one another,  

 being drawn to one another and contained in the other, interpenetrating one another by 

 drawing life from and pouring life into one another as a fellowship of love.20  

 

 The concept of mutuality is ingrained within the Trinity of God.  The partnership of the 

Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit within the Trinity indicates that there is community, 

mutuality and interdependence.  Moreover, the language used by the Scriptures and the church 

for two of the persons is a generational relationship: God the Father and God the Son.21   

 Secondly, all human beings carry the image of God at birth (Gen 1: 27) and mirror His 

love through interaction with one another.  The "image of God" indicates that human beings are 

God's representatives; they are given the authority to rule the entire world on His behalf.  

Humankind is created to have a unique relationship with God that no other living creature has.  

As His image-bearer, the mission of humanity is to reflect the character qualities and values of 

God.22  The team of representatives includes infants, children, youth, adults and seniors, as all of 

them bear the image of God.  Harkness believes that  

 
20 Stephen Seamands, Ministry in the Image of God: The Trinitarian Shape of Christian Service (Downer’s Grove, 

IL: InterVarsity Press, 2005), 142. 
21 Turner, “Children’s Faith Formation as Mutually Transforming Opportunity”; Seamands, Ministry in the Image of 

God, 34–35. 
22 Victor Copan, Changing Your Mind: The Bible, the Brain, and Spiritual Growth (Eugene, Oregon: Cascade 

Books, 2016). 
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 expressions of community that reflect God's relational nature require the inclusion and 

 valuing of all the diversity of humanity in a covenant relationship with God if they are to 

 witness to the one who created and sustains community as an expression of his nature.  

 And this must include age diversity.23   

 Thirdly, if we suppose that age diversity is vital for image-bearers to reflect God's 

attributes, the opportunity to be together as a body of Christ becomes a crucial factor for faith 

development and experiencing God.  The ultimate goal of spiritual formation is to grow the same 

heart attitudes that Jesus has and to live out the kinds of external responses that Jesus would have 

in their daily lives.24   Faith development typically does not happen in social isolation; our sense 

of acceptance by God and our self-identity is closely related to our acceptance by other people.  

The more time the community stays together intergenerationally, the more opportunities there are 

to create understanding and acceptance across the different generations of the church. 

 

Christian Spiritual Formation in the Intergenerational Context 

 This section will discuss the theological foundation of spiritual formation in three aspects: 

the theology of children and the church community, Jesus’ view on children, children’ ministry 

changes over the history. Then we will discuss the theoretical foundations:  history of church 

models, from information to transformation, family and faith formation, the need of connection 

and faith formation, and mutuality in faith formation across all ages.  Lastly, we will discuss 

philosophical foundations: sociological research and development theories.  

 
23 Allan G. Harkness, “Intergenerationality: Biblical and Theological Foundations,” Christian Education Journal: 

Research on Educational Ministry 9, no. 1 (May 2012): 121–34. 
24 Copan, Changing Your Mind, 11.  
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Theological Foundations of Spiritual Formation 

 Scottie May believes that spiritual formation is not just knowing the Bible or the practice 

of spiritual disciplines but that it involves all dimensions of a person - interpersonal, intrapersonal, 

and the interaction of the human spirit with God’s Spirit.25  She presents Robert Mulholland and 

James Wilhoit’s definitions of spiritual formation thus: 

 Spiritual formation is the process of Christ being formed within his followers.  It is a 

 trinitarian process in which a person encounters the living God through the enabling the 

 Holy Spirit to become more like Jesus Christ.  It is also an intentional, communal process 

 in that believers need each other for this kind of growth to happen.26 

This research will use this definition to develop interview questions in chapter three.  Furthermore, 

this section will discuss different scholars’ views on how spiritual formation happens among 

children and adults. 

 The theology of children and the church community through Hellenistic and Jewish 

context.  The researcher imagined that in light of the Greco-Roman culture of Jesus’s time, His 

mysterious analogy about children as role models must have puzzled his hearers.  In the first 

century, children were put in a low position; abandoning a child was not a crime, and they were 

never seen as role models for adults.  Why did Jesus choose children as the exemplar for His 

disciples to understand how to enter the kingdom?  What is so special about children?  They have 

not yet fully developed in body, intellectual level, experience, or knowledge, nor have they had 

enough time to accumulate monetary assets to create power.  Children have little authority 

compared to adults.  In other words, they have no money, no power and no influence.  However, 

Jesus is implying that one needs nothing in order to enter the kingdom of God.  Interestingly, 

 
25 Robert J. Keeley and Mimi L. Larson, Bridging Theory and Practice in Children’s Spirituality: New Directions 

for Education, Ministry, and Discipleship (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Zondervan, 2020).   
26 Keeley and Larson, Bridging Theory and Practice, 21.  
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believers are required to give up all things to enter the kingdom of God.  Hellenistic and Jewish 

contexts offer two specific scenarios of overlapping interpretations and also opposing views of 

children.27  

 On the one hand, first century Greco-Roman culture considered children deficient and not 

yet human because they were physically small, underdeveloped, and vulnerable.  Children were 

also treated as ignorant and mentally flawed; they were utterly dependent because they had little 

ability to think and plan rationally.28  Therefore, the Greco-Roman world devalued children as 

having no right over themselves29 and they occupied a low status in the social order.30  

 On the other hand, the Jewish culture took a more positive perspective on the value of 

children.  As opposed to the central culture, children were considered a blessing from God; 

therefore, infanticide and abandonment were prohibited.31  In the light of the brutal treatment of 

the children under Roman law, Jewish people held on to the promise of God through Abraham’s 

blessing and they saw children as a sign of success and blessings. 

 Jesus’ view on children.  Conversely, Jesus stated five views on children against the 

dominant culture.  First, “He blesses them…and teaches that the reign of God belongs to them” 

(Mark 10:16).  Jesus elevated the status of children to the highest level as those who could enter 

the kingdom of God.    

 Second, “He makes them models of entering the kingdom” (Mark 10:15).  It is a radical 

perspective for both ancient and contemporary times.  Even though many parts of the modern 

world no longer treat children as worthless beings, they do not typically put them in a place of 

 
27 Marcia J. Bunge, ed., The Child in Christian Thought (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing, 2001), 31. 
28 Bunge, The Child in Christian Thought, 32. 
29 Shannon Rodenberg, “Welcoming the Least of These: Children in Mark 9: 33-37 and Mark 10: 13-16,” The 

Artistic and Philosophical Effects of Marcel Duchamp’s Fountain, n.d., 80, 84. 
30 Bunge, The Child in Christian Thought, 32. 
31 Rodenberg, “Welcoming the Least of These,” 84. 
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reverence. People may advocate for protecting and educating children to increase their value and 

skills, but it is far from considering them as role models.    

 Third, Rodenberg observes that “He makes them a sign of greatness in the reign of God.”32  

Again, for the disciples, this is an unimaginable description of children.  Children were seen as 

unproductive and ignorant, and they possessed nothing.  The concept of “greatness” did not apply 

to children of their time.  Fourth, Jesus taught the crowd that acknowledging and welcoming the 

children was equivalent to welcoming Him and the Father as well (Matt 18:5).  It was an 

overwhelming message at the time; in other words, children represented Jesus and God.  Lastly, 

Jesus affirmed that the children knew who Jesus was.33   

 Jesus’ view of children was based on the theology of children, who were made in the image 

of God (imago Dei), and they were fully human, and the adults should treat all of them, regardless 

of age, race, class, or gender, with dignity and respect.34  Jesus defined the value of children simply 

for what they are in themselves as children, that is, childhood itself is intrinsically valuable.”35   

Thus, children are priceless and precious because they are created in the image of God, and they 

are chosen to represent His love. 

 Therefore, under the dominant culture’s influences, the disciples and followers of Jesus 

were surprised by the way Jesus treated children.  Providentially, the early church adopted such 

teaching. As a result, they committed to their children and tried to rescue abandoned infants and 

adopt them to be part of their community.36  With this vision, the early church continued Jesus’ 

mission. 

 
32 Rodenberg, "Welcoming the Least of These," 84. 
33 Bunge, The Child in Christian Thought, 36. 
34 Marcia J. Bunge, “A More Vibrant Theology of Children,” Christian Reflection: A Series in Faith and Ethics 8 

(2003): 18. 
35 Dawn Devries, “Toward a Theology of Childhood,” Interpretation: A Journal of Bible and Theology 55, no. 2 

(2001): 164. 
36 Rodenberg, “Welcoming the Least of These,” 84. 
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 In the modern world, if the church leaders can see children not just as the future of the 

church but also as the present of the church, and truly perceive children as gifts of God and sources 

of joy, then the church will be more grateful for them and enjoy them.  They will not see the 

children as “belonging” to their parents but rather as gifts to the church and community.  

 Changes over the history.  Though many Chinese churches do not see the importance of 

intergenerational interaction during worship, Bible study, or fellowship, it is undeniable that 

children are the church's future because they shape our future culture.  Likewise, Christians who 

shape the spiritual lives of children are shaping the spiritual landscape of the future.37  The Third 

Lausanne Congress on World Evangelization (2010) reinforced this value further in The Cape 

Town Commitment:  

 We commit ourselves to . . . take children seriously, through fresh biblical and 

 theological enquiry that reflects on God's love and purpose for them and through them, 

 and by rediscovering the profound significance for theology and mission of Jesus' 

 provocative action in placing "a child in the midst” [emphasis added]. (Lausanne 

 Movement, 2010) 38 

 Therefore, biblical and theological foundations support that intergenerational ministry is 

crucial to foster spiritual growth and faith development as a culture at church. 

  

Theoretical Foundations of Spiritual Formation 

 Adults tend to look at children for their usefulness; however, they are loved by God 

intrinsically.  Children often hear God’s voice better than adults do, and this is like witnessing the 

voice of God speaking39; they are very open to being the vehicle for divine revelation.   

 
37 Barna Group, Guiding Children to Discover the Bible, Navigate Technology and Follow Jesus: How Ministry 

Leaders & Parents Partner in Faith Formation (Ventura, California: Barna Group, 2020), 12. 
38 Harkness, “Intergenerationality,” 128. 
39 Samuel listened to the voice of God clearly, according to 1 Samuel 3.  
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 Age-specific ministry and intergenerational ministry.  First of all, both age-specific and 

intergenerational ministry have their values and functions in contributing to spiritual formation.  A 

summary of the history and development of ministry at SCBC reveals that specialization or 

segregation is no longer the only answer for children’s and youth ministry.  In the past two hundred 

years, church models have shown many the changes in the function and structure of the church.  

These changes are divided into four stages: Societies (late 1800 and early 1900s), Efficiency (early 

to mid-1900s), Separation (mid-1900s), and Segmentation (late 1900 to present).40  In the era of 

societies, a church might have Sunday schools for each age group, mission groups, and young 

people's prayer meetings.  Each of these groups ran parallel to each other, but the goals and 

curricula were unconnected.    

 During the period of Efficiency, this generation inherited the previous generation's 

societies; programs were streamlined, combined and consolidated.  Until the mid-1900s, due to 

the rising gaps between teenagers and parents, new ministries like parachurch organizations 

attempted to reach the adolescent directly, bypassing the church and parents.  Unfortunately, 

according to Jones, “the result was the ‘one-eared Mickey Mouse’ churches with youth 

ministries that were barely attached to the rest of the body.”41  If the youth ministry is a one-

eared Mickey Mouse, it could follow that the children's ministry is the other ear of the Mickey 

Mouse.  They were all unconnected and yet running on their own.  In recent decades, the church 

became more segmented and was increasingly siloed into different ministries.  The larger the 

church, the more siloed they became.  Singles, children, senior adults, and other groups 

developed segmented programs with their own worship experiences, activities, mandates, and 

 
40 Timothy Paul Jones, Family Ministry Field Guide: How Your Church Can Equip Parents to Make Disciples. 

(Indianapolis, Indiana: Wesleyan Pub. House, 2011), 127. 
41 Jones, Family Ministry Field Guide, 127. 
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goals.  The situation is described as "the octopus without a brain."42  The church ministry groups 

stand on the same property, but a lack of common ground and no central point of reference 

remains in many cases.   

 The above phenomena describe not only mainstream churches but Chinese churches as 

well.  In addition to the trend of ministry specialization which creates distance across different 

age groups, the language and cultural barriers add layers of complication in Chinese immigrant 

churches.  The founding church members' primary language would be any dialects from China 

but not English.  As time goes by, the church would grow with an English congregation when 

children grow.  Cantonese-speaking immigrant churches would also reach out to Mandarin-

speaking immigrants, and a Mandarin congregation would develop from there.   

 From information to transformation.  Yust summarizes what faith is from a number of 

theological works such as Augustine’s confession, Martin Luther’s writings, and John Wesley’s 

concept of “prevenient grace”; she says that “faith is a gift of God – an act of divine grace – rather 

than a set of beliefs or well-developed cognitive understanding of spiritual things.”43  Faith is not 

taught but caught.  One of the most influential figures in Christian history, Martin Luther, shaped 

the core of Protestantism by pointing believers back to the central source of religious authority the 

Bible. He also believed that salvation is reached through faith and not deeds.44  Bible knowledge 

is essential for spiritual formation; however, it is not sufficient.   

 
42 Jones, Family Ministry Field Guide, 127. 
43 Karen-Marie Yust, “Theology, Educational Theory, and Children’s Faith Formation: Findings from the Faith 

Formation in Children’s Ministries Project,” Faith Formation Learning Exchange, 2002. 

https://www.google.com/search?q=Theology%2C+Educational+Theory%2C+and+Children%E2%80%99s+Faith+F

ormation%3A+Findings+from+the+Faith+Formation+in+Children%E2%80%99s+Ministries+Project&rlz=1C5CH

FA_enUS739US739&oq=Theology%2C+Educational+Theory%2C+and+Children%E2%80%99s+Faith+Formation

%3A+Findings+from+the+Faith+Formation+in+Children%E2%80%99s+Ministries+Project&aqs=chrome..69i57j6

9i60.1070j0j7&sourceid=chrome&ie=UTF-8 
44  “Martin Luther and the 95 Theses,” History.com, A&E Television Networks, last modified November 1, 2021, 

accessed January 10, 2022, https://www.history.com/topics/reformation/martin-luther-and-the-95-theses. 
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 Then, what is faith formation in children?  Many have thought Sunday school attendance, 

knowledge (memorization of Bible verses) and church activities are the most important things.  

However, some research has shown that attendance at the Sunday school was not the answer; that 

alone did not make a difference in children’s integrity.  Hartshorne was a professor of religious 

education at the University of Southern California and later a president of the Religious Education 

Association; his comments about children's religious education and deceit are distressing:  

 Apparently. . . the tendency to deceive is about as prevalent among those enrolled in 

 Sunday school as it is among those who are not …. For example, in one school 31% of 

 Protestant children who attended Sunday school cheated at school, in contrast with 29% 

 of Protestants who did not attend Sunday school.  Furthermore, the researchers found no 

 correlations between deception and years of church attendance or deception and 

 regularity of attendance.45  

 

Some scholars promote the idea that the ultimate goal of faith formation is to experience God’s 

transforming power in the believer’s life—which may not be primarily to do with knowledge.  The 

scholar and German-born theoretical physicist Albert Einstein said,  

 When we connect children with the Bible, the aim should never be solely Bible 

 knowledge.  Transformation, not information, is the goal.  When information is the goal 

 of a child’s interaction with the Bible, it results in death, but when transformation is the 

 goal, it results in life.46 

 

 There is an agreement among scholars that experiencing God is as important as transferring 

knowledge on faith formation.  Moreover, this does not apply only to children but also to adults.  

Transformational encounters with Christ are not limited to intellectual engagement.  For instance, 

in breaking the bread, the disciples’ eyes were opened to the meaning of the mystery that they had 

wrestled with on the road to Emmaus (Luke 24:30-31).  Mystagogy—the experiential process of 

 
45 Donald Ratcliff, “The Spirit of Children Past: A Century of Children’s Spirituality Research,” Christian 

Education Journal: Research on Educational Ministry 4, no. 2 (November 2007): 218–37. 
46 Lawson Murray, “Connecting Children with the Bible,” Jump into the Word (blog), Scripture Union Canada, 

March 23, 2021, accessed September 15, 2021, https://www.jumpintotheword.com/2021/03/23/connecting-children-

with-the-bible/. 
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leading Christians into the mystery of faith—was a significant focus of the ancient church practice 

of catechesis.  Experiential union with God is the ultimate goal, not intellectual theologizing and 

theory.47 

 All intellectual engagement in our teaching must contribute to an experiential living into 

the mystery of Christ.  Transformational teaching invites people to live more deeply into the 

mystery of Christ than having an intellectual transmission from teacher to students.  It is an 

evangelical conception—personal, experiential, relational, and multi-dimensional communion 

with God.48 

 Another critical aspect in the process of faith formation is conversation.  Conversational 

teaching intentionally makes space for participants to explore and discover the most profound 

dimensions of themselves and their situation. 49   For example, Nye’s four-fold description of 

childhood spirituality reveal the importance of relationships for spiritual growth (see discussion 

below).  Jesus modelled engaging conversation to respond to those who long for spiritual 

relationships.  Jesus listened, asked questions, answered questions, observed and engaged with 

everyone, including the outcast and unlovable.  Transformation by the Holy Spirit often takes place 

in the process of experiences through many conversations.  

 Family and faith formation.  If faith formation is mutual and relational, faith formation 

within the family is crucial. Unfortunately, families with younger children experience more 

limitations in getting involved in church because of their life stage. Many have felt even more 

disconnected during the Covid 19 pandemic (March 2020 – present).  Many also feel ill-equipped 

 
47 Beverly Johnson-Miller, “Conversational Teaching and Christian Transformation,” Christian Education Journal 

10, no. 2 (2013): 378–91. 
48 Johnson-Miller, "Conversational Teaching," 389. 
49 Johnson-Miller, "Conversational Teaching," 387.  
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to nurture their children's faith.50   Helping parents, caregivers, and grandparents to nurture faith 

at home and in partnership with the church51 is an integrative approach to childhood spirituality.52   

 As stated in the definition compiled by Scottie May at the beginning of this chapter, 

spiritual formation is not merely reading the Bible or having a knowledge of God.53  Another often-

referenced definition of childhood spirituality comes from David Hay and Rebecca Nye in The 

Spirit of the Child.54   Nye’s four-fold description of the dimensions of childhood spirituality has 

become well accepted among other authors and practitioners.  She sees spirituality as having an 

awareness or consciousness in four dimensions: with God, with others, with nature, and with 

themselves.55     

 In other words, spiritual growth cannot happen in an isolated environment with no presence 

of others in an adult or child’s life.56  Not only should families be key actors for nurturing a child’s 

spirituality, but children themselves should be affirmed in all their capacity to be involved with 

others’ spiritually.  Children have spiritual abilities that are rarely noticed by others.  These 

dimensions align with what SCBC defines as the spiritual goal for their ministry: Kids love God, 

love life and love others.  The relationships with the divine, with oneself, and with others are 

central to growing spiritually; ultimately, this is the operational definition the researcher is using 

for the term spirituality.  

 
50 “The Future of the Church: Rethinking the Framework of Ministry amongst Families.”  The Resource, 2022. 

http://www.theresource.org.uk/ 
51 Jones, Family Ministry Field Guide. 
52 Barna Group, "Jesus: How Ministry Leaders & Parents Partner in Faith Formation," March 19, 2019, accessed 

May 20, 2019, https://www.barna.com/research/children-faith-formation/. 
53 Keeley and Larson, Bridging Theory and Practice. 
54 David Hay and Rebecca Nye, The Spirit of the Child (London: Jessica Kingsley, 2006). 
55 Robin Barfield, “Children and the Imago Dei: A Reformed Proposal Regarding the Spiritual Openness of the 

Child,” Christian Education Journal 17, no. 1 (April 2020): 7–17. 
56 Gordon T. Smith, “Generation to Generation: Inter-Generationality and Spiritual Formation in Christian 

Community,” Journal of Spiritual Formation and Soul Care 10, no. 2 (November 2017): 182–93 .  
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 Moreover, Barfield quotes May and others, saying that God has given children an innate 

sensitivity to connect with Him.57  As a result, children have an innate openness to God and were 

often used as divine vehicles in the Bible as well as our daily experiences in the modern world. 

Finally, Berryman interpreted the image of God in the child as primarily that of God as Creator, 

and therefore it projects itself in the individual as creativity.58 

 Kathleen Harris’s research on childhood spirituality echoes Nye’s descriptions by sharing 

the importance of connecting children with nature.  She states that “nature offers young children 

opportunities to awaken their spiritual curiosity making connections that embrace the holistic 

development of a young child with joy encouraging zeal and passion.”59   The above is an example 

for the family to nurture the children spiritually by exploring and discovering nature.  Another 

important finding is that though parents play an essential role in nurturing children’s spirituality, 

they need other families and the intergenerational community to create the synergy.60   Therefore, 

intergenerational experiences contribute significantly to childhood spirituality.   

 The need for connection and faith formation.  God’s starting point with us is 

relationship.61  So, God's creative design for every human being is the need for connection.62  It 

follows that cultivating these connections plays a significant role in a child’s faith formation.63   

 A report from the Commission for Children at Risk, called “Hardwired to Connect,” 

concludes that human beings are “hardwired to connect, and the crisis of American childhood is 

 
57 Barfield, “Children and the Imago Dei.” 
58 Barfield, "Children and the Imago Dei," 10.  
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Pretend Play, Storytelling, Intergenerational Play, and Celebrations,” International Journal of Children’s Spirituality 

21, no. 2 (2016): 90–103. 
60 Harris, "Let's Play at the Park!" 
61 Tim Kimmel, Connecting Church & Home: A Grace-Based Partnership (Nashville, TN: Randall House, 2013), 

32. 
62 Keeley and Larson, Bridging Theory and Practice. 
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due in large part to a lack of connectedness.64  The way our brain is wired creates spiritual 

relationships with God and others.  How does a human learn?  Humans of all ages learn through 

the experiences through the five senses (sight, smell, hearing, speech and touch) and through 

relational connections.  Children's faith grows most effectively through interactions.  Murray 

indicates,  

…along with verbal responses, multi-sensory reactions to God's Story should be 

encouraged.  Children should have opportunities to connect with the Story through 

journaling, singing, acting, Godly Play, drawing, painting, writing, reflecting, and 

celebrating.  Helping children connect with the Bible using all their senses enables them to 

engage their hearts, heads, and hands.65   

 

 One important factor in children's spiritual formation is connection.66  Early childhood is 

also a prime time for children's brains to grow as their neurons physically connect together.67  

Creating experiences to connect with other human beings can form us spiritually. 68   Hence 

intergenerational interaction would help all ages, particularly children, learn, grow, and become 

like Christ.  Growth happens in mutual, age-diverse interactions.  Copan explains the importance 

of mutual influence in this way  

…humans frequently find themselves spontaneously imitating others.  The action of 

another person evokes an involuntary response within us to mirror we have just observed.  

Why do we do that?  Neuroscientists have discovered what they call "mirror-neurons" in 

the brain that stimulate us unconsciously to imitate what we see.  When a person acts in a 

particular way, these mirror-neurons are activated in the same brain region as when we are 

performing it ourselves.69   

 

 
64 Holly Catterton Allen and Christine Lawton Ross, Intergenerational Christian Formation: Bringing the Whole 
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 If that is the case, children form their faith by observing how others worship, read Scripture, 

pray and give praise to God, share testimony, profess faith through baptism, express intimacy with 

Jesus through communion, and witness the commissioning of missionaries to the mission field.  

All these spiritual activities should not come just from a preacher but from a whole picture of life 

in a church community.70  God instructs directly on how to relate with one another in the body of 

Christ.  Spiritual growth does not happen in an isolated environment; it occurs in a community.  

Stephen Seamands summaries Michael Downey's trinitarian theology in this way,  

 The human person is not an individual, not a self-contained being who at some   

 stage in life chooses or elects to be in relationship with another and others.  From   

 the very first moment of existence, the infant is toward the other, ordinarily the   

 mother or father, who is in turn toward and for the infant.  From our origin we are   

 related to others.  We are from others, by others, toward others, for others, just as   

 it is in God to exist in the relations of interpersonal love.71 

 

 Lieberman explains the importance of interaction to the extent that it is equally or more 

critical than Maslow’s theory of basic needs.  

 What all . . . human babies really need from the moment of birth is a caregiver who is 

 committed to making sure that the infant's biological needs are met.  If this is true, then 

 Maslow had it wrong . . . . Food, water, and shelter are not the most basic needs for an 

 infant.  Instead, being  socially connected and cared for is paramount . . . . Love and 

 belonging might seem like a convenience we can live without, but our biology is built to 

 thirst for connection because it is linked to our most basic survival needs . . . . [O]ur need 

 for connection is the bedrock upon which [all of our other needs] are built.72 

Children grow intellectually and spiritually through connections.  Without intergenerational 

experience, the ability to understand life and discern the meaning of life is compromised. Mutual 

 
70 Jen Wilkin, “Let the Little Children Come to ‘Big Church’: At-Home Worship during the Pandemic Showed Us 
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benefit happens when all generations come together.   Seniors also receive mental, physical and 

spiritual benefits from the presence of the younger generations.   

 Mutuality in faith formation for all ages.  Children are capable of a genuine spiritual 

walk with God.  Through the Holy Spirit, God works in the lives of both children and adults.73  If 

children are role models in some respects spiritually, as Jesus affirmed, they have much to teach 

adults.  It is just like Christ’s statement that to welcome a child is to welcome Him (Matt. 18:5, 

Luke 4:48).74  

 Research shows that intergenerational connections are mutually beneficial for the spiritual 

formation of children and adults.  Even non-religious intergenerational studies affirm mutual 

benefits when children and adult generations come together.  Elia Femia and her team did a study 

on the potential impact of an intergenerational program on children’s socio-emotional 

development, behaviour, school performance, and attitudes toward older adults.  It confirmed that 

the children who participated in the intergenerational program have benefits for development.75  

The study compared the outcomes on children’s behaviour from the intergenerational program 

with those in a single generation program.  They discovered that the children from the 

intergenerational program had higher levels of social acceptance, a greater willingness to help and 

greater empathy for others (particularly for older people). 

 Moreover, they even did better in self-regulation for their behaviour than those who were 

in single-generation programs.76  Initial evidence showed that an intergenerational program can 

offer additional benefits to children's development, the impact of which can last into their early 
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school-age years.  For adults, the benefits were even more apparent.  Intergenerational programs 

give purpose, structure, and enjoyment to all the participants.    

 Another non-religious study by Jarrott and Bruno (2003) found that adult day participants 

with mild to moderate dementia had improved mood when they spent time with young children.  

Other studies have documented similar benefits, including increased feelings of life satisfaction, 

increased community connectedness, increased social interaction, and decreased social isolation.77 

 Studies have shown that the intergenerational activities benefit children mentally, 

behaviorally, and physically, and positively impact their faith.  Allen’s research on nurturing child-

God relationships78 affirmed that children could grow spiritually in intergenerational and single 

generational settings.  However, children from intergenerational settings were more aware of their 

relationship with God.  Children who had regular intergenerational experiences spoke more 

frequently and demonstrated relationality in more of their discussion on prayer than did the 

children from non-intergenerational settings.79  Another recent research study by McCoy80 found 

a mutual positive spiritual impact on both children and adults in an intergenerational rendering of 

an approach called Dwelling in the Word.81 

 
77 Femia et al., “Intergenerational Preschool Experiences.” 
78 Holly Catterton Allen, “A Qualitative Study Exploring the Similarities and Differences of the Spirituality of 
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 Intergenerational experiences specifically benefit adults’ spiritual formation as well.   

Consistency is difficult for Christians of any age, yet integrity is an essential value for life in God's 

kingdom community.  Persons, regardless of age, are usually slow to spot inconsistency and 

apparent hypocrisy in themselves but quick to do so in others.  Nevertheless, interaction with 

people from different generational groups can challenge one's integrity, especially regarding 

consistency between one's stated beliefs and the behaviors that demonstrate the reality in one's 

faith.  When people are prompted to live consistently with the values they are espousing to others, 

powerful forces can be unleashed.  These forces may be positive (if consistency is achieved) or 

negative (if there is an internal struggle).  For example, it is amazing how people learn to become 

“real” as they interact with children.  The interaction with children often helps adults remove the 

masks of sophistication just because of the children’s authenticity and innocence.   Therefore, 

interaction with children can enhance Christian integrity. 82 

 

Philosophical Foundations: Sociological Research and Developmental Theories 

 Sociological research.  Allen and Ross say that “religious, sociological research links 

most directly with intergenerationality when it examines religious socialization as a factor in 

spiritual and religious attitudes, understanding and behavior.”83  They mention that the 

significant finding of Lenski’s study was about commitment to the group as association versus 

commitment to the group as a community.  This line of research continued to be built by Stan 

Gaede, Kevin Welch and later Maria Cornwall’s work. It concluded that religious commitment 

depends on how well the individuals integrate into a religious community.84  These studies 
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support the mandate of cultivating cross-generational connections.  The more connectedness the 

individual experiences, the more committed the individual is likely to become.    

Developmental psychology.  Don Ratcliff identifies four phases over the past century in 

the academic study of children’s religious and spiritual development.85  The first phase was an 

early holistic period (1892 to 1930) that suggested an integrated perspective of religious concepts, 

experience, and other aspects of life.  The second phase is a declined emphasis upon religious 

experience (1930 to 1960), which was a period that downplayed the importance of spiritual 

experience but a rising focus on the rationalistic framework.  The third phase was a period of the 

rise of cognitive stages (1960 to 1990) and developmental psychology, which marked the influence 

of curriculum design, contents and delivery methods.  Finally, the fourth phase has continued to 

evolve to the current emphasis upon children’s spirituality (1990 to the present).86  

 Cognitive and developmental theories have made significant contributions toward 

understanding the process of an individual’s growth. Much public-school curriculum has been 

written following the assumptions of stage theory.  Churches as well have adopted age-specific 

children’s programs based on the different assumptions of various developmental stage theories.   

 However, these theories have some weaknesses when equating the spiritual growth process 

to physical and mental developmental growth.  For example, Jean Piaget (1896-1980) is the most 

well-known cognitive psychologist.  Piagetian assumptions regarding specific cognitive 

developmental progression are being used to reflect on religious concepts, yet the average age for 

stage achievement can vary by two or three years.87  A generalization on children’s spiritual growth 

by stages will lead to a prescriptive expectation on what can or should be considered spiritual 
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development.  These concepts became the backbone of much Sunday school and children’s church 

curriculum, driving beliefs regarding how children progress spiritually.  This approach could be 

potentially discouraging insights and exploration outside the expected parameters and become 

roadblocks for the depth of spiritual nurturing.  Contrary to Piaget’s cognitive theories, Stonehouse 

(2001) reports that even preschool age can offer comments that are characteristic of formal 

operational thought (which, according to Piaget, typically doesn’t begin until 11 or 12 years old) 

when an open-ended approach is used.88 

 Despite some misappropriation of Piaget’s cognitive theory, this theory as well as Erik 

Erikson’s psychosocial developmental theory conceptually support the idea that intergenerational 

interactions are crucial for human development.  For example, Piaget emphasizes five factors: 

maturation, experience, social transmission, equilibrium, and contradictions.  His cognitive 

theories support intergenerational experience since social transmission, experience, equilibrium 

and contradictions must happen in a social context.89  Moving  to the next phase happens in social 

settings through interaction.   

 Erikson’s work emphasizes attaining the following developmental tasks or stages 

depending on the social interchange.90   First, he states that interaction across generations is mutual.  

Children are influenced by their parents; however, he also confirms that children influence their 

parents’ development as well in the growing process.  In other words, based on Erikson’s work, 

the role of socialization in the growth and development of children and adults is cross-

generational.91  
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 Another example to support the importance of intergenerational experience for formation 

is the work of Lawrence Kohlberg.  He describes that moral growth is a developmental process 

that requires interaction with all ages, making interpersonal relationships a crucial aspect of 

developing a moral framework. 92   Both cognitive and other developmental theories affirm 

mutuality for children’s and adults’ growth and development. This mutuality principle is key in 

the spiritual realm as well.   

 

The Intergenerational Approach in a Trilingual Context 

  

A Gap in the Research Regarding Trilingual Churches and Intergenerational 

Experiences 

 Research and literature currently give little attention to the impact of intergenerationality 

on the Christian faith formation of adults and children in general.  Only a few studies examine the 

intersection of family, culture and spirituality. 93   Many non-religious studies that examine 

differences between West and East focus on questions of familial care, co-residence, and 

independent aging. Some studies aim to understand which aspects of intergenerational 

relationships would be associated with the well-being of older Chinese immigrants in general or 

on mental benefits.94  But there is little on intergenerational ministry among the Chinese trilingual 

church context.   

 In most churches, intergenerational faith formation drew little attention until a couple of 

decades ago at all.  The term “intergenerational” began to be used with James White’s 
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Intergenerational Religious Education which was published in 1988.95   After that, the phrase 

moved from religious education to Harkness’s intergenerational Christian education (2003)96 and 

then to John Roberto’s intergenerational faith formation (2009). 97   Holly Allen recently 

summarized forty years of the development of intergenerational ministry.98  

  Finding literature and research materials on the intergenerational impact and challenge in 

a trilingual church context was challenging.  However, several studies have been done in a 

bilingual context.99   

Pressure from Two Ends: External and Internal challenges 

  Second-generation Chinese continue to have clashes in culture, values and faith 

expressions with the first-generation immigrant in Chinese churches in the last two decades.  One 

of the factors that complicates the issue is the subculture among the Chinese immigrants in Chinese 

churches.  They generally speak two dialects: Mandarin and Cantonese.  When mixing with the 

next generation, who have mainly adopted the English culture and languages, conflict and 

discomfort arise.  Therefore, separation and segregation become an easy way out.  

 Besides the internal struggles within the Chinese church, the overall Canadian Christian 

Church also faces the pressure of the four trends of Christian faith in Canada, contributing to the 
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decline of Christian faith in mainstream churches and ethnic immigrant churches.  The Canadian 

sociologist Kurt Bowen (Christians in a Secular World: The Canadian Experience, 2005) 

categorizes the trends as secularism, privatization, disengagement, and decline in faith.100  These 

are the noticeable obstacles for church growth and connections in the church community.  For 

example, privatizing and individualizing faith make transparent and authentic sharing unwelcome.  

Community life and corporate worship are not aligned with the concept of privatization of faith.  

These trends oppose cross-generational community and make intergenerational ministry even 

more challenging.    

 As external factors are driving church decline, internal factors are accelerating the decline: 

the theory of slow erosion.  Many churches are occupied with lots of busy activities yet lack a 

sense of a real purpose.101   

 In the churches he studied, Thom Rainer discovered several common indicators of 

decline.102  Rainer’s six patterns of decline include the following:  

 1.  They developed an unhealthy preoccupation with the past. 

 2. They were not concerned about reflecting the demographic makeup of their 

 communities.  

 3.  Their budget became focused on their interests. 

 4.  They lost sight of the priority of making disciples. 

 5.  They became driven by their preferences and became self-serving, self-giving, self- 

 entitled.  A church by definition is a body of believers that functions for the greater good 

 
100 Craig Kraft, “Understanding the Christian Church in Canada” (Seminar, Zoom, June 10, 2021). 
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 of the congregation.  When church members increasingly demand their preferences, they 

 are not becoming the church.  The church dies because its members refuse to be the church. 

 6.  They lacked a clear purpose. 

 The greatest threat to the church is when the church refuses to be the church.  When they 

refuse to be a community to connect with one another and also connect to the community around 

them, they start to lose children and grandchildren in the church.103  The most concerning factor is 

slow erosion, making church decline unnoticeable.  Inevitably, Chinese trilingual churches 

encounter the same threat.   They also have to face the consequences of age segregation: 

disconnections across ministries.  During the Covid 19 pandemic, the phenomena have intensified; 

disconnection also happens within schools, churches and homes.104  Moreover, the disconnection 

also occurs within the family unit.105 

 

Intergenerational Ministry at SCBC 

 When a trilingual church is under so much influence from internal and external factors, 

what element should she consider in a trilingual context?  To address this dilemma, the church 

needs to consider the following questions.  First, when a church adopts an approach for ministry, 

which should take a priority: pragmatic considerations or theological imperatives?  Second, the 

intergenerational divide is deepened by the diverse language spoken by first-generation Chinese 

immigrants and the second generation, Canadian-born Chinese; what changes can be made to 

bridge the gap?  Third, the evidence seems to suggest that commitment is indeed missing in 
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many congregations today.106  With these challenges, how might SCBC avoid opting for 

convenience over commitment?  

 

Conclusion 

 The next chapter will describe the intergenerational changes at SCBC in the past years as 

well as the methodology and the research study process.  Finally, the findings will answer the 

question: what is the impact of intergenerational ministry on adults' and children's spiritual 

formation, especially in light of the language and culture barriers in Scarborough Chinese Baptist 

Church? 
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Chapter Three 

Self-Assessment, Methodology and Results 

 This chapter divides into two parts.  The first part will list and discuss all the attempts that 

have been executed by presenting the researcher’s self-assessment on how intergenerational 

ministry impacts adults and children's spiritual formation despite the language and culture barriers 

in Scarborough Chinese Baptist church over the past seven years.  The second part will present 

how the methodology for phenomenological study was implemented and explain the findings.  

 

Self-Assessment of Ministry 

 The children's ministry at SCBC has made significant changes on Sunday since 2015.  

Ministry changes at SCBC have been many and varied; they include Sunday morning programs, 

SummerFun (VBS), community group, family retreat, intergenerational leadership gathering, 

scripture reading group, preaching Biblical perspective on intergenerational topic and strengthen 

the online presence by producing the “Raising the NextGen together” video.  

 

 Sunday Morning’s intergenerational experience.  Since its beginnings in 1986, the 

church provided Children Sunday schools for children up to grade six.  As the church grew and 

expanded, the leadership added another children’s Sunday school on a Sunday morning to align 

with added adult worship services.  Those children who attended two Sunday schools (possibly 

because their parents attended an adult Sunday school and worship or served in a position in one 

of the two time slots) would be going through two Sunday schools with the same content.  Neither 
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group of children would be exposed to any Sunday worship service experience until they reached 

grade five (about ten or eleven years old), and no children would worship with adults on a regular 

Sunday morning.  Children were brought to the adult worship service for choir performance only 

during special occasions or arrangements.  It was common to assume that bringing children to the 

adult service was neither appropriate nor beneficial for adults and children.  

 In 2015, two significant changes were implemented on Sunday mornings. First, the 

children's worship service was made available from junior kindergarten to grade four.  (In the past, 

children would not be exposed to any adult service until they reached grade five.) Second, once a 

month (every third Sunday), children from grade one to six would worship at the beginning with 

the adults for twenty minutes, including praise, children’s Bible teaching time, and prayer.  Then 

the children either stayed in the service with their parents or were brought downstairs to the 

children's room by the leaders for the second half of children worship.  Three groups have been 

most affected by these changes: the children, the adults (including parents) and the children’s 

ministry leaders (or they called them Sunday school teachers).  Moreover, the children’s ministry 

team hoped to see three specific positive effects.  

 First, the children are taught and exposed to the concept of worship service.  Starting from 

age four, children were welcomed to the children’s worship room for worship service by 

designated children ministry leaders each Sunday morning.  The teaching of worshipping God as 

the ultimate purpose of all His creation was introduced to leaders, parents and children.  The team 

of SCBC’s children's ministry had the vision since 2015 to communicate such concepts from 

nursery age and parents with young children.   

 Second, the children were invited to the adult worship service to experience worship 

intergenerationally.  This way, the children would glimpse what it was like to worship with adults.  
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They were allowed to participate, observe and interact with adults other than their parents.  Their 

faith community exposure was expanded from their own grade to mixed grades, and further to the 

adult congregations as well.  Hence, adding that third Sunday with the children and family time 

created a rhythm of intergenerational worship experience for all ages.   

 Third, the children's ministry team and the researcher anticipated that the presence of the 

children in the adult worship was a way to minister to the adults as well, together with the children.   

The simplicity and directness of the children's message potentially inspired the adults in the same 

way as or even more than a regular message.  It also created an opportunity for children to observe, 

learn, and experience the Spirit of worship, which is hard to do without being present. 

 

 SummerFun (VBS).  SummerFun has been a ministry everyone looks forward to every 

year.  Before 2015, the SummerFun camp catered to grade two to grade six.   Children were 

divided according to their grade and age during camp with the previous practice.  Since 2015, 

several new attempts have been introduced; a) mixed age group from grade one to six, b) 

including grade seven and eight as leaders in training campers and c) inviting mature adults 

(some of them in their 60s or 70s) to join the counsellor team.  With mixed age, large group 

worship, mixed grades small group, and an intergenerational volunteer team (age 13 to 70s), an 

intentional intergenerational experience was born in SummerFun.   

 The vision for the changes in SummerFun was three-fold.  First, the children would meet 

and learn with different ages of children in the same context.  It would provide a natural 

environment for creating an all-age community among children. Second, there would be a 

connection between kindergarten to elementary school age and grade seven and eight to high 

school volunteers. Third, relationship gaps between each age transition would be bridged.  The 
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kindergarten, elementary and high school transitions were smoothed out, becoming a larger age- 

range faith community.  The benefit is building a natural continuation of friendships and 

expanding the network to create more cross-generational possibilities.  

 The SummerFun format was pivoted to Virtual Family Fun in both 2020 and 2021.  Parents 

and siblings were invited to join the daily virtual programs over a few weeks in the summer.  

Having the parents present at camp strengthened the communication and partnership with the 

parents.   At the end of August 2021, the children's ministry team at SCBC had a window to open 

a one-week in-person camp when the city’s restrictions were lifted.   Due to pandemic camp 

guidelines, the camp structure changed from same-grade to mixed-grade small groups, but the city 

restrictions required the grouping of siblings in the same cohort.  In the situation, the entire camp 

became much more intergenerational and family-oriented than originally intended.  That was an 

unexpected change which actually strengthened the children’s camp more intergenerationally and 

connected families as well.  

 

 Intergenerational family groups.  The children’s ministry team also promoted 

intergenerational family small groups to English and Cantonese congregations.  Previously, 

family small groups had Bible study discussions and sharing among parents.  The children 

typically had their own game time or unsupervised activities while parents were meeting.  

However, during the intergenerational small group gatherings, the children were included.  The 

activities of each event had to be carefully planned so they would be suitable from age five 

through to adults.   For a year, the intergenerational practice was sustained within the two small 

groups in the Chinese congregation, then another two consecutive years with an intergenerational 
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small group for the English congregations.  The Mandarin intergenerational small group has not 

yet been developed.    

 The intergenerational small group had two goals.  First, to help the children feel a sense of 

belonging in their family small group.  Many children stop attending family small groups once 

they become teenagers.  The sense of belonging and ownership must be nurtured when they are 

young.  Second, to make spiritual conversation more natural within family and spiritual families.  

In general, it is typically easy for children to have good friendships at church; however, spiritual 

friendships are quite rare, and faith or spiritual conversations are uncommon. Intergenerational 

small groups are natural environments for talking about God, life, and the Word, and young 

children quickly and naturally enter into such conversations.  Thus, while they are still young, 

children can experience spiritual conversations naturally occurring.  

 

 All-Age Family Retreat.  Besides intergenerational family groups, an “All-Age Family 

Retreat” was also designed for some families from the Cantonese congregation back in 2017.  This 

retreat drew around fifteen families, which brought around fifty participants.  Again, the age range 

was from four to sixty-somethings.  Each activity and teaching session was customized for 

everyone (young and old) to contribute and participate.   The outcome was encouraging.  It was a 

new experience and a pleasant surprise for parents to learn and experience God together with their 

children.  The most rewarding outcome was that parents were able to discover different family 

members’ walks with God and to deepen their relationship with their children.  

 

 Intergenerational leadership experience.  In the summer of 2021, the researcher also 

organized an intergenerational leadership gathering, an experience for leaders (aged 13 to 70s) to 
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mingle and learn about each other.   The program was intended to create a non-judgmental, safe 

space for leaders of different ages to share childhood dreams and discover each other’s play 

personalities.  Again, the occasion was unique and innovative in order to allow young leaders to 

meet with mature leaders in this intimate way.  Every leader had a chance to discover each other’s 

childhood dreams and observe each leader's personality.  The outcome was wonderfully satisfying.  

The young leaders were very comfortable and confident in sharing with the older and more mature 

leaders who had served more than five decades.  The mingle was successful and fully served the 

“break-the-ice” purpose. 

  

 Opportunity to teach the topic of biblical intergenerationality.   Last year the researcher 

also had the first opportunity to preach at the Cantonese service on the biblical support for 

intergenerationality. As a result, it opened the door for more discussions on this topic with leaders. 

It is a sign that leaders saw the need for the church to be more intergenerational despite the 

challenges of the trilingual culture.   

 

 Scripture reading program.  This program was invented during the first year of the 

pandemic.  Mandarin-speaking parents gathered children from age three to grade nine to join 

together for thirty minutes of weekly Bible reading time.  The result was surprisingly positive; not 

only did the children of this age range mingle very well, but they also exhibited love and 

consideration toward one another.  The regular attendance of each child indicated the commitment 

and high interest in this mixed-age experience.   
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 “Raising the NextGen Together” family video.  During this pandemic, the children could 

not gather at the church for the third Sunday Service each month.  Instead, a new 90-second video 

titled Raising Next Gen together was played on the third Sunday of the month.  These monthly 

videos are meant to communicate how to raise the next generation through intergenerationality 

and partnership with parents.  All these changes were combined efforts of leaders to increase 

collaboration among ministries and all ages.   

 The researcher decided to do a phenomenological study to collect responses on the new 

intergenerational experiences the researcher and the children’s ministry team created.  The 

followings are descriptions of the participant selection process and the details of the methodology.  
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Methodology 

 

Overview of Participants, Delimitations, Limitations, and Pilot Study  

 Criteria.  The researcher did a phenomenological study with selected members and 

leaders at SCBC.  To ensure the data covered a more extensive scope and represented a deeper 

understanding of SCBC’s traditions, values and practices, it was a requirement that the 

participants be long-time members who have been attending SCBC for at least ten years.  

Expectedly, these participants had a few characteristics in common.  First, they had some 

intergenerational experience at SCBC introduced in the last seven years.  Second, these 

participants came from all three language congregations of SCBC.  They were all fluent in both 

Cantonese and English, or English and Mandarin (though two had mastery of only one language 

with a minimal second language).  Third, the participants directly participated in the 

intergenerational experience either as a parent, grandparent, or children’s ministry leader.  Some 

of them had dual or triple roles in these experiences.  In this way, the data collection was derived 

from participants who had reasonable knowledge, observation, and experience with 

intergenerationality.   

 

 Delimitations.  In order to limit the scope of this research and the applicability of the study, 

the study was set in Scarborough Chinese Baptist Church only.  The researcher chose not to include 

the children’s voices in this project, not because children’s opinions are not essential but because 

of logistical concerns such as child protection policy, parents consent and insurance coverage 

liability.  In fact, children’s voices should influence some ministry decisions. Instead, this project 

sought to gather ministry leaders’ voices, experiences and perspectives on intergenerational 

experience at SCBC.  Interestingly, some of the leaders in this research study represented 
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children’s opinions in a way as they accounted for their own experience as children at SCBC 

decades ago.  Thus, children’s voices were included through either first-hand childhood 

experiences or current adult leaders’ observations.  

 

 Limitations.  There were things beyond the researcher’s control that limited the 

applicability of this study. There were limitations of method or similar factors that the researcher 

did not intend or was unable to overcome.  First, it was anticipated that the participants might find 

it difficult to articulate their opinion of intergenerational experience since it was not a significant, 

well-defined or high-profile ministry.  The language and terms used may cause some confusion, 

and the interpretations of terms may vary.  When addressing different intergenerational 

experiences, the cultural element may have influenced the interpretation and understanding.  

Hence, key term definitions were provided to minimize differences and misapprehension.   

 Second, participants may have been hesitant to make comments as the researcher is the 

pastor who leads the ministry.  However, they may have been more willing to share the truth since 

a trusted relationship had been established.  The researcher clarified and affirmed that the research 

process would uphold the truth and objectivity to prevent this struggle. All opinions were honored 

in this data collection process.   

 Third, the study's outcome depended on all participants' total responses, and it is 

challenging to quantify effectiveness and success in ministry, especially with a qualitative 

methodology.   Therefore, the researcher sought the weight of consensus among the participants 

to evaluate the intergenerationality at SCBC and make intergenerational ministry 

recommendations for the future.   
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 Pilot project.  Before the actual data collection invitation, two steps were implemented for 

testing.  First, the children's pastor team from SCBC gave feedback and suggestions regarding the 

interview questions.  The interview question discussion was meant to ensure that the process of 

data collection would be executed effectively and accurately.  Clarification, re-wordings, 

additional ideas, and questions were addressed and adjusted before the final version.  

 Second, the researcher also invited a leader, who is a parent and has also attended SCBC 

for over ten years, to test run the interview questions.  The test run experience was helpful as it 

estimated the total time and gave a preview of the unexpected responses to new terms; thus, the 

interview questions were adjusted once more before the actual data collection began. 

The Procedure of the Data Collection 

 Intake questionnaires.  This research started by sending out an email with a letter of 

invitation (Appendix A) and an in-take questionnaire (Appendix B) to twenty-seven potential 

participants.  They were all sent through email with an attached invitation document.  The 

document explained the intention, purpose, and amount of involvement of the research project.  It 

stated that the purpose of the in-take questionnaire was to confirm their suitability to be the 

participants of such research.  The recipients were asked to click on the intake questionnaire link 

to go to the google form if they were willing to participate in stage one of the research.  The 

researcher collected twenty-three responses through the google form and selected the first twenty 

who were qualified for the research.   After confirming the participants’ suitability, an interview 

date was arranged according to the participants’ indicated availability in the questionnaire.  

Subsequent emails confirmed the interview date and the consent forms were sent.  The consent 

form (Appendix C) was signed on the day of the interview after the interviewee had a chance to 

ask questions and received clarification on any unclear parts of the research.   
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 Format of the interviews.  Each confirmed participant received a consent form and a 

document of a summary of ministry.  The recap ministry document (Appendix F) was to support 

and guide the interview process. In addition, a fact sheet referred to what had been done in the past 

seven years, particularly for ministry change or new intergenerational ministries.  As participants 

had the option to be interviewed on Zoom or in-person, most of the participants chose Zoom due 

to the Covid 19 pandemic concerns. Therefore, only one in-person interview was conducted at the 

Scarborough Chinese Baptist Church physical location.   Two interviews were scheduled per day 

on average.  Hence, the twenty interviews spanned about a two-and-a-half-week period.   

 At the beginning of each interview, the researcher confirmed the interviewee’s 

understanding of the purpose, expectations, interview duration, and consent for the video and audio 

recording. However, only audio recordings would be kept for data analysis purposes.  Then the 

researcher allowed time for the participants to ask questions about the interview format and 

structure.  Before starting the interview section, the researcher also went through five key terms 

that would be mentioned during the interview.  First, intergenerational ministry, defined as a 

ministry to nurture a Christ-centered community by bringing together two or more generations in 

planned and purposeful settings, where all are mutually invested.  Second, multigenerational 

ministry which means that different generations share the same property and facilities for worship 

and ministry but have no intention or plan to interact with one another.  Third, family ministry, 

which represents only one aspect of intergenerational ministry.  Fourth, reciprocity, which means 

the practice of exchanging things and ideas with others for mutual benefit.  Hence, having different 

generations coming together offers benefits to all.  Fifth, the definition of spiritual formation is 

taken from Robert Mulholland’s Invitation to a Journey:   
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 Spiritual formation is the process of Christ being formed within his followers. It is a 

 trinitarian process in which a person encounters the living God through the enabling of 

 the Holy Spirit to become more like Jesus Christ. It is also an intentional, communal 

 process in that believers need each other for this kind of growth to happen.107   

 

 SCBC translates the above spiritual formation’s definition into more practical terms: 

spiritual formation is seeing someone come to love God, love life, and love others more (kids love 

GLO).  In the interviews, all these terms became the foundation of our dialogue.  The interviews 

lasted from fifty minutes to seventy-five minutes.  

 Content of the qualitative interview questions.  The interview questions (Appendix E) 

were carefully designed to investigate the participants’ awareness and understanding of ministry 

change and the impact of intergenerational ministry on the trilingual congregations.  The 

interviews were conducted in a semi-structured format, in order to allow participants to share 

related experiences and further comments on their areas of interest.  The questions were divided 

into seven parts: 

i. Faith formation in children – what approaches have been done on children’s 

spiritual formation in the past and present? 

ii. Sunday Service – an expansion format on Sunday morning in children’s ministry 

iii. SummerFun (Children summer camps) – expanding from age-specific to a mixed 

aged format (with intergenerational interactions and groupings) 

iv. Community group – Introducing intergenerational experiences 

v. Intergenerational leadership experience – Leadership icebreaker program 

vi. Scripture reading program – mixed-age children with parent leaders in Mandarin 

congregations 

 
107 Keeley and Larson, Bridging Theory and Practice, 21. 
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vii. Joint worship experience and overall intergenerational ministry with the presence 

of three language groups at SCBC 

  

 Description of question groups.  All interviews started with verifying the participant’s 

attendance and involvement at the SCBC ministry.  The first set of questions was a comparison of 

the approach of children’s spiritual formation in the past and the present time; these questions 

required the participants to recall either their own experience of their childhood spiritual formation 

or give comments on what they have seen in the past regarding faith formation among children at 

SCBC.  As the spiritual formation definition was given initially, the participants would describe 

their experience, observation, and knowledge to answer the questions.  The questions were aimed 

at collecting data regarding the differences between former and current faith formation practices 

for children.  Their answers could include personal anecdotes, eye-witness accounts of other 

people’s experiences, or any interaction with children in the past.  The comparison period would 

be at least ten years apart or more.  Some of them reported observations from twenty or thirty years 

ago.    

 The second set of questions is related to Sunday morning changes.  Expectedly, leaders in 

children's ministry would be able to react to the mixed age group format’s changes since the 

spiritual nurturing for children with two Sunday schools from nursery age to grade four had lasted 

for over twenty-eight years.  Worship services were not offered for children until they reached 

grade five (ten to eleven years old).  This question set sought reaction to two changes; the first was 

the mixed age group teaching format and worship experience.  The second was to determine the 

impact of both children’s and adults’ experiences on the third Sunday worship service. However, 

to be more specific, the children did not participate in the entire adult English service. They only 
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joined the first twenty minutes, including praise time, children's Bible time, and a prayer.  Then 

the children would either stay with their parents or caregivers for the rest of the service or go 

downstairs for the second part of the children's program.  Since it was a new experience for 

children, leaders and adults, we received many different reactions at different periods of time.  The 

interviews sought to solicit responses more systematically and thoroughly.  The interview 

participants were asked to give comments as a worshipper in English service, a parent or a leader 

for children's ministry as well.  Their responses also included observing children’s interactions in 

all mixed-age formats among children and adults.  

 The third set of questions were related to children's summer camp.  The changes to summer 

camp were two-fold: the campers' age group and the scope of the volunteer team.  These questions 

were meant to solicit the impact of these intergenerational changes.  The changes were mentioned 

at the beginning of this chapter. Most importantly, the research focused on the impact on children’s 

and adults’ spiritual formation with all of these implemented changes.  

 The fourth set of questions referred to community groups. Again, parents were asked to 

share their spiritual experience of having the gathering in the presence of their children.  As before, 

the parents shared their perspectives and learning and noted the potential impact on their own and 

their child’s spiritual formation.  

 The fifth set of questions focused on the experience of the intergenerational leadership 

program.  The participants are asked to give their feedback and insights on meeting younger 

leaders.  The sixth set of questions refers to a mixed-age Scripture reading program organized by 

leaders from the Mandarin congregation.   The seventh set of questions was related to the trilingual 

worship experience with the presence of all ages and languages.   
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 During the interviews.  As most of the interviews were conducted over Zoom, the 

researcher first sent over reminders for the interview date, time and Zoom link details. Then, the 

researcher confirmed that the participant received the recap summary consent forms and reserved 

time for questions before the interview started on Zoom.  During the interview, notes and memos 

were recorded digitally while an audio recording was also taking place.  The researcher also 

assured the participants that the materials would be solely used for this study and only the 

researcher would read the notes and listen to the recording.  Most of the interviews lasted about 

sixty minutes.   Some participants required prompting and further direction to respond to the 

questions.  Some specific questions were not asked of all participants due to their limited exposure 

or ministry experience.   Translation and interpretation were only requested by two participants, 

since the rest could answer questions in English.  The interviews were concluded with an open 

ending for the participants to give any additional comments on the topic.   

 

 Data collection, processing and storage.  After the interviews, the Zoom recording auto-

converted the recordings and autosaved the data in the computer.  Each participant’s file was 

assigned with a letter and number as their identity.  Data was collected for a total of twenty 

participants.  Once the file was renamed, the recording would be sent to ottai.ai for transcription.  

The length of each interview ranged from eleven pages to eighteen pages of transcription.  Next, 

the researcher listened to the recording again to verify the accuracy of the transcription.  Then the 

transcriptions were uploaded to NVivo 108  for coding and analysis.  After the interview, the 

 
108 NVivo is a software program used for qualitative and mixed-methods research. Specifically, it is used for the 

analysis of unstructured text, audio, video, and image data, including (but not limited to) interviews, focus groups, 

surveys, social media, and journal articles. It is produced by QSR International. 
 



 

 58 

participants were sent a soft copy of the signed consent form. Then, the researcher sent back a 

copy with both the researcher’s and the participant’s signatures for the participant’s record.   

  

Descriptions of each research participant.  In order to keep the participants' identities 

confidential, the researcher gave a code for each person.  The number represents the interview 

order. For example, the “F” refers to females while “M” refers to males.  Each participants’ 

description breakdown is as follows: 

Children Ministry – ChM 

Language: Mandarin – M, Cantonese – C, English – E 

Others – leaders of other areas (e.g., congregational ministry, worship, deacons, 

fellowship) 

Table 4. Demographic and Background Information of the Participants 

Code Years attended SCBC Ministry areas 

Language 

preference  

in order 

Family status 

1F Over 30 ChM E, C Parent, adult children 

2F 20 ChM C, E, M Married, no children 

3M  Over 30 Others C, E, M Grandparent  

4M Over 30  Others E, C, M Parent, adult children 

5M Over 30 Others C, E, M Grandparent  

6F Over 30 Others C, E, M Parent, teenage children 

7F Over 30 Others E, C Parent, teenage & preteen 

children 8F Over 20 ChM, others E, C, M Single 

9F 10 ChM E, C Parent, teenage & young 

children 10M 10 ChM C, E Parent, preschool children 

11F 29 ChM, others C, E Parent, adult children 

12F Over 30 ChM, others C, E, M Married, no children 

13F Over 30 ChM, others C, E Grandparent  

14F Over 30 ChM, others  E, C Single 

15F 18 ChM, others M, E Parent, adult & teenage 

children 16M 30 ChM, others E, C, M Single 

17M Over 30 Others C, M, E Grandparent  

18M Over 30 Others C, M, E Grandparent  

19F Over 20 ChM, others C, E, M Married, no children 

20F Over 30 ChM, others C, E, M Parent, adult children 
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What Are the Findings? 

The participants’ responses and reactions regarding the impact of intergenerational 

ministry on adults and children are categorized into seven themes.  Four of these themes will be 

addressed in the remainder of this chapter: first, a discovery of factors affecting children’s faith 

formation; second, what the positive impact and challenging aspects of intergenerational 

experiences with children are; third, what the positive impact and challenging aspects of 

intergenerational experiences with adults are; fourth, comparison of the opinions among leaders, 

parents and grandparents.  In the next evaluation chapter, the researcher will describe challenges 

of implementing intergenerational ministry in a trilingual church and discuss possible steps to 

overcome the challenges at SCBC in becoming more intergenerational.  Then finally, it addresses 

the crucial question: Is it worth it? 

 

Factors that Affect Children’s Faith Formation 

Out of twenty participants, fourteen commented on faith formation in children.   

Figure 1. Faith Formation in Children 
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The questions were designed for comparing the previous (at least ten or more years ago) 

and present format on approaching faith formation in children.  Altogether the researcher collected 

sixty-six coding references on this topic.  The leaders, adults and parents always desired to provide 

the best for children physically, emotionally, intellectually and even spiritually; however, some 

realized their approaches may not have been as effective as they had hoped.  

 The researcher discerned four outcomes from the data on faith formation.  First, Sunday 

school teachers had previously focused on directive teaching, passing knowledge, and maintaining 

order and routine in the classroom.  However, sometimes, the orders and the direction may not 

always have reached the outcomes they wanted to see.   Children interpret differently from the 

way adults intended.   

 One leader who grew up at SCBC as a child felt that the church experience was full of 

instruction, yet he did not fully grasp what was meant: “and as a kid, I would not know what I am 

doing half the time. It is a lot of… the teachers’ instruction…pushing me to do something that is 

memory verse, play games, sit down, be quiet, whatever. Like there's much guidance that is 

provided” (16M).  The one-way communication was a popular approach to hand down the Bible 

knowledge in Chinese culture. Therefore, it is not uncommon that passing the knowledge and 

information was the primary teaching method every week.   

 Secondly, many children's faith formation approaches focused on programs and activities 

but lacked intentional spiritual conversations.  Leaders sometimes equate performance to 

participation.  However, when the child does not see the purpose and meaning, why, and whom 

they are performing for, the “spiritual action” may become another repetitive action without actual 

value.   A few leaders indicated similar situations in children’s ministry when they were growing 
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up: “you know, we sing together. Particularly at Christmas, we have to sing particular songs, which 

is eventually I feel very boring, you know, to keep repeating, repeating. And I remember that I 

need to remember some Bible verse…” (12F).   They described their childhood experience, stating 

that repetition without understanding the purpose caused the activity to lose its power and 

attraction (2F). 

 At some point, the children have to understand and pick up the vision of the activity so that 

they can discover the spiritual impact.  Another leader who recalled her spiritual formation 

experience as a child at SCBC saw their presence as mainly performing.  

 There was a lot of emphasis on performance….  But actually, I think when I was growing 

 up, there wasn't a lot of intentional conversations about the inner being, like the inner 

 connection with God,  and how that spirituality can be formed (19F). 

 

 Thirdly, understanding the purpose and meaning behind required participation in various 

learning and spiritual activities can winningly draw children into these activities. 

For example, one of the leaders recalled how she grew spiritually as a child by learning through 

hands-on leadership experience, not simply sitting down to listen and learn.  

 In I think grade five and six…our Sunday school teacher… made us take turns as a  

 group to lead worship, and to do ushering and all that. And we were like, ‘Why do we 

 have to do all of this, right?’  We were scared, especially me…. But she explained to us 

 the reason behind it, right, so that we're not just sitting there listening, and then she's 

 doing all the work… (14F). 

 

 This leader continued to serve throughout her childhood as she understood the purpose and 

meaning.  So later, all these participation pieces translated into actions, and eventually, they all 

became her choices of commitment to various ministries.  She turned out to be a dedicated leader 

to SCBC, as she concluded, “I think there has always been purposes and seeds planted that way” 

(14F). 
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 Leaders indicated that it is essential not to overlook the value of communicating the 

purpose of the activity with the children. The process indeed can enhance the understanding and 

change how the children feel about participation in the Sunday school program. For example, one 

children's ministry leader described how a particular child resisted attending the second hour of 

the Sunday school program, “Although we have a second-hour program, it still causes an issue; 

kids are very reluctant to attend. Finally, the children said, ‘Oh, another hour, something like that, 

rather than just enjoy the different elements of the two hours” (14F). 

 Though repetition is an excellent way for children to learn, having the exact contents on 

the same morning may be ineffective.  When the child is forced to attend a repeated session without 

fully grasping the purpose and meaning, the church experience becomes unattractive.  One of the 

leaders resolved some resistance to attending the second hour by an intentional conversation.    

 I remember speaking to one of our kids growing up at SCBC, he is now in his teens. He 

 was trying not to stay for a second hour. And he asked me whether he could be reading in 

 the library. I did have a long talk with him because his parents couldn't convince him. He 

 was in grade four. So he is in that stage that he tried to understand what is the purpose of 

 doing everything. After the talking, I remember, he was relieved that this will be his last 

 year to have two hours of Sunday school. That's how they perceive. I think the kids 

 understand that they have to stay for two hours because the parents have to serve. That's 

 the only motivation they stay because they want to support their parents (19F).  

 

As illustrated above, several participants indicated that understanding the vision and purpose was 

an important part of their childhood learning experiences. Some of their teachers took the time to 

explain, while others did not.  

 Fourthly, parents and family members play an important role in children’s faith formation.  

One of our leaders expressed that parents' involvement had been inadequate, particularly in 

spiritual nurturing.  

 I think parents should be involved more. I mean, as you have already been telling the 

 parents that, you know, the spiritual formation thing, you cannot just outsource it to the 

 church. Right. I mean, you have to play your part at home (18M). 
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The leader further explained that it is assumed the parents spend the most time with their children 

at home.  As a result, they are given the most opportunity to influence their children intellectually, 

morally, emotionally, and spiritually.  A leader who grew up in a church environment with 

Christian parents and grandparents recalled her experience of having learned to pray by watching 

her mother and grandmother (2F).  Her spiritual discipline on prayer was picked up from home.  

The participants affirmed that spiritual influence occurs at home, and the family members 

significantly play a profound role in the children’s lives.    

 

The Positive Impact of the Intergenerational Experiences on Children 

 The results have shown that the positive impact far outweighs any challenging aspects of 

the intergenerational experiences with children.  Out of the twenty participants, nineteen of them 

made one or more comments to support the intergenerational experience for children.  In total, 

they have made over fifty different comments to describe how the intergenerational experience 

can nurture the spiritual formation of children.    

Figure 2. Positive Impact for Children 
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 The benefits that they mentioned included anticipating and preparing for future adult 

worship, creating a sense of belonging and making good memories, smoothing out the transitions 

to adult worship, opportunities for spiritual conversation, increasing relationships with others 

which allows them to observe role models of faith, and the opportunity to be leaders and appreciate 

differences. 

Anticipation and preparation for future adult worship was an expected outcome .  For 

example, one of the grandparents shared his observation of how he saw his grandson was 

anticipating his future worship: “I remember we bring our grandson to the English service quite 

often, and he sits with us. So when he saw the choir up there, he said, "one day I want to sit there, 

I want to be there" (3M). 

  Another observation is that when children are given the opportunity to sit with their parents, 

intergenerational worship could help them engage and increase their bonding with the parents.  

This parent shared how their son responded to the opportunity to worship together:  
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 He liked being with us. Like he looked forward to those weeks, he would ask us always 

 “is this week that we are in the big room and I said ‘yeah, you come with mommy 

 and daddy’ and he seemed really happy about that…. He liked being in the sanctuary 

 with us, ultimately. I could see that he felt content being with us having this time, like 

 together with the grownups.  He would always point out things in the sanctuary that were 

 new to  him, like he points at the lights, the speaker and the AV team (9F). 

 

 One of the leaders said that it is sometimes quite arduous to describe to children certain 

things without showing them.  She quoted that having the children worship with the adults helped 

her tremendously when explaining what worship is: “if the kid never attends the adults’ worship, 

they could not understand what I was talking about.  For example, we want to teach them how to 

get ready because now when we go listen to the sermon or start to worship, yeah, it is better to go 

earlier to prepare your heart” (2F).  

 Multiple leaders said teaching the respect and quietness of worship is abstract; it is hard to 

describe the worship atmosphere.  They noted that by actually going to the sanctuary, the children 

will be seeing how adults and parents worship in action and that doing so gives opportunity for 

them to see the work of the Holy Spirit in adult worship (3M, 9F, 14F).  Others indicated that when 

the children, parents, and grandparents worship together and listen to the same sermon, it gives a 

chance for them to spark spiritual conversations at home and church (6F).  

 Not only that, the children will have a sense of belonging and make good memories 

when allowed to participate regularly.  When all three language groups joined together to 

celebrate what God has done among the children and leaders during SummerFun, the leaders and 

parents reported that the children had very positive responses.  They excitedly shared their love 

for worshipping with adults with their Sunday school teachers: “I would like to invite my friends 

to come over next time” (2F).  Furthermore, they felt that this was their event because they could 

enjoy it.  The children loved being included, and they also felt that it was a forgiving and 
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welcoming environment. (14F, 12F, 15F, 16M, 18M, 19M, 2F, 3M, 5M, 6F, and 7F).  To use their 

words to describe the experience: “This is the party, and my party, that I enjoy” (2F).   

 On the third week of the month’s family worship, one of the leaders noted how children 

worshipping with the adults in the main sanctuary created a good memory and sense of belonging:   

 I think you can make them feel a sense of belonging to this church for them.  We'll make 

 them have a very good memory of how they grow up in this church.  What have they 

 learned? What did they do when they were young?  And of course, I believe the message 

 will impact them just like a root keeps growing in their heart. So, yeah. I think it's very 

 good for the children to have that kind of experience. (12F) 

 

 Interestingly, participants who grew up at SCBC reported that they had not felt welcome 

in the sanctuary as children; they said it was forbidden – a scary place that children were not 

allowed to enter (8F).  Words that were used to describe their experience as a child to see adult 

worship space and leaders who observed the children are “anxiety,” “fear,” and “uneasiness” (8F, 

11F, 14F, 16M, 19F).    

 Creating a regular opportunity for children to worship together with the adults in the 

main service smooths out the experience of transition in worship.  One of the leaders believes 

that it was helpful when children’s ministry started to have children’s worship in the sanctuary on 

the third Sunday of each month: “I think it is this great change of approach because it makes less 

of a transition…. So, there's more time for adjustment. I feel like instead of being rushed into it 

when the kids turn seven, we give time for preparation for this change” (14F).  Another participant 

made a great suggestion on integrating the worship experience to remove psychological barriers 

and any other obstacles in transitions.  

 So, it removes the anxiety and the fear and perhaps the uneasiness that they will 

 experience when they have to be there. We start to integrate them since grade one, so 

 they have a long period of time, little by little to experience that transition. And for the 

 grade five and six to sit there throughout the worship helps the transition a lot better as 

 well (11F). 
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Several participants noted that in the past, there had been little transition preparation (8F, 10F, 

11F, 14F, 17M, 2F, 9F).  Many of children had their first worship experience with the adults on a 

Sunday morning when they reached grade seven.    

 Opportunities for spiritual conversation are another discovery when bringing young 

children to worship with the adults.  Before 2015, children did not worship with adults regularly; 

the children had also never been invited to attend baptismal services.   A kindergarten ministry 

leader was surprised by her experience after bringing the junior and senior kindergarten children 

to attend the baptismal service.  Three years ago, this leader got an excellent opportunity to explain 

why believers got baptized and the biblical meaning of baptism.  What surprised the leader most 

was the little time they spent in the sanctuary (around ten minutes) could strike such deep spiritual 

conversation among the kindergarten children.  The children were curious about the amount of 

water in the baptismal pool, postures when they went down to the water, baptismal robes, and 

testimony sharing.  All these “observations” in the sanctuary became a Bible baptism lesson. (19F)   

 A veteran children's ministry leader who also grew up at SCBC as a child was challenged 

to think deeper about what it means to be a member of SCBC through a conversation with a group 

of children who were being invited to join the members meeting.  They were surprised by the 

invitation to the members’ meeting, “So the few of them were like, ‘what's the point? Why are you 

wasting our time when our vote is not even counted?’” (14F).  The invitation to grades 5 and 6 to 

members’ meetings turned out to be a teachable moment for a discussion on what it means to be 

giving and contributing, since understanding and prayers for church needs can be as important as 

voting (14F).   

 Increasing relationships with others allows children to come to know role models of 

faith.  Worshipping together allowed the children to see the adults’ faith in action and see the 
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reality of faith in action.  Though younger children may not have the words to articulate their 

learning, they constantly pick up information from their surroundings.  A parent shared her 

observation on her child like this, “I think he is looking up to the adults, no matter it’s their own 

parents or different adults.  I think they will learn from them at home and at church” (9F).  Even  

when the child is exposed to a not-so-great attitude, the parents still welcome the first-hand 

teachable moment, which is so vital for fostering faith in real life.   One parent shared,  

 And I think he also liked to observe people within the sanctuary too. He realized that,

 you know, when we stand up to sing, it's not just we're singing, it's like everyone's 

 singing. So that concept of the church is much bigger than what he expected. And seeing 

 all these people kind of singing in unity. I think that was good for him to realize. I tried to 

 explain to him, ‘you know, we were singing together because we praise and worship 

 together as a whole body as a church, right?’ He said, ‘yeah, everyone's singing.’  Then 

 he’ll say, ‘oh, that person's not singing,’ like, he will find someone in the audience that 

 maybe is just standing to worship, but they're not singing (9F). 

 

Children not only see older role models of faith, but they also increase relationships among 

children of different ages: “I think having people older that have those connections, actually allows  

the younger group always to learn, learn faster, in terms of mingling is very helpful….it kind of 

gives you an interweave layer that is not like an adult versus a kid. It is just like a slightly older 

kid versus a kid” (18M). 

 Fostering relationships is the most prominent and significant factor in building the church. 

Hence, allowing children to worship with a mixed-age children group and adults is a significant 

opportunity to increase interpersonal connections.  Programs do not sustain a church. Instead, the 

church should build on the relationship with God and relationships with each other (17M). 

 Intergenerational approach provides the opportunity to be leaders for younger ones 

and for the appreciation of differences.  Some participants noted that mixed-age groups for 

children were beneficial for both older and younger children.  Participant 4M said, “it is very 
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beneficial that young ones can learn from the old ones and the old ones can take some certain 

responsibility to watch out for the young ones”.  Another leader also commented: 

 The younger ones may not be able to capture everything because some of those questions 

 are a bit hard for them, but I do see the benefit of having older campers within a small 

 group, or even on Sunday morning small group because then we can have a peer 

 mentorship, or even the older one helping the younger ones (11F).   

 

 The data also showed a surprising amount of support and bonding built across the children's 

broad age range.  The weekly Scripture reading program has participants ranging from four to 

fourteen years old.  With such significant age gaps, the children indicated their enjoyment by 

showing up every week.  A parent leader reported that the older ones never looked down on the 

younger ones; instead, the older children showed respect and love by choosing songs the younger 

children like.  She also noted that the children did not complain when the young ones could not 

read correctly.  One example occurred when a timid child refused to read. When the rest of the 

group encouraged him, he began to read.  When he was done, all the children cheered and clapped 

for him.  When the participant, a parent leader, could not pronounce English correctly, the children 

patiently demonstrated.  The Scripture reading group has no age gaps, spiritual differences, or 

language barriers.   

 

 

The Challenging Aspects of Intergenerational Experiences for Children 

 Of the twenty participants, only four participants reported challenging aspects regarding 

children in these intergenerational experiences.  The two aspects include a sense of inferiority and 

logistical challenge causing intimidation. 

Figure 3 Challenging Aspects for Children  
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 Sense of inferiority.  Development theories have given much information on how children 

develop their ability; however, sometimes, culture plays a part in such interpretation. For example, 

a leader encountered a challenge when including a preteen to serve at the celebration dinner table.  

Here is her account of how some adults perceive children's abilities differently. 

 The child asked, ‘Oh, can I help serve food? I love serving food. I'm like, ‘Yeah, of 

 course.’ Come, you can stand beside me. I am serving at that station. And then, I checked 

 in with the team. They are like, ‘Yeah, of course, fine, right.’ Nevertheless, when a 

 congregant was coming to get her food, she told the girl, ‘You are too young for this. 

 You need to go back to find your parents go sit back at your table.’ So by the time I got 

 back, … I saw her sitting with her parents. I am like, ‘Why are you sitting down? We are 

 not done serving. Yeah, come back. She said, ‘No, a lady told me to sit down. She said, I 

 am not old enough to do it.’ I was like, who said that to you? So then the lady was still in 

 line. So, I brought her back…. And then I explained to the lady, ‘actually, she received 

 permission to serve with us. So if she can help serve, whatever it is that you want, then 

 she'll be happy to do that. But she is perfectly capable of serving’ (14F). 

 

 According to one participant, when the Sunday morning changed from single grade small 

group to mixed grade small group, one of the children had difficulty adjusting to the new mixed-

age setting.  “I'm in grade two, how come I am still with grade one kids this year?” (2F).  

Thankfully, after some explanation, the leader managed to instill a vision in this child to act like a 
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leader role model to the younger ones.  Then the child was at peace and did not feel inferior again 

(2F).   

 Logistical challenge causing intimidation.  A kindergarten leader found a child who 

began to cry because she was not going to her children's worship room. Instead, she was brought 

to the adult chapel for worship.  Her routine was interrupted.  She was upset by the sudden changes 

in the worship environment without prior notice.   The leader commented, “kids are used to their 

routine. And when we change their environment, we do need to let them know exactly what's 

coming ahead. So, they are prepared and not get, you know, intimidated.” (19F) 

If the routine changes and the new environment is not appropriately introduced, 

intergenerational worship can become a negative experience (19F).   

 

The Positive Impact of Intergenerational Experiences on Adults 

 Nineteen out of twenty participants commented positively on intergenerational experience 

for adults at SCBC.  A total of eighty-two positive references about intergenerational experiences 

for adults’ spiritual formation were coded.   

Figure 4. Positive Impact for Adults 
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 These positive comments divide into five categories: intergenerational ministry encourages 

spiritual discipline for children’s ministry leaders, increases the adults’ awareness of the presence 

of God and experiences of joy as a community, provides an opportunity for everyone to learn from 

children, creates curiosity among adults, and prompts personal spiritual reflection.  

 Intergenerational ministry encourages the practice of spiritual disciplines for 

children’s ministry leaders.  Intergenerational leadership allows leaders to push themselves to be 

good role models for the children, and at the same time, younger leaders can watch the older 

generations’ faith in action (2F, 16M, 19F).  Some learn spiritual truth regularly from preparing 

lessons or doing something as simple as assembling presentations.  Several participants 

commented that the children's lessons provided by the curriculum were also crucial for adults (2F, 

10M, 14F, 20F).  For instance, leaders further developed Bible study habits during scripture 

reading preparation or teaching the Bible stories.  One of the leaders shared that the 

intergenerational teaching pushed her to reflect on God’s Word more (15F).  Likewise, spiritual 

reminders are helpful for adult leaders’ spiritual growth (10M, 11F, 14F, 15F, 16M, and 19F).    
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 Another leader sees that the intergenerational leadership team created a genuine mentorship 

relationship (8F).  She appreciated having a younger person serve with an older one as they shared 

many experiences that she had never gone through or even thought about yet.  She said, “They 

have provided me with much wisdom to discern certain decisions in my life that operate to be 

mentored in a way that helps foster my spiritual growth has been very beneficial to me” (8F).  

 Intergenerational ministry increases the adults’ awareness of the presence of God and 

experiences of joy as a community. Some leaders said that they were reminded of the presence 

of God by observing how the younger generation praises God and engaging with them (3M, 6F, 

7F, 16M).  Some other leaders reported that they experienced the presence of God at the camps 

when serving with both younger and older leaders.  For example, when different generation leaders 

tried to provide new learning experiences for the younger generation, the young generation’s 

engagement amazed them (16M).  Leaders also experience God’s intervention and protection, 

particularly in an environment in which they would have only limited control, such as the safety 

of the children (12F).  In any situation with more than one generation, they not only see God in 

the church, but also in other elements in our society (4M).   

 In addition to the leaders making such comments, the parents also noted spiritual benefits. 

One parent observed that she learned of her children’s fears which allowed her to pray for them, 

and they were able to experience God’s presence and direction together.  She added that other 

parents also shared similar experiences (6F).   

 Another parent shared those intergenerational experiences made her more in tune with God.  

It was refreshing and encouraging for her as she saw that both children and adults were alike. She 

indicated the benefit in her comments: “I think the intergenerational experience makes us more in 
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tune with God.  We can see how God works through all of our lives.  Moreover, this little glimpse 

of His mercy and grace [is what] I need in my hectic, tiring life” (9F).  

 Despite the language barriers, the participants conveyed that the joint worship with 

different generations allowed them to feel the joy (17M) in the atmosphere even though they did 

not fully understand the language (2F, 15F).  Not all the participants saw that the language barrier 

was an issue (6F, 15F).  The children’s presence created a lighthearted mood and energy to the 

group; in their definition, worship is the act of the Spirit and not just merely the preaching and 

teaching (3M, 5M, 11F, 20F). 

 Intergenerational ministry provides an opportunity for everyone to learn from 

children.  The participants reported that learning from children is the major observation.  First, 

learning from children’s faith. Several participants shared that being around children is a reminder 

that you are also a child of God; children remind adults of their true identity (16M).  Adult leaders 

commented that a child’s faith is simple and direct while a grownup’s faith is often complicated 

due to life struggles (16M). 

 One of the participants shared that, “sometimes it may be the kids who are teaching parents 

what they should do properly in the…worship; many parents were not Christians when they were 

young, they only become Christian as adult” (18M).  The kids come to church with them when 

they come, and the kids may understand more about all these teachings than the parents in some 

cases.  Therefore, the learning goes in two directions. In other words, it is mutual: “… it is not just 

the old will always teach the young….” Spiritual learning and practice can be reciprocal.   It is an 

eye-opening experience for parents to see how they can learn from their children (2F, 3M, 

16M,18M).   
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 Moreover, some participants believed that future parents and newcomers would appreciate 

the child-friendly language.  Newcomers have the opportunity to learn simple truth regularly on 

third Sundays. Therefore, the presence of all ages becomes an excellent tool for reaching out to 

others (8F).   

 Second, learning from children’s positive and encouraging attitudes. Parents shared that 

we usually expect parents to lead children; however, many times, their children’s (from church or 

their own) or grandchildren’s sharing encouraged them (1F, 3M, 6F, 5M).  When serving 

intergenerationally, especially for the younger kids, leaders found that their faith became stronger 

because of the children.  One parent leader described that her faith was very strengthened by 

talking with children, “we teach how Jesus walked on water. And we find it is hard to explain faith. 

But for the kids, they would say, having to trust Jesus, just trust him” (1F); we always learn from 

them.   

 A parent reported that she has collected positive feedback from other parents during the 

intergenerational family retreat.  These parents felt the environment was a safe place for everyone 

to share regardless of their age.  Both young and old contributed to the sharing.  Overall, it was an 

encouraging experience for adults to listen to their children sharing (age five to seventeen).  The 

younger generation’s sharing inspired their parents and others on different occasions.  The children 

were constantly generous in offering encouragement for one another (7F).    

 Adults also caught the passion, energy and excitement from children.  When you spend 

time intergenerationally, the positive energy is contagious. One grandparent said, “I do get energy 

from the younger generation” (3M).  

 Third, learning to accept weaknesses and differences. The participants believed that 

different skills, experiences, wisdom, thoughts, and ideas can be mutually beneficial. Each 
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generation is impacted by the other.  One participant (7F) expressed that the adults learned to 

recognize strengths and weaknesses.  And this recognition helps others offer encouragement; it 

does not matter what generation we are, there is something to give, something to cherish, and the 

learning is reciprocal (1F, 7F).  

 Fourth, learning from the children’s courage in intergenerational joint worship.  The adult 

congregation was able to see courage through the children’s participation on the third Sunday by 

watching children lead worship, read scripture, or present the Bible story.  One of the examples a 

young adult gave was how she was impressed by the courage of the public sharing of a testimony:  

 Because at a young age, I would be very nervous sharing in front of a large group, 

 especially when it is in three languages. It made a significant impact on what I remember 

 that day: they were so brave and showcased their confidence in themselves and in God 

 for allowing them to speak to the whole congregation (8F). 

 

 Intergenerational ministry creates curiosity about children’s ministry among adults .  

Even though not everyone serves in children's ministry, the presence of children inspires others 

about what children’s ministry is.  Some congregants expressed their appreciation and interest in 

children's ministry to a leader.  The leader reported that “…they would ask more about what I do 

as a children ministry leader” (19F).  Another leader noted a similar experience: 

 Moreover, one of the participants who was also an usher on the third Sunday shared an 

 observation for the overall impact on the congregations; it seems optimistic so far, like I 

 think they know, it is part of the routine. It is part of the structure. Furthermore, it allows 

 a lot of different opportunities for parents and future parents to anticipate what may 

 come for them in the next few years. And I think it helps. (8F) 

 

 Intergenerational ministry prompts personal spiritual reflection. Out of twenty 

participants, sixteen directly mentioned how the intergenerational presence provides a positive 

driving force for spiritual reflection.  The spiritual reflection topics were shared explicitly twenty-

nine times.  The spiritual reflections were in the areas of core spiritual issues, spiritual qualities, 

the diversity among the community, their identity in God, and listening to the Holy Spirit.    
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 First, the presence of younger age group helped adults to reflect the core spiritual issues. 

The participants felt that the messages were usually more concise, direct, and easy to digest when 

the preaching took place in an intergenerational setting.  With the presence of the children, the 

teachings could be repeated in different forms and styles, consequently creating more impressions 

than other regular adult messages (10M).  The simple message prompted the spiritual issues to 

emerge that the adults had not paid attention to previously (3M, 15F).   One of the participants 

highlighted that he learned and grew during the devotion time with leadership (leaders age range 

from twelve to seventy something) in an intergenerational setting (16M).  Simple messages are 

equally profound and vital.  Repetition among children brings benefits to adults too (5M). 

 Second, the presence of younger age group helped adults to reflect on the spiritual qualities. 

The participants mentioned three specific spiritual qualities that were revealed in spiritual 

reflection: obedience, humility, and forgiveness.  Humility can be particularly challenging for 

older people who may have a lot of life experience in dealing with different situations. 

Nevertheless, they felt that God reminded everyone of how important it is to have humility through 

the presence of children (3M, 5M, 9F, 17M).  Another spiritual quality reflected through the 

presence of children was forgiveness.  They observed and learned that children were very forgiving.   

Parents and grandparents shared how they were amazed by the children’s acts of forgiveness to 

those who hurt them.  Children were much more willing to practice the gospel.  Those observations 

cause them to reflect on how often they practise forgiveness in their daily interaction with others. 

(3M, 9F, 17M) 

 Third, the presence of younger age group helped adults to reflect the diversity among the 

community.  Some participants realized that they are not used to the presence of the younger 

generation, such as hearing child-friendly language in intergenerational worship.  However, the 
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congregation needs to adjust to the intergenerational style because of the differences.  “I am not 

representing the congregation alone. It is well represented over the age spectrum, including our 

children.  I have to be reminded of them and try to ask God to teach me how to appreciate this” 

(2F, 5M, 9F). 

 Fourth, the presence of younger age group helped adults to reflect on their identity with 

God.  The participants shared that the children’s presence helped them reflect more deeply on their 

relationship with God.  It caused them to think of two aspects when reflecting on their identity in 

God: 1) Father and son relationship; 2) Jesus is the best friend.   

 1) God and His people’s relationship is like a parent and child relationship; it is not just a 

child but a helpless child (3M, 16M).  A grandparent shared stories about how much he loved his 

grandchild unconditionally, even though the small child gave no substantial contribution to him.  

He felt that it was a similar kind of love from God, who loves His people unconditionally.  God 

takes joy because of who we are, not what we have done.  In return, the child also trusts the 

grandparent wholeheartedly, as a child of God trusts His heavenly father (3M).   A participant 

shared specifically: “With children present, it is a constant message all the time, whether you 

preach in-depth or not.  I think that direct impact, encouragement, verbal message, and the message 

by the presence of the kids remind us how we should also be childlike” (5M). 

 2) One of the participants also shared how she got into a more profound reflection on “Jesus 

is my friend” during an occasion that children took turn to share how they think of Jesus as their 

friend. They have a lot of thinking that adults cannot imagine. She thought through her identity 

and relationship in a deeper way when hearing children shared (15F).  Another participant shared 

that children’s comments were inspiring and prompted them to reflect (18M). 
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 Fourth, the presence of younger age group helped adults to reflect on how the Holy Spirit 

speaks. The participants repeatedly affirmed that interacting or speaking with a younger person 

impacted their conversation with God, how they perceived their prayers being answered, and their 

reflection on His Word through the voice of the Holy Spirit (1F, 2F, 20F). For example, one of the 

participants said that the Holy Spirit enlightened her and the congregation with His presence in 

His Word through family worship.  She further described her appreciation of family worship, 

“…because I feel that it brings to light that we are all teachable, no matter what age we are and 

that the Holy Spirit can speak to each of us individually in His way, in an age-appropriate manner, 

to link meaning between His word and our daily lives” (9F). 

 The Holy Spirit spoke through the intergenerational setting. He reminded His people to do 

what God wanted them to do.  

 

The Challenging Aspects of Intergenerational Experiences for Adults 

 The participants mentioned only three themes which emerged as challenging aspects when 

implementing intergenerational ministry: adjustment to the style, content quality, and distractions.  

Figure 5. Challenging Aspects for Adults 
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 Adjustment to the style may be challenging to some people.  Some participants pointed 

out that it took more intentionality for them or others to adjust to the style when listening to a 

message intended for an intergeneration audience (2F, 5M, 20F).   

 Content quality can be very subjective and according to an individual’s preference. 

The content quality control was a challenge because the speaker or leader dealt with many 

intellectual levels (4M).  It would be more challenging for the worship leaders and preachers to 

cover a broader age and abilities.  Some heard comments that the message for the children was too 

childish for them (2F, 12F)  

 Distractions. A few participants speculated that it became annoying with the presence of 

children because of the noise and so much moving; words used to describe this negative impact 

were “disturbing” and “hard to concentrate” (1F, 13F, 18M).  Parents who have children there feel 

embarrassed and distracted because they are concerned about distracting others (7F, 9F, 10M, 14F).  



 

81 

 

Challenges in Implementing Intergenerational Ministry in a Trilingual Culture  

 Two categories of challenges were collected from eighteen participants: intangible 

challenges which are to do with mindset, and substantial obstacles during the implementation of 

intergenerational ministry.   

Figure 6. Challenges in a Trilingual Culture 

 

   

 Intangible challenges.  Intangible challenges are connected to mindset or conceptual 

thinking.  They include different expectations and personal preferences, vision and direction, and 

tradition variances.   

 The mindset forms the expectations and personal preferences.  With almost two thousand 

congregants, you could have up to two thousand different expectations on the right way of doing 
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things.  For example, some church members complained about the need for adjustment to the new 

worship style to accommodate the need of different age groups (2F, 14F).  One said that the 

pastoral staff lacked consensus and had diverse opinions on intergenerational ministry (13F).  

 With the rising usage of digital technology, some older members have difficulty catching 

up and adding technology pieces for joint worship (2F, 3M, 5M, 11F, 12F, 20F).   There are 

discrepancies among members and leaders, deacons, and pastors on prioritizing the spiritual value 

of intergenerational ministry.  “Biases” hinder the ability to make the right choices (5M).  Each 

language congregation has its values and its philosophy of ministry, which make accommodation 

for all ages challenging.   

 SCBC does not have a unified vision, values, or strategy to make the church a welcoming 

place for children.  Some participants believe that it depends on the person if they have a heart for 

the children not (14F, 16M).  They believe that parents, aunts, uncles, or grandparents would be 

more accessible for them to appreciate the presence of children or younger generation than those 

who do not have a child related to them.  A participant also believes that since SCBC is a 

congregational-led church, the congregants should determine the commitment to welcome the 

younger generation into the worship (20F); that is, if most of the members do not agree to 

accommodate the younger generation, the church should not be practicing intergenerational 

ministry.  

 Tradition variances.  Following traditions can make a place safe and comfortable because 

it gives a sense of security to many people.  When people try to break the tradition, they get scared 

and uncomfortable. Unfortunately, SCBC did not have a tradition of including children in worship 

or in community groups (8F).  Hence, intergenerational ministry is a new concept to SCBC.  A 

participant believes that Sunday is the most segregating time, “people are segregated by ethnicity 
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when they worship, by age, by race, by denomination and by persuasion” (5M).  However, he feels 

that “before we say no (to intergenerational worship), people should think about the biblical 

principle, and how to apply wisely, then we can overcome some of the technical issues” (5M).  

One of the biggest challenges is understanding that everyone comes from a different culture, which 

carries different generational values they are used to (8F).  For instance, some parents would not 

support bringing their children to the sanctuary because they might feel embarrassed when others 

see them as a source of annoyance (9F).  The presence of children in intergenerational worship 

was not part of the SCBC tradition (1F, 2F, 3M, 4M, 5M, 10M, 13F, 14F, 16M, 20F).    

 Practical obstacles.  The second category for intergenerational ministry’s challenge is 

practical obstacles.  They include language barriers and the work and commitment required to 

implement intergenerational experiences.   

 Language barriers. As SCBC has three language congregations, all joint worship would 

require interpretation.  Live interpretation took time and energy before and during the events.  

Some indicate the worship was too long due to the translation because it did triple the time of the 

whole gathering (3M).  Translation also could be distracting, and some people indicated they could 

not focus on hearing His words (10M).   Intergenerational ministry can become messier than mono-

language and cultural settings with language barriers.    

 Becoming more intentionally intergenerational requires much work and commitment. The 

logistical arrangements create challenges that need to be overcome when implementing 

intergenerational ministry (14F, 5M, 10M).    

 Many participants agreed that intergenerational ministry takes more time, effort, work, and 

commitment.  All in all, it has a higher cost than the traditional age-specific ministry.  One of the 

parents shared her experience of organizing an intergenerational program,  
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 …the same theme comes up; I mean, it is a lot more work to plan. Like family games and 

 family content that the kids and parents can do together. It is a lot easier because I have 

 done other retreats as well, to just hire someone to take care of the kids so that adults can 

 do their own thing (6F). 

It seems that all the participants agreed that intergenerational ministry would require more 

commitment, time, and effort, and it is not a small investment (all participants).   

 

Conclusion 

 Chapter three first reported how the self-assessment of the ministry changes has been done 

and explained the purpose of the changes. Then, it accounted for the process of the 

phenomenological study on the impact of intergenerational ministry on adults' and children's 

spiritual formation at Scarborough Chinese Baptist Church.  In the end, the findings were divided 

into five major themes—first, the discovery of factors affecting children’s faith formation.  

Second, what the positive impact and challenging aspects of intergenerational experience for 

children are.  Third, what the positive impact and challenging aspects of intergenerational 

experience for adults are.  Fourth, comparison of the opinions among leaders, parents and 

grandparents.  Fifth, challenges on the implementation of intergenerational ministry in a trilingual 

culture. 

 In the next chapter, the researcher will analyze the results through three lenses: the 

intergenerational experiences informing children's relationships with themselves, others, and God, 

the intergenerational experiences impacting adults’ relationships with themselves, others, and 

God, and the intergenerational experiences affecting the whole trilingual community. 
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Chapter Four 

Comparison and Review of the Findings 

 This chapter divides into two parts.  Part I: comparing the researcher’s self-assessment of 

the intergenerational changes with the findings, and part II: the analysis of the findings through 

three lenses: how the intergenerational experiences informed children's relationships with 

themselves, others, and God, how the intergenerational experiences impacted adults' relationships 

with themselves, others, and God, and how the intergenerational experiences affecting the whole 

trilingual community of SCBC.  

 

Part I: The Comparison of Self-Assessment and the Comments from the 

Participants. 

 The self-assessment in chapter three introduces the ministries to be evaluated for the past 

seven years.  Areas included were: Children Sunday morning programs, SummerFun (VBS), 

family community group, all-age family retreat, intergenerational leadership gathering, Scripture 

reading group, preaching on the intergenerational topic to the Cantonese congregations, and 

strengthening the online presence by producing the "Raising the NextGen together" video. 

 Overall, the participants overwhelmingly offered more positive statements about the 

intergenerational changes than negative statements.  Some ministries yielded only positive 

responses, such as Sunday morning worship for children, SummerFun, family community group, 

all-age family retreat, Scripture reading program, and intergenerational leadership gathering.  No 

comments were made about preaching on the intergenerational topics and the monthly "Raising 

NextGen" video, as these two areas were not included in the interview questions.  Only the third 
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Sunday intergenerational worship in English and joint worship services with the three language 

groups received some negative comments.  However, these comments were related to logistics 

rather than to spiritual formation.  There were generally four overall findings: a) benefits of 

intergenerational experiences for adults were mentioned more often benefits for children, b) 

likewise, challenges of intergenerational experiences for  adults were mentioned more frequently 

than challenges for  children; however, c) the benefits for both adults and children far outweighed 

any challenging aspects of intergenerational experiences, and d) participants reported that they 

experienced and observed a strong sense of mutuality in the intergenerational experiences. 

 Therefore, the results are generally matching with the researcher's assessment.  Table 5 

shows the comparison of the self-assessment and the findings in eight areas.  

 

Table 5. Self-Assessments and the Findings Comparison.109 

Programs Anticipated positive impact Verified by the 
participants 

Children Sunday morning 

programs 

1) The children were taught and exposed to the concept of worship service.  

2) The children were invited to the adult worship service to experience 

worship intergenerationally.   
3) The children's ministry team and the researcher anticipated that the 

presence of the children would be a way of ministering to the adults as well, 

together with the children. 

 

 

Yes 

SummerFun (VBS) First, the children will meet and learn with different ages in the same context.  
The benefit is a natural continuation of friendships and expanding the 

network to create more cross-generational possibilities. Second, the leaders 

from different ages can learn from each other.  

 
Yes 

Community group First, to make the children feel a sense of belonging in their family small 
group. 

Second, make the spiritual conversation more natural within the family and 

spiritual families.   

 
Yes 

Family retreat Increase mutual understanding among family members.  Create 
opportunities for friendships and spiritual learning.  

 
Yes 

Intergenerational leadership 

gathering 

Getting to know each other.  Creating a safe and natural environment for 

conversation among leaders from different generations.  

 

Yes 

Preaching biblical perspective 
on the intergenerational topic 

Teaching and educating the congregants on the biblical perspective of 
intergenerational ministry 

No comments 
made 

Scripture reading program To create bonding and learning opportunities among children of different 

ages 

 

Yes 

Strengthen the online presence 
by producing the "Raising the 

NextGen together" video 

Through online ministry, communicate the vision of intergenerational 
ministry regularly. 

 
No comments 

made 

 
109 The answer “yes” means that it is affirmative to the original expectations.   
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Part II: Further Analysis from the Findings 

 The researcher referenced several authors' recommendations regarding phenomenological 

research and utilized the following process for her analysis of the data.  She recorded the 

interviews, took notes during the interview, transcribed the data, read and re-read the transcripts, 

and coded the emergent themes, modifying the themes and subthemes, searching for connections 

and looking for patterns across these themes.110  

 The purpose of this Doctor of Ministry project was to evaluate the spiritual impact of 

intergenerational experience on the adults and children in the trilingual congregation at SCBC. For 

this Doctor of Ministry project, the researcher’s operational definition for spiritual formation is: 

 the process of Christ being formed within his followers.  It is a trinitarian process in 

 which a person encounters the living God through the enabling the  Holy Spirit to become 

 more like Jesus Christ.  It is also an intentional, communal process  in that believers need 

 each other for this kind of growth to happen.111 

And her operational definition of spirituality is every person’s capacity for relationship with self, 

others, and God.  The interpretation and analysis of the findings yielded three themes regarding: 

A) how the intergenerational experiences nurtured children's relationships with themselves, others, 

and God, B) how the intergenerational experiences impacted adults' relationships with themselves, 

others, and God; and C) how the intergenerational experiences affected the whole trilingual 

community of SCBC. 

 

 
110 Timothy D. Lincoln, Qualitative Research: A Field Manual for Ministry Students (Chicago: Atla Open Press, 

2021); Creswell, Qualitative Inquiry & Research Design; Thomas Groenewald, “A Phenomenological Research 

Design Illustrated,” (PhD diss., University of South Africa, 2004), 15. 
111 Keeley and Larson, Bridging Theory and Practice, 21. 
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How the intergenerational experiences nurtured the children's relationships with 

themselves, others, and God.   

Leaders, Sunday school teachers, parents and the church community (technically an 

intergenerational team) played a significant role in nurturing children's relationships with 

themselves, others, and God.   

 The child-self relationship.  When children were integrated in a mixed-grade format, it 

created an opportunity for them to rise to the occasion of serving others as leaders.   Some children 

had never thought they could be called leaders or be role models for younger ones.  However, the 

intergenerational settings provide such occasions.  When they are in a single grade environment, 

they at most can do peer mentoring, helping each other at similar intellectual levels or life stages.  

The Sunday morning small group (Sunday school time), SummerFun (VBS), and Scripture reading 

group allowed them to meet children from other age groups.  These cross-generational settings 

created a better sense of community among children and youth, thus, making possible a better 

transition for the next life stages.  The leaders’ comments affirmed the benefits and advantages of 

mixed grades in the children's ministry programs (1F, 2F, 9F, 11F, 12F, 14F, 15F, 16M).   

 Participants also saw that the depth of one’s spiritual relationship with God does not equate 

to age or development theories.  Children are spiritual beings and thus are able to connect with 

God.  They have pure faith in trusting God's word, and Jesus said they are the ones can enter the 

kingdom of God. Unfortunately, adults downplay the children's ability.   

 Developmental theories may have given much information on children's development; 

however, sometimes, culture plays a part in such interpretation.  Sometimes, adults undermine 

children's physical, intellectual and even spiritual abilities.  Not only can adults unintentionally 

take away a child's growing opportunity for service, but adults may also create a sense of inferiority 
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for them.  It is like saying, "You are not enough; you are inadequate." Many years ago, Alex and 

Brett Harris founded TheRebelution.com for sixteen years old and started a movement to call 

teenagers to rebel against low expectations.  They wrote a book called "Do Hard Things"112 and 

encouraged teenagers to take challenges and urged the older generation to have high expectations 

of teenagers.  Sometimes, we need this kind of voice or message to rethink the ability of children 

and youth.  Perhaps adults need to break through the traditional judgement on what children can 

or cannot do. 

 Worship with adults gave the children a stronger sense of belonging within the church.  

The intergenerational experience not only helped them to feel welcome and included, but it also 

provided opportunities to serve in the adults' service as a worship team member or Scripture reader, 

and affirmed their status as a servant of God.  They no longer saw themselves as outsiders but as 

active participants in the spiritual family.  This was a crucial factor that affected how they identify 

themselves in the church; they could see their identity as worshippers rather than just a Sunday 

school students.  Instead of the future of the church, they could see that they are the church now.  

One of the participants (14F) also mentioned that teachable moments arose when the children were 

welcomed to join the membership meeting; they were taught to see their importance through a 

spiritual lens more than just their voting rights.  Spiritual involvement is equal to or even more 

important than voting rights.  

 The child-others relationships. Intergenerational experiences fostered children’s 

relationships with others to make church life transitions easier.  Children are very resilient and can 

adjust relatively quickly to new situations; however, the research data showed that 

 
112 Alex Harris and Brett Harris, Do Hard Things: A Teenage Rebellion against Low Expectations (Colorado 

Springs: Multnomah Books, 2008). 
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intergenerational experiences helped to make connections with the larger community in their early 

life stage, hence making the transition to adult service smoother.    

 One of the most common church practices is to put children in the basement for their 

activities.  Location is an indicator of where you belong.  Several years ago, the first year when 

the researcher began serving at SCBC, a child joined for SummerFun (VBS) as a newcomer for a 

summer.  After the two weeks of experience, the researcher asked her, would you like to come 

back for another summer?  Her answer surprised me as she answered firmly, "No, I will not." The 

researcher asked, "Why?" She said, "I do not want to be put into a dungeon."  The negativity of 

the basement experience was not noticed by other adults or leadership until some months later; 

due to lack of room availability, an adult group was forced to use the basement children's room for 

a fellowship day retreat.  A couple of adults shared that they were never aware of the discomfort 

and suffocating feelings until they spent a day in the basement.  The lack of natural light and the 

confinement in a room made them feel depressed.  Later on, the children's ministry team 

communicated and advocated for a room change.  SummerFun programs have successfully moved 

up to the main floor where natural light is present.    

 If creating a welcoming environment for receiving children to the church is a priority, what 

do leaders do to make this happen?  In Growing Young, Kara Powell, Jake Mulder, and Brad 

Griffin from Fuller Youth Institute study churches with a proven track record of investing in youth 

and young adults.  They discovered that the qualities required for a church to "grow young" are 

not necessarily what we might think them to be. For example, one of the six "core commitments" 

widely evident among churches who are engaging the rising generations is: they seek to foster 

"warm peer and intergenerational friendship" instead of "cool worship or programs."113  

 
113 Powell et al., Growing Young 43. 
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 The participants who attended SCBC for more than ten years noted that the SCBC children 

never had a regular engagement or worship opportunity together with the adults.  Neither did they 

have the chance to observe what the adults' worship attitudes are, nor even to visit the sanctuary 

on a regular basis.  As a result, interaction with adults or other age groups was minimal throughout 

their childhood.  The researcher was surprised by the fear and anxiety that the church can create 

for children, which was shared by the participants who grew up at SCBC.   When they were 

allowed into the sanctuary in grade seven, they experienced a big culture shock.  The SCBC 

sanctuary size accommodates up to a thousand seats; one can imagine that it could be very daunting 

for a child to adjust from a fifty-seat classroom to such a sanctuary.   

In chapter two's theoretical foundations discussion, the researcher noted that children carry 

the image of God and have the total capacity to worship God as pilgrims.  Thus, it is the church's 

responsibility to continue discipling these young souls to worship God.   All in all, the participants 

agreed that early exposure to adult worship with regularity has the advantage of bridging the gaps 

in transitions and removing their fear of the sanctuary or the adults' worship space. In addition, 

integrating children at a young age shows them that the sanctuary is not a scary place but a place 

where children do belong, even though they are young (8F).    

 Intergenerational experiences create opportunities for children to connect with other 

generations to build a healthy spiritual network lifestyle; as John Roberto stated,  

 Forming meaningful relationships across generations needs to become an expected part 

 of everyday life.  All adults need to see being engaged with kids as part of their 

 responsibility, as part of their community and this society.  Children and youth need to be 

 able to count on adults for support, guidance, and modeling.114   

 

Perhaps bringing them to worship together may prevent issues and challenges in future years such 

as disconnections, culture shock, and dropping out from the church community.   

 
114 John Roberto, “Best Practices in Intergenerational Faith Formation,” Lifelong Faith 1, no. 3/4 (2007), 7. 
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 Scripture reading group findings revealed that children have great patience for each other. 

In addition, they accept differences in a wide age-range setting.  One of the advantages of running 

a mixed-age VBS curriculum was that there were fewer behaviour issues in the group.   

 The child-God relationship.  Worship, ordinances, and spiritual conversations are crucial 

for faith formation.  These disciplines have spiritual benefits for both adults and children.  

Intergenerational experiences open up the children's opportunities to experience the work of the 

Holy Spirit in all these activities.  The ordinances like baptism, communion, and ordination 

services have a deep spiritual meaning and represent faith actions.  When children are given the 

opportunity to see, observe, and experience these ordinances, they are invited to engage in faith 

experiences in the larger community.  They also have the chance to see how others model faith in 

their lives.  All of this nurtures the child-God relationship. 

 Some participants noted that children's learning about God is often influenced by 

conversation and imitation.115  Children are more observant than adults think.  They learn not just 

by listening but also by watching.  That is why show-and-tell is one of the powerful teaching 

strategies in teaching children.  Likewise, worship is not just about how well the sermon is being 

delivered but also the atmosphere of worship and the corporate response of the body of Christ.    

When children are included in worship with adults, when they join in praying for others, studying 

the Bible in the community group, and serving as leaders in the larger church community, the 

church nurtures the child-God relationship.  The children can see God in action, not only God in 

the curricula.  

 

 
115 Catherine Stonehouse, Joining Children on the Spiritual Journey: Nurturing a Life of Faith (Grand Rapids: 

Baker Books, 1998). 
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How the intergenerational experiences impacted the adults' relationships with themselves, 

others, and God.  

 The adult-self relationship   

 Reflection is an essential practice for spiritual formation.  Multiple participants have 

indicated that the presence of the younger generations brought them to deeper reflection of their 

spiritual lives (2F, 3M, 5M, 7F, 11F, 15F).  In other words, the presence of different generations 

fosters adult spiritual formation.    

 Spiritual formation is the church’s primary task in shaping people in the way of Christ, 

making faithful disciples of all peoples (Mt. 28:19).  No other organization on earth has been 

assigned this mission.  It began with the early church and still exists in today’s church.  In a post-

Christian, postmodern context, the church's central task is to invite people to follow Jesus.  James 

Wilhoit of Wheaton College reminds the church that its true purpose is spiritual formation.116   It 

is the 'multifactorial process' that requires constant reflection and meditation on what God is doing, 

the process that prods the church to remember that 'true formation' comes 'from grace and by grace,' 

channeled always through our humble efforts.”117 

The presence of children or younger children and youth prompts adults to engage in a deeper 

spiritual reflection.  Harkness calls this the "edification spiral."   

 Significant intergenerational encounters have the potential to set in motion an "edification 

 spiral," in which members of a faith community can (even if perhaps unconsciously) 

 promote an ongoing renewal process in the faith journey of other members.  This comes 

 about as, for example, older people observe the enthusiastic spiritual growth and 

 conversion experiences of young people; the adults' reflection on this may lead to a 

 recollection of their own previous spiritual experiences and perhaps even some degree of 

 reliving them through the activities of the younger people-resulting in encouragement 

 
116 James C.  Wilhoit, Spiritual Formation as if the Church Mattered: Growing in Christ Through Community, 

Grand Rapids, Michigan: Baker Academic, 2008, 15. 
117 Wilhoit, Spiritual Formation as if the Church Mattered, 17. 
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 and/ or challenge to renewal and continued growth in the adults' faith beliefs and 

 practices.118 

 

The effect of change in the adults may then be observed by the younger members of the faith 

community, motivating the younger ones to continue and persevere in their faith journey.  Thus, 

the spiral maintains its momentum for mutual upbuilding. 

 The adult-others relationships    

Intentional conversation to nurture relationships is crucial for faith formation. Adults tend 

to have an inclination to teach, direct, and nurture the younger generations' faith.  However, several 

participants pointed out that the teaching of the faith is not just about content, but it entails 

establishing relationships with others as well.  Fostering relationships is one of the most prominent 

and significant factors in building the church.  Hence, bringing children to worship with a mixed-

age children group along with adults is a significant opportunity to increase connections.  We 

cannot use a program to sustain a church.   

 Instead, the church should build on the relationships with God and our relationship with 

each other (17M).  Relationships require two-way communication, not just one-way teaching.  For 

example, intentional conversations were mentioned as a means of helping the younger generations 

learn.  Intentional conversations are about the inner journey with God, which should be prioritized 

over performing activities.  The data from this research indicated that the performing activities did 

not connect well to the inner journey, but did indicate that talking to God and hearing personal 

experiences on how God touched their lives connected better.   

 Lacking intentional conversation will reduce the opportunity to discern where the children 

are spiritually.  From multiple participants' sharing (e.g., 1F, 14F, 19F), children are yearning for 

two-way communication.  The need for intentional conversations is crucial because they will 

 
118 Harkness, “Intergenerationality,” 131. 
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directly affect how leaders implement programs, format approaches, and develop relationships 

with the children.  

 Adult leaders, parents and grandparents reported that intentional spiritual conversation is 

essential.  Using questions to interact can be more effective in engaging the children in gospel 

conversations.119  One-way teaching may not be the most effective way to make faith stick.  Hands-

on experience and being able to apply learning make the truth come alive.  The believers are called 

to help each other be transformed, not only informed.  Beverly Johnson Miller stated that 

transformative learning involves regular and intentional conversations, "Teaching that cultivates 

Christian transformation requires conversation, not just as a small component in the teaching 

process, but conversation as the overarching pedagogical framework and catalyzing force of 

transformational learning."120 

 Every conversation can contribute to the process of transformation.  As Wesley Allen 

states:  

 Every time a group engages in conversation and individuals change, the group changes as 

 well.  Regardless of whether we end our conversation in agreement or not, I am 

 transformed by my conversation with you, you are transformed by your conversation 

 with me…. Conversation in the church creates individual and communal transformation; 

 it creates conversion to the church, within the church, and of the church.121 

Leaders, parents, grandparents and other adults must not overlook the opportunity for intentional 

conversation to happen as it affects faith formation.  

 Faith formation is mutual and reciprocal among adults and children. Multiple leaders, 

parents, and grandparents mentioned how they were encouraged by the faith of the children and 

 
119 Vernie Schorr, Compass: A Guide for Character and Spiritual Formation in Children (Erie, Colorado: Book 

Surge, 2008), 144–45. 
120 Johnson-Miller, “Conversational Teaching,” 379. 
121 Oscar Wesley Allen, The Homiletic of All Believers: A Conversational Approach to Proclamation and Preaching 

(Louisville, Kentucky: Westminster John Knox Press, 2005), 23. 



 

96 

 

some of their spiritual qualities in God (3M, 5M, 6F, 7F, 9F, 15F, 17M, 18M, 19F).122  Parents and 

grandparents were able to recount stories of how their children and grandchildren ministered to 

them through prayers, singing, spiritual conversations, and sharing their testimonies.   These 

examples affirm participant 2F's belief that spiritual maturity does not necessarily grow in tandem 

with age, but grows according to one’s walk with God.  Unfortunately, too often, some adults 

undermine the children’s abilities, thus missing the opportunity to learn from them and see the 

work of God in them.   

 Spiritual qualities that lie at the heart of faith need intergenerational expression.  Any 

appreciation of what it means to be "faithful" persons must draw on the insight that people of 

different ages are all potential gift bearers for others by virtue of the qualities they bring at their 

particular age and stage of development.  Jesus teaches us that children are a gift from God and 

that they "remind adults about who adults are and what they should become…."123  Several biblical 

statements note that children and young people can also open themselves to receive the gifts of 

expressions of maturity, wisdom and knowledge, and stability (also marks of the "faithful" person) 

that adults of their faith community provide.124   

 Parents are a key influence on their (and others) children's faith formation. Parents are the 

primary feeder for a child's growth, whether physically, emotionally, or spiritually.  Parents are 

the first, ongoing influence on children.  Sometimes their influences can be subtle, but they make 

 
122 Trudie Morris, “Discovering Attentive Presence: Children as Agents for Spiritual Change in the Curatorial of 

Worship,” International Journal of Children’s Spirituality 25, no. 1 (2020): 30–50. 
123 Daniel O. Aleshire, Faithcare: Ministering to All God’s People through the Ages of Life (Philadelphia, 

Pennsylvania: The Westminster Press, 1988), 102. 
124 Harkness, “Intergenerationality,” 130. 
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the most significant spiritual impact on a child's life.125  However, "outsourced parenting"126 has 

become a widely accepted trend in our modern culture.  It is common to see that parents relegate 

academic responsibility to the school and spiritual responsibility to the church.  However, some of 

the parents at church may not be aware of the magnitude of their influence in their children’s lives.  

 Children's faith formation is not just about studying God and knowing His truth but, and 

more importantly, it is helping the children see God's love and truth in action in their parents' lives.  

Holly Allen quotes Ivy Beckwith in her book about how parents' or adults' actions, such as prayer, 

worship, reflection and discussion about faith, affect children's faith: 

 According to Ivy Beckwith:127If the child's parents and caregivers show that listening to 

 and following God's story is a priority for them, then the child will model those attitudes. 

 Likewise, if the essential adults in the child's life practice the spiritual disciplines, 

 worship God, and make time to care for their souls, then the child will find ways to 

 mirror these behaviors in her own life.128 

 Intergenerational leadership generates a natural environment for mentorship. As many 

church leaders seek ways and opportunities to mentor the young generation, an intergenerational 

ministry team provides a natural environment for informal mentorship relationships to form.  

Sometimes informal mentorship can be powerful and unexpected. For example, a story was told 

by Roberto about an eighty-seven-year-old senior who served with young people and said, "I want 

these young people to serve in this ministry when I am gone." Dave, the pastor of the senior’s 

church, said, "She desired to reproduce her passion in each of them—and she did." One of the best 

 
125 Barna Group, “Who Is Responsible for Children’s Faith Formation? Research Releases in Family & Kids,” 

March 19, 2019, https://www.barna.com/research/children-faith-formation/. 
126 I use the term to describe how parents delegate their parental job to others.  It is a trend that parents are no longer 

the primary educators for the children.  They send children to different groups or hire someone to teach their 

children in different aspects of living. 
127 Ivy Beckwith, Postmodern Children’s Ministry: Ministry to Children in the 21st Century Church (Grand Rapids, 

Michigan, USA: Zondervan, 2004). 
128 Allen, Forming Resilient Children, 59. 
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examples was seen at her funeral service.129  That is a powerful story of how a senior can leave a 

legacy for the next generation.  

 The adult-God relationship   

 All people need reminders of their identity, relationship, and communion with the Triune 

God.  According to the participants (e.g., 1F, 3M, 16M), these intergenerational experiences 

reminded and affirmed their identity as children of God.  As most of the research participants held 

a leadership position at SCBC, they were grateful to be reminded of their Father-child relationship 

with God.   These leaders and parents found that the children's message and the children’s simple 

trust in God's Word caused them to be drawn to God more. In addition, the intergenerational 

experience pushed them to practice spiritual disciplines like personal Bible reading and deeper 

reflection.  

 

 

How the intergenerational experiences affected the whole trilingual community.   

 According to the findings, intergenerational experiences benefitted both the children’s and 

the adults' faith formation.  John Wesley constantly emphasized that there can be no personal 

holiness without social holiness.  These days, the modern trend of spiritual formation is a very 

privatized, individualized experience.130  However, the Triune God is a community by nature; faith 

formation cannot happen in isolation.  Faith is both an individual decision and a corporate 

expression.  Intergenerational ministry produces corporate benefits to the church's entire 

community.  The participants noted some benefits that affect the entire three-language 

congregation in the SCBC context.  The most important finding to the church community is that 

 
129 Roberto, “Becoming Intentionally Intergenerational.” 
130 Gweneth Lynn Mulholland, Invitation to a Journey: A Road Map for Spiritual Formation, expanded ed. 

(Downer’s Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2016), 184. 
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intergenerational experiences enhance unity (2F, 5M, 6F, 7F, 8F, 9F, 10M, 11F, 14F, 18M, 19F).  

When all the language groups worshipped together, the church became more of a family (6F, 18M) 

and a warmer community (19F).   

 Intergenerational ministry with all three language groups meeting together has enhanced 

church unity in at least three ways: first, meeting together has helped each group appreciate and 

embrace their differences; second, meeting online has allowed for simultaneous translation, 

making it possible for all groups to truly be together--though virtually; and third, having all three 

groups together has created the synergy to envision how to work together to meet the challenges 

of the trilingual context.  

First, meeting together has helped each group appreciate and embrace their differences    

 Every church would desire to demonstrate love and harmony so the world can recognize 

they are the disciples of God.  SCBC is no different, desiring that the three language groups can 

be more accepting and embrace their differences.   One example of the benefits of diversity was 

noted by 8F: "There are so many different diverse attributes that each congregation can bring 

together.  Nevertheless, it is not meshing together yet, because there have not been some 

opportunities." Some of our leaders are trilingual, so they can be interpreters. 

 Moreover, though interpretation causes more time and appears more clumsy, it provides 

opportunity for the congregants to learn new languages.   That is how they would appreciate more 

on diversity.  For example, some participants viewed language differences as not a critical issue 

(6F, 15F), while some said that translation creates a considerable drawback (4M).  

 One of the participants who grew up at SCBC and is also now a parent shared her view on 

the language diversity at the worship service: "But as a member, it is not much of a challenge for 

me.  It is like part of my family.  This is how my family is, made up of different languages of 
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people, right?  I grow up like this.  It is not a problem for me" (6F).  She is an example of 

appreciating differences as a family member.  Sometimes communication is interpreted as an art, 

not a science.  As no human language in this world is able to describe everything they experience, 

or at least fully, all our languages are inadequate, and they fail at the exact limits of mystery.131 

However, there is a universal language that can communicate to all generations; that is love.   

 Meeting online has allowed for simultaneous translation, making it possible for all groups 

to truly be together--though virtually 

 The church community has created an opportunity for everyone to participate and 

communicate with one another, despite generational and languages differences, through an online 

presence.  A millennial leader pointed out that intergenerational experience should not be limited  

to worship or fellowship; it can be integrated into all church body life events, such as online church 

annual meetings (8F).  Her comments noted the excitement for the togetherness:  

 Moreover, just having that direct translation happening in real-time, like technology that 

 we have on Zoom amazed me…. And I thought that this was so cool to see that this was 

 all done live at the same time everyone could participate and also experience this kind of 

 opportunity to plan and be together of all ages, with like 400 people all together…. I 

 think it [the intergenerational online presence] makes a big impact in terms of that. (8F) 

 

 She saw that putting the three-languages’ annual assembly on Zoom with simultaneous 

translation was a creative way to fulfill the goal of meeting intergenerationally.  Indeed, everyone 

from any generation could raise their hand to speak over the screen on that occasion.  Hence, the 

church can maintain a collectivist, communal sense of identity.   

 

 
131 Andy Crouch, Culture Making: Recovering Our Creative Calling. (Downer’s Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 

2008), 67. 



 

101 

 

 Having all three groups together has created the synergy to envision how to work 

together to meet the challenges for the trilingual context 

 The researcher asked each participant to offer suggestions to overcome the challenges.  

Eighteen participants gave ninety-seven suggestions.  Six subthemes or steps emerged to overcome 

the challenges of implementing intergenerational experiences. 

  1) Defining the goal and purpose.  It is crucial to find common ground with each 

other; thus, there is a need for opportunities to work together.  More relationships and connections 

among all three congregations need to be created (4M, 7F, 8F).   A vision should be shared by 

leaders who have a genuine concern about having intergenerational worship (11F, 14F).  Pastors 

of different ministries should work together toward this goal to help the next generation build up 

their relationship with God (17F).  The children are the people group that can draw all three 

language congregations together.  That is a vital common goal and purpose.  It is a corporate calling 

and thus, it becomes a corporate investment.   

 Intergenerational ministry affects the allocation of finances, human resources, facilities 

design, and ministry priorities.  Investing in equipment for simultaneous translation may be a 

solution to prevent a very long joint worship service.  Technical problems can be resolved with 

technology.  When one invests, there is no guarantee for the return.  However, if one does not 

invest, there is a guarantee that there will be no return—investing in technology such as mics and 

headphones for simultaneous interpretation is a must.  Creating an intergenerational experience is 

hard work.  It is an intentional choice to choose inconvenience over convenience.  It requires a 

long-term commitment.  It takes twice the effort, and one may not get a reward immediately.  

However, making an environment for the entire body of Christ to feel they belong in this godly 

community is a calling from God.   
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  2) Transforming the attitude. A growth mindset is necessary to make 

intergenerational experience possible.  Openness to learning, exploring, and discovering what it 

means to be intergenerational (5M, 8F) and intentional (7F) are attitudes that can help overcome 

challenges.  One participant (14F) quoted how a regular fun competition became an 

intergenerational experience.  The leader of the "HNM"132 (Hunger No More) ministry put together 

a competition to have teams sign up for competing creatively to construct a structure with the 

canned food that they were about to donate.  It turned out that many families signed up as teams 

to participate in the competition:  

 Where do you see the generations coming together?  An event [that] sticks to my mind is 

            the CAN competition building things with CAN construction…. Like you physically see 

 all the youth and kids and their parents (very intergenerational).  If it is like the past, most 

 of the time you see fellowship groups that has a mix of kids to participate, not families 

 with kids and parents together (14F).  

Another example of a creative idea is to make an "enjoyable family retreat involving the 

grandparents as well" (6F). 

  3) Willing to make the sacrifice. In order to be willing to make a sacrifice, the 

congregants need to act on the principle of being others-minded.  Many churches’ adherence to or 

even church members' biblical understanding of the purpose of a church is weak.  Some look for 

churches to cater to their needs or meet their comfort level.  The intergenerational church needs an 

inclusive mindset whereby congregants display a willingness to sacrifice their preferences for the 

sake of accommodating others.  It is necessary to go out of one’s comfort zone to connect with 

others (14F).   

 
132One of the ministries of Hunger No More is to partner with the local foodbank to encourage can food donation. 

The event was not intended to promote to have all generations come together, however, it encouraged families to 

sign up as a unit to compete.  It turned out to have many families to participate, naturally become an 

intergenerational experience at SCBC.  
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  4) Starting small.  The participants suggested that focusing on small steps and small 

groups would be a good strategy for moving in an intergenerational direction.  The goal is to move 

one step at a time, such as having conversations with small groups, individuals and parents (2F, 

14F, 19F).  

  5) Communication and education. Communication was emphasized as an essential 

component by multiple participants (1F, 2F, 5M, 12F, 13F).  Purpose, goals, and formats are vital 

information to help congregants make mental preparations.   Perhaps resistance can be prevented 

when congregants are given enough time for managing expectations (13F, 19F).  Moreover, a 

participant noted that it is essential to have intentional conversations with other families about 

intergenerational worship experiences to encourage others to join (14F).  

 Education topics like characteristics of different generations and vision of the 

intergenerational ministry through pulpit ministry build foundations to gain support from the 

leadership and the congregants (1F).   The researcher asked about the participants' biblical 

understanding of intergenerational ministry; thirteen out of twenty said it is God’s desire for His 

people to meet intergenerationally (1F, 2F, 5M, 6F, 8F, 9F, 11F, 12F, 13F, 14F, 16M, 18M, 20F).  

The rest of them were either unsure or had no comment about what the Bible says about the topic.  

Hence, biblical teaching is needed for promoting a generative church.  

  6) Creating a rhythm.  One of the encouraging comments by one participant was, 

"I feel like the intergenerational mentality exists at our church.  However, I do not know if it is 

because of the size of our church, the number of people we have, and it doesn’t seem that we are 

practicing living out this mentality through our events" (14F).   Some noted that perhaps the all-

generational opportunities were too random and sporadic, and perhaps these types of events were 

less predictable and not prominent enough to be noticed (4M, 11F, 13F, 14F).  Other participants 



 

104 

 

(6F, 5M, 14F, 19F) suggested creating mingling opportunities with regularity so that the church 

would get used to meeting intergenerationally and eventually, it would become a habit.  This 

arrangement would make mental preparation available for the entire church.  Congregants would 

know what to expect and when to expect it.  As time passed, the format, content, and logistical 

planning would continue to improve.   

 

The final, crucial question: Is it worth it? 

 According to the participants' responses, the positive effects of intergenerational 

experiences on children's and adults' faith formation outweighed the challenging aspects of the 

process.  However, despite all the challenges of creating the intergenerational experiences, the 

participants were asked to answer one crucial question: Is it worth it?  Before answering the 

question, it is important to note the three groups of stakeholders’ comments on their experience of 

intergenerationality.  The breakdown will focus on what leaders had to say, parents had to say, and 

grandparents had to say.  

What leaders had to say  

 Leaders shared a wide range of responses to describe their opinions on intergenerational 

experiences.  Some of them were merely an emotional expression, for example, “they love to see 

them (intergenerational experience) more,” “so happy to see the family,” and “excited to see the 

smiles on the parents” (e.g., 13F).  Some believe that inviting the children to the sanctuary was a 

welcoming gesture: “They (the adults) are welcoming to them, not as a cute person performing 

on the stage, but they are one of us. We should welcome them as our peers not because of their 

cuteness or to enjoy their performance” (11F).  Another one said that observing the presence of 

the children, youth, adults, parents, and grandparents and seeing their interaction provided 

opportunity for her own growth (12F). 
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 Also, a leader pointed out the benefit from a practical perspective: “There is a practical 

side to it, because in reality, in the real work in the real world, you are bound to encounter that 

big of age group gap. So how do you work together?” 

 A leader summed it up with a powerful family teaching from his grandpa: “My grandpa  

always told me not only to play with kids who are the same age or those that I like.  The way to 

grow is to play with people who are older than me” (16M).  That was wise teaching from a 

grandpa to encourage intergenerational relationships.  The leader wished he would have had 

more of those intergenerational experiences when he was a child so that he would have more big 

brothers in the church.  For example, what happens to orphans in care facilities where babies 

spend time only with other babies? How does language learning ability compare to children who 

spend time with adults or older children?  

What parents had to say 

 Parents commented regarding the frequency of coming together with all generations: “I 

think we should be together. There are a lot of benefits.  At SCBC, we should have more 

intergenerational ministry” (8F, 10M, 15F).  

 Parents were firm believers in influences; they recognized that their children were 

influenced by someone or something.  A parent shared that they would not be able to raise her 

child to love God, love life and love others without the support of a godly community:   

I hope that they will see that from their parents and some of the really good Christian uncles 

and aunties and how they manage their trust in God when they deal with the different issues 

in life and see how God has guided them; I really hope that that will be a good influence 

for my kids, and also their kids too. (8F) 

 

These “aunties and uncles” will not show up overnight but will develop through intentional 

relationship building over a long period.  Reggie Joiner and Carey Nieuwhof stated in their book 

Parenting Beyond Your Capacity: Connect your Family to a Wider Community that a critical 
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family value is to widen the circle to maximize the impact and learning how to pursue strategic 

relationships for your children.133  Thus, cross-generational interactions will eventually "impact 

the whole congregation” (8F).   

 Some parents envisioned both the future impact as well as current mutual benefits.  A 

parent shared how she enjoyed and was encouraged by the testimonies of different ages.  And 

her ending comment emphasized togetherness in all generations:  

Worship experience is so crucial because we need our future generation to be with us to 

learn and grow together. And they also will look to us, our parents or their  grandparents, 

as examples of what to follow, because we also have a very strong  influence on their 

beliefs and their upbringing, even though yes, as an adult, they can stray away (9F). 

 

What grandparents had to say 

 Grandparents described their feelings when worshipping with their grandchildren 

somewhat differently for the other two groups: besides “excited” and “happy,” they used other 

words such as “I am so blessed,” “thankfulness flows out from your heart,” and “joy” (3M, 13F, 

17M).  Their emotional expressions revealed a deeper reflection on their relationship with God.  

They were also very confident about the desire of their heart: “We knew that our grandkids had a 

good time.  We go to worship together as a family, all three generations. For myself, I would like 

to sit with them” (18M). 

 Grandparents (3M, 4M, 13F) also commented about reciprocal spiritual learning.  Both 

children and adults can learn from each other: “It is a good experience for the kids, as well as for 

the parents to start singing children’s worship songs, and remind them and us of what being a child 

is like, simple, trusting and obeying God” (4M).   “I can say I can imagine when they sit in the 

church sanctuary; they will enjoy mingling with the adults” (3M).   

 
133 Reggie Joiner and Carey Nieuwhof, Parenting Beyond Your Capacity: Connect Your Family to a Wider 

Community (Colorado Springs, CO: David C Cook, 2010), 57-80. 
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 In conclusion, all participants affirmed the benefits and value of intergenerational ministry 

at SCBC.  None of them questioned whether it was biblical or not.  Secondly, seventeen out of 

twenty participants explicitly used affirmative words to respond to the question "Is it worth it?": 

"Absolutely"; "Yes, yes"; "Worth it"; "Great investment"; "It's a dream"; "I do"; "Of course"; 

"Definitely go for yeah" (2F, 3M, 4M, 5M, 6F, 7F, 8F, 9F, 10M, 12F, 13F, 14F, 16M, 17M, 18M, 

19F, 20F).   

 The answers that they provided were full of excitement, hope and joy.  Two respondents 

said it is worth it with a condition: “it should not be just a program” and “it should not be aimed 

as an activity” (5M, 17M).  Despite all the challenges and concerns, the participants unanimously 

agreed that the church should have more opportunities for different generations to worship and 

fellowship together--to connect.  A leader stated how long she has been longing for more 

interaction for all generations at church: 

 I never thought about this until you asked me this question. This is a prayer that got 

 answered after a very long time. Even as we plan this last Saturday family worship, a lot 

 of the idea was from back then, over 30 years ago. But now when you ask about this, as I 

 . . . reflect on this, that’s a prayer that God answered. And for me, I think  it’s not just an 

 answered prayer, but God allows me to have a better understanding of His  plan, His will, 

 and His timing. (11F) 

 

 In retrospect, the first part of this chapter presented the self-assessment's comparison with 

the findings. Part two shared the report's analysis from three aspects: how the intergenerational 

experiences nurtured children's relationships with themselves, others, and God, how the 

intergenerational experiences impacted adults' relationships with themselves, others, and God; and 

how the intergenerational experiences affecting the whole trilingual community of SCBC.  The 

next chapter will discuss some of the implications and recommendations for the next steps for 

SCBC.  
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Chapter Five 

Reflection, Future Study and Recommendation 

 This chapter will be divided into four parts: an overview of the research purpose and 

process, a reflection of the approach (strength and limitations), research for future study, and some 

recommendations for the trilingual context church.   

 

An Overview of the Research Purpose and Process   

 The purpose of this study was to understand the children’s and adults' experience of 

intergenerational ministry at Scarborough Chinese Baptist Church (SCBC) in the past seven years. 

There are six  insights  from the findings: 1) intergenerational experiences at SCBC benefit both 

children's and adults' faith formation; 2) intergenerational experiences' positive impact on children 

and adults outweigh challenging aspects; 3) the positive effects on adults' faith formation were 

mentioned more frequently than the positive effects on children; 4) intergenerational experiences 

help church life transitions such as transitioning from children’s worship to adult worship; 5) 

intergenerational ministry is biblical; 6) despite the challenges of intergenerational experiences, it 

is worth it to work toward integrating the children with the adults with mutual benefits. The 

following is a review of each chapter.  

 In chapter one, the researcher shared that a common practice among Chinese churches is 

to focus on age-specific ministry for church growth and health. This practice has led to such issues 

as deepening the generational divide, disconnection between ministries, further segregation of 

language groups, and lack of connection with the children.  Additionally, congregants may have 
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missed benefits for faith formation by not regularly interacting with the other parts of the body of 

Christ. This research set out to evaluate the spiritual impact of integrating the generations at SCBC.  

 Chapter two first examined biblical and theological support for intergenerational 

experiences in the community of God’s people, citing Scriptural examples of intergenerational 

gatherings in both the Old and New Testament and exploring the theological concepts of 

inclusivity and the relational Trinity, demonstrating the importance of communal relationships in 

God's kingdom.    

 Next, the relationship between Christian spiritual formation and intergenerational 

experiences was discussed. Current understandings regarding the theology of children as well as 

Jesus' view on children have contributed to a new realization of the crucial role of children in the 

church. This section of chapter two also focused on the relationships among faith and family and 

human connections, and concluded by sharing how mutuality contributes to faith growth in all 

generations. The end of the chapter discussed how sociological research and some aspects of 

developmental theory support spiritual growth and intergenerational ministry. 

 Chapter three described the self-assessment of the intergenerational ministry change in the 

past seven years from the researcher's observation and assumptions. Then it outlined the 

methodology regarding participants' selection, the pilot study, and the design of the interview 

questions. It also explained the interview and data collection process and shared the responses of 

the participants by coding those responses. The entire process revealed insights with four themes 

emerging: 1) discovery of factors that affect children's faith formation; 2) the positive impact and 

challenging aspects of intergenerational experiences regarding children; 3) the positive impact and 

challenging aspects of intergenerational experiences regarding adults, and 4) challenges regarding 

the implementation of intergenerational ministry in a trilingual church culture.  The themes became 
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the foundation for analysis to answer the researcher's question on the impact of the 

intergenerational ministry on the faith formation of children and adults.  

 Chapter four developed a deeper understanding of how intergenerational experiences can 

impact believers’ relationship with God, themselves and others. The concepts align fairly closely 

with the SCBC children's ministry philosophy, "Kids love GLO"—to help children love God, love 

life and love others. This deeper discussion explored: 1) the intergenerational experiences 

informing children's relationships with themselves, others, and God, 2) the intergenerational 

experiences impacting adults' relationships with themselves, others, and God; and 3) the 

intergenerational experiences affecting the whole trilingual community.  

  

Reflection on the Research Process 

 Every research project has strengths and limitations. One strength of this research is that 

the researcher was able to recruit eight participants who were born and raised at SCBC. They 

provided valuable input and stories about when they attended SCBC as children when the children 

of the church were fully segregated from the adults. Moreover, four others were raised as "church 

kids" in their childhood at other churches. Thus, twelve participants gave strong references to their 

childhood experience either at SCBC or at other churches.   

 Second, due to the dual or multi-role involvement of some of the participants (e.g., a parent 

who is also a children’s ministry leader, or a grandparent with a senior leadership role), a more 

comprehensive observation was available for the evaluations and comments concerning the 

ministry change.    

 There were, however, a few limitations in this research project as well.  First, it lacks the 

children's voice from the present SCBC congregations. More scholars in recent years have realized 
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the importance of the theology of children and their spirituality. They recommend including the 

voices of children themselves in research about children.  Though most of the adults have conveyed 

their childhood spirituality and their experiences in the church community, this research lacks the 

children's participation and their commentaries and reflections in the evaluation.  If a methodology 

were constructed where the children were given equal space and freedom to talk about their 

worship experiences, the research would have reported a fuller, more accurate representation of 

the impact of intergenerational Christian experiences on the whole SCBC congregation.  

 Secondly, this research has a smaller representation from the Mandarin community. The 

ratio of the participants was: nine Cantonese-speaking, eight English-speaking and three 

Mandarin-speaking. In addition, some Cantonese-speaking participants had already transferred to 

English ministry due to either a new vision or meeting the need for church development, so their 

comments were well covered from the Cantonese and English perspectives. The Mandarin 

congregation had the smallest number of representations due to their shorter involvement in 

children's ministry and the church.   

 Thirdly, a larger sample size and a mixed-research design would have provided a more 

robust validation for the impact. A mixed-research design conducted with both qualitative and 

quantitative instruments would have enhanced the study. Additionally, a mass survey offered to 

the rest of the congregations could have provided an opportunity to compare the two sets of 

findings. 

 

Research for Future Study 

 Church leaders are influenced by secular culture and practice more than they realize. 

Biblical understandings of intergenerational ministry should be the foundations for decision-

making on ministry formats and approaches; however, less apparent factors are affecting the 



 

112 

 

decision-making process significantly. For example, examining the secularization of the church in 

Canada, or the impact of government and cultural practice on the church system would shed a 

different light on how churches are changing.   

 Exploring why churches become segregated could offer new insights to discern church 

direction. For example, one of the participants stated that the most segregated time in North 

America is on Sundays. On Sunday, people are segregated by ethnicity when they worship, by age 

or even by race, and by denomination.  The Sunday worship service time, unfortunately, is quite 

segregated.  

           It would also be worthwhile to conduct action research that explores the impact of 

intentional intergenerational ministry over a period of time and compare the results with when 

intergenerational experiences did not exist.   

 Another area of further study would be to equip parents and help them partner with the 

church community to raise the next generation in a trilingual context through intergenerational 

ministry. Parents often feel ill-equipped, and studies have shown that churches lack adequate 

training for parents.134  Finally, a theological question often asked by parents and congregations: 

what does child dedication mean? What is the purpose and vision behind it? When the church 

community prays that prayer to support parents in raising their child, it literally means that they 

commit to be intergenerational in sharing joint responsibility (with the parents) for the child's faith 

formation. Research in this area could promote a more intergenerational approach to raising 

children of the church.  

 The last area of further study could be how intergenerational ministry looks when 

interaction among the congregations depends heavily on an online presence.   The pandemic of 

 
134 Barna Group, “Who Is Responsible for Children’s Faith Formation.”  
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Covid 19 has drastically changed the behavior, mindset, and practical theology of churches for all 

the generations. Many churches are exploring and adopting a hybrid model and utilizing 

technology to integrate ministry digitally. The questions from the researcher of this study would 

be: does the digital ministry become a help or does it further divide generations? What would be 

the best approach to making inclusivity and welcoming values applied intergenerationally? 

 

Recommending Next Steps for SCBC (or Any Trilingual Church)   

 Greco-Roman culture treated children as deficient, unproductive and worthless; some 

contemporary church cultures view children as rambunctious, noisy, loud, uncultured and 

bothersome. Therefore, adults still overlook their opportunity to learn by excluding children in the 

church community. Children are a gift from God, not just to the parents but also to the community, 

because they will grow up to be husbands, wives, neighbors, friends, colleagues, and citizens. The 

researcher recommends the following considerations to church leaders who wish to lead a more 

intentionally intergenerational church:  

 First, set the biblical and theological priorities right.135  It is more critical to consider why 

we do what we do than how we do it. If there is no solid biblical conviction to support the action, 

there will be a lack of commitment and incentives to develop a ministry. If intergenerational 

ministry is biblical, the church leaders will want to lean into the theology of accommodation: "God 

is the one who does the accommodating by making room for humanity."136  Jesus has demonstrated 

what accommodation means to the people of God. Therefore, "the everyday ministry of the church 

 
135 Cory Seibel, “How to Become an Intergenerational Church,” Faith Today Magazines Canada, November 2, 

2021, accessed January 5, 2022, https://www.faithtoday.ca/Magazines/2021-Nov-Dec/Intergenerational-church. 

 
136 Allen, InterGenerate, 52. 
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is also part of God's accommodation to humanity…".  God accommodates us, and when we 

practice intergenerational ministry, we will need to practice accommodating others.137  

 One of the critical characteristics of a godly church is to be others-minded. Everyone 

sacrifices, accepts and embraces each other in God’s truth for the sake of God's glory. The ultimate 

mission of the church is not even to meet the needs of the world--it is to honor and glorify God. 

Seamands states that Jesus often met human needs and requests. For example, in John 11:3-11, 

this story demonstrates that the world did not dictate his ministry; Jesus’ obedience or giving honor 

to the Father did.  Jesus did not simply save Lazarus from sickness or death, but he resurrected 

him for God's glory.  Seamands further quotes Ray Anderson from The Shape of Practical 

Theology (p. 41),  

The ministry of Jesus to the Father on behalf of the world is the inner logic of all churches. 

Every aspect of the ministry Jesus is grounded in the inner relation of mutual love and care 

between the Father and the Son… His ministry is first of all directed to God and not to the 

world. The needs of the world are recognized and brought into this ministry but do not set 

the agenda.138 

 

 Second, it is necessary to develop an intergenerational ministry philosophy for the entire 

church. Such a philosophy will guide, communicate, and encourage collaboration among different 

ministries. Seeking integration to increase the connectedness across all generations, the church 

needs to discuss finding a balance of age-specific ministry and intergenerational ministry in a 

trilingual church.   For example, among the advocates for the intergenerational community, many 

have maintained both age-specific and intergenerational faith formation activities. They believe it 

works best when complementing each other.  One approach for this complementary structure 

includes creating connection points for two or more age-specific groups such as teens and empty-

 
137 Allen, InterGenerate, 53. 
138 Seamands, Ministry in the Image of God, 25. 
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nesters or toddlers and teenagers. The church would be wise to seek integration and balance instead 

of giving up either.  

 Third, explore new intergenerational activities. The participants indicated that promoting 

creative activities is a good start, for example regular connection-building such as a grandparent-

grandchild day camp or overnight retreat, faith formation groups across age groups using 

approaches such as Dwelling in the Word 139, Lectio Divina,140 Visio Divina,141 Pray for Me 

Campaign142 or developing a Messy Church143 as an outreach strategy.  

 Fourth, consider forming interest groups to build an intergenerational ministry. Hitchin 

Christian Centre144 is a church that adopted the ‘interest group’ approach to their children’s work 

during 2017.  The church has been working on arranging children's work being structured 

around interest groups instead of age groups. It has worked well, especially for children with 

additional needs.  In addition, this interest group structure provides a cross-generational 

opportunity to gather together.  

 
139 Smith, “Generation to Generation.”  
140 Dan Burke, “Lectio Divina, A Guide: What It Is & How It Helps Prayer Life,” Catholic Spiritual Direction, April 

21, 2012, accessed February 1, 2022, https://spiritualdirection.com/2012/04/21/what-is-lectio-divina-and-will-it-

help-my-prayer-life-a-guide-to-lectio-divina.  Lectio Divina means “Divine Reading” and refers specifically to an 

approach to prayer and scripture reading practiced by monastics since the early Church.  It divides into four parts: 

Lectio – An attentive slow repetitious recitation of a short passage of scripture; Meditatio – An effort to understand 

the passage and apply it to my own life; Oratio – Engaging or talking with God about the passage; 

Contemplatio – Allowing oneself to become absorbed in the words of God and the presence of God as he calls us 

into deeper prayer 
141 Elizabeth Manneh, “Praying With Your Eyes: How to Get Started With Visio Divina,” Busted Halo, June 11, 

2021, accessed February 5, 2022, https://bustedhalo.com/ministry-resources/praying-with-your-eyes-how-to-get-
started-with-visio-divina. 
142 “Pray For Me Campaign,” One Hundred Years, accessed January 15, 2022,  

https://www.prayformecampaign.com/. 
143 Parsley Ross, Messy Church: A Multigenerational Mission for God’s Family (Colorado Springs: David C. Cook, 

2012). 
144 Mark Arnold, "Church Children’s Work: Do ‘Age Groups’ Or ‘Interest Groups’ Work Best?" The Additional 

Needs Blogfather (blog), December 17, 2017, accessed January 10, 2022, 

https://theadditionalneedsblogfather.com/2017/12/15/church-childrens-work-do-age-groups-or-interest-groups-

work-best/. 
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 Fourth, if possible, provide choices for congregants to participate. Freedom is one of the 

greatest gifts that God has given to humanity. The church is made up of people with different 

values, cultures, and life preferences. Particularly in a trilingual context, it  may be more effective 

to provide an opportunity to observe so that congregants can catch the benefits of 

intergenerationality rather than forcing everyone into such practice.  

 Lastly, the general principle is to increase connections as much as possible.  These 

connections are not just developed horizontally but also vertically with different generations.  

Instead of seeing church as a chain connection, it should be a spider-web connection.  More 

importantly, all our engagements should focus on both the depth and the breadth of all 

relationships.  

 

Key Words to Remember: Conviction Leading to Commitment   

 We should reflect and examine all church practices--just like children often ask why. 

Evaluate and assess often from the lens of biblical foundations and theological practice. In Martin 

Luther’s day, though the majority's opinion and practice were opposing what God had designed 

for His people, Luther exposed the errors courageously and led the repentance. Likewise, leaders 

are obligated and ordained with God's authority to lead, build, guide and change the church. 

Therefore, the church needs to exercise discernment in ministry directions.  

 Discernment leads to conviction; conviction leads to commitment. A commitment to invest 

in rising generations is a critical facet of the work because the church has been called to commit 

to the body of Christ.  However, many churches misplace this priority in the midst of competition 

with other needs.145  In many cases, this commitment simply becomes misplaced as church leaders 

 
145 Seibel, The Generative Church, 4. 
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focus their energies on a host of competing priorities. It is encouraging to recognize that many 

vibrant congregations today intentionally prioritize rising generations. Without church members 

necessarily noticing this has occurred, the determination to influence rising generations can 

become lost. Cory Seibel suggests that this commitment is indeed missing in many congregations 

today.146  It takes effort and intentionality to modify what has been done. The leadership should 

validate the need for structural renewal, and it must be a systematic change.147  According to one 

of the participants in this study: 

 I think it [intergenerational ministry] really helps the children be a part of our church in 

 a way. And for us to know that they are part of our service, too. Moreover, sometimes I 

 forget about them because they are not in our sight. I think it is good to include them [in 

 adult service].   It reminds the adults that we are all in the same space and worshipping the 

 same God. And we are all here together. I believe it is an excellent opportunity for 

 children and adults to grow together. Both sides have to see that. (8F) 

 

The adults and the children, both sides have to see that. Well said. 

 

 

 

  

 
146 Seibel, The Generative Church. 
147 Turner, “Children’s Faith Formation as Mutually Transforming Opportunity,” 1. 
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Appendices  

Appendix A – Letter to invite 
October 13, 2021  

Thank you for your consideration of being a potential participant in the study.  As you are aware, I am 

pursuing a Doctor of Ministry degree and am in the research stage of that endeavor. Therefore, I am 

writing to you today as a student of Doctor of Ministry at the Trinity Western Seminary.   

The scope of the research is among Scarborough Chinese Baptist Church.  The goal is to compile the 

shared experiences discovered through this research to move the intergenerational ministry to the next 

level despite the language and culture barriers at SCBC.   

There are three primary stages of the research project: 

1. Invitation to participate and provision of an intake questionnaire. 

2. Informed letter of consent and semi-structured interview; and  

3. Analysis of data received from semi-structured interviews.  

 

I am now at the stage of seeking research participants. I have attached the link to the intake questionnaire, 

which outlines the project's criteria and invites you to participate in the first stage of the research project, 

which is the completion of the intake questionnaire.  Please complete the short in-take questionnaire at 

your earliest convenience or by Nov 18 so we can move to the next stage. 

Please be assured that any personal information I glean as part of the research and everything said by 

participants will be kept confidential. No details that could be used to identify an individual will be 

included in the transcript.  

Throughout the research project, I will be accountable to my thesis supervisors, who will be privy to 

study-related data and consent materials as part of their responsibilities as supervisors. The ethical 

practices and policies of the Trinity Western Seminary will guide the handling of all data collected. 

The Trinity Western Seminary has reviewed and approved my request to conduct this research project. I 

have also obtained approval from in writing the Senior Pastor of Scarborough Chinese Baptist Church.    

I hope that the knowledge gained in this project will provide church leaders and members with a greater 

appreciation for intergenerational ministry. I also hope that the project will help us benefit the future 

planning of the children's ministry and collaborate with other ministries.  

Thank you for considering taking part in stage one.  

Blessings, Amy, Mei Lan Wong Yu        

    

Charge Pastor of Children Ministry at Scarborough Chinese Baptist Church     
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Appendix B - Intake Questionnaire         
 

Thank you for participating in this in-take questionnaire.  The following questions are meant for confirming 

your fit to contribute to this particular research in the phenomenological study on the impact of 

intergenerational ministry on adults' and children's spiritual formation, especially in light of the language and 

culture barriers in Scarborough Chinese Baptist church.   

When participating in this study, we will reflect on the impact of intergenerational ministry on adults' and 

children's spiritual formation at Scarborough Chinese Baptist church.  In addition, you will share your 

aspirations and opinion for the current and future ministry (particularly intergenerational ministry 

perspective).  The entire project aims to look for experienced leaders and parents to contribute to the 

assessment.  Your opinion and comments may also help other churches when they are considering developing 

intergenerational ministry direction.  

 

Answering the following questions confirms your suitability to participate in this research project and become 

a co-researcher for such a study.  The lead researcher will contact you to participate in a one-hour interview 

with Rev Amy Yu.  

 

1. Have you served at children's ministry for more than ten years? 

  Yes No 

 

 If yes, when did you start? 

 

2. Have you served at SCBC as a Leader/Deacon/Pastor for more than fifteen years? 

 Yes No 

 

 If yes, when did you start? 

 

3. Are you a parent who also grew up at SCBC as a child? 

 Yes No 

 

 If yes, how old are your child(ren) currently? 

 

4. Are you a grandparent who has attended SCBC for more than ten years? 

 Yes No 

 

 If yes, how old are your grandchild(ren)?  

a. 0-3 

b. 4-5 

c. 6-9 

d. 10-12 

e. 13 or above 

 

5. Have you attended the Joint Worship led by SummerFun team in 2019? (Three language congregation joins 

together with the presence of all age group)  

 

6. Have you attended any of the following intergenerational program at SCBC where children were present? 

Please circle. 

  

• SummerFun Joint Worship 2019 

• Third Sunday worship (with children’s time) at English service 

• Family Worship at COME worship service 

• Family worship with children on Mission month 

• Family small group (with the presence of children) 
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• Christmas Joint Worship 

• Others, please specify:  

 

If one of your answers to the above questions is "yes," you are eligible to participate in this research project. 

Please allow me to contact you for further information for the next step. 

 

1. First and Last name: 

 

2. Contact number: 

 

3. Email: Ministry areas that you are currently involved:  

 

4. Age range:  

20-24  

25-29 

30-34 

35-39 

40-44 

45-49 

50-54 

55-59 

60-64 

65-69 

70 and above 

 

5. What language do you speak? 

a. Cantonese and English 

b. Mandarin and English 

c. All three 

d. Cantonese Only 

e. English Only 

f. Mandarin Only  

 

 

 

 

What day or time works best for you to meet at church for the interview? 

Please select the possible days that you would offer to be available.  

 

Monday/Tuesday/Wednesday/Thursday/Friday/Saturday/Sunday 

 

Please select your preferred time frame to meet.  

Morning/Afternoon/Evening 

 

 

All information will remain confidential and contribute to the assessment of the Children ministries of SCBC.   
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Appendix C – HREB Approval and Consent Form 

Date of Approval by HREB: Nov 12, 2021 HREB File No: 21G11  

CONSENT FORM  

A phenomenological study on the impact of intergenerational ministry on adults' and 

children's spiritual formation especially in light of the language and culture barriers in 

Scarborough Chinese Baptist Church.  

Principal Investigator:  

Amy, Mei Lan Wong (Yu), is engaged in a Doctor of Ministry program at Trinity Western 

Seminary, a member school at the ACTS Seminary. 

Email address: Amy.Yu@twu.ca  

Supervisor:  

Guy S. Saffold, Ed.D. 

Associate Professor, Leadership 

Director, Doctor of Ministry Program Executive Director ACTS Seminaries, Emeritus  

Email address: Guy.Saffold@twu.ca  

Purpose:  

The lead researcher of this project often questions and compares the strength of intergenerational 

ministries with age specific ministries. Many Chinese churches view specialization in ministries 

is an ideal ministry model. However, they may potentially overlook the value of 

intergenerational ministry. Though there are unique challenges in Chinese churches with a 

trilingual context, it is worth exploring on how intergenerational ministry can benefit the spiritual 

growth for adults’ and children’s spiritual formation.  

Procedures:  

During the interview stage, the researcher will meet with the participant and ask a series of semi-

structured questions. The entire interview will last from one to one and a half hour. If necessary, 

perhaps a half an hour follow up session will be involved to clarify answers. The interviews will 

be done through either in-person setting at the location of SCBC or zoom platform. With the 

permission of the participant, the interview will be audio recorded. The audio recording will then 

be transcribed into text and all identifying information removed. The audio recording will also be 

deleted once a de-identified transcript has been created. This de- identified transcript will be the 

foundation of the study and will be also be deleted when project is complete.  

The findings from this study will be published in the researcher’s project, which may also be 

submitted to an appropriate scholarly journal for publication, be used within future.  You are 
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invited to participate in a research study examining the role of intergenerational ministry in 

adults’ and children’s spiritual formation. The lead researcher on this project is a graduate 

student and long-time church pastor.  

Results may also become part of the researchers’ post-graduation ministry for SCBC. The 

participants will be invited to the researcher’s public presentation and receive an e-copy of the 

project if they wish.  

Potential Risks and Discomforts:  

Every effort will be made to minimize the possibility of risk and discomforts. In fact, the 

invitation is an affirmation for those who has been serving at SCBC for a significant amount of 

time and with valuable ministry experience. One of the possible inconveniences that the 

participant may encounter is to travel to SCBC. If that is the case, the participant can choose to 

use zoom platform for the interview and zoom recording will be used. However, an in-person 

interview is preferred.  

Potential Benefits to Participants and/or to Society:  

Individuals who fit into the strict criteria will be eligible to participate in the project. Here are the 

criteria:  

• Children ministry leaders' perspective – serve more than ten years, they have to be the 

witness for the change or leaders who grew up at SCBC as children in children ministry  

• Ministry leaders in general – serve more than ten years  

• Parents, and or who grew up at SCBC as a child  

• Grandparents – attended SCBC more than ten year  

When participating such research, the participant will have a reflection on their 

contribution of their ministry at SCBC. In addition, you have a voice to share your 

aspirations and opinion for the future ministry. The entire project aims to look for 

experienced and influential leaders to contribute. When being selected, you and your 

work are being acknowledged. Your opinion and comments may also be able to help 

other churches when they are considering to develop intergenerational direction.  

Confidentiality:  

Any information that is obtained in connection with this study and that can be identified 

with you will remain confidential and will be disclosed only with your permission or as 

required by law. Research participants will not be identified by name in any reports of the 

completed study. Under no circumstances will any participant’s data be shared with a 

third party. If a reason arises to request the use of archived data for a different study, 

participants’ consent will be sought with a guarantee that they are under no obligation to 

give permission for their data to be involved in a subsequent study.  

Remuneration/Compensation: N/A  
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Contact for information about the study: If you have any questions or desire further 

information with respect to this study, you may contact Rev Amy Yu (Wong) 

amyu@scbc.com  

Contact for concerns about the rights of research participants: If you have any 

concerns about your treatment or rights as a research participant, you may contact Lola 

Lyiola in the Office of Research, Trinity Western University at 604-513-2167 or 

HREB@twu.ca.  

Consent: Participation in the project is entirely voluntary, and those who agree to participate 

may withdraw from the project by Jan 15. If I receive a written request from a participant asking 

that their interview recording, transcription, and questionnaires be removed from the study, the 

request will be respectfully and promptly honoured.  

Signatures  

Your signature below indicates that you have had your questions about the study answered to 

your satisfaction and have received a copy of this consent form for your own records.  

Your signature indicates that you consent to participate in this study and that your responses may 

be put in anonymous form and kept for further use after the completion of this study.  

___________________________________________ _______________________  

Research Participant Signature     Date  

_____________________________________________________________  

The researcher, Amy Mei Lan Wong (Yu)  
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Appendix D – Letter of church support 
 

 

 

3223 KENNEDY ROAD. SCARBOROUGH, ONTARIO. M1V 4Y1  

Approval for a Doctor of Ministry Project at Scarborough Chinese Baptist Church  

October 13, 2021  

To Whom It May Concern:  

I, Rev Derek Li, the Senior Pastor of Scarborough Chinese Baptist Church (SCBC), agree and 

support Rev Amy, Mei Lan Wong (Yu) to conduct a research study with the members of SCBC 

for an assessment of children ministry. The result of this research study may benefit SCBC on 

the topic of intergenerational ministry.  

If you have any questions, feel free to contact me at dli@scbc.com or 416-220-3188.  

Regards,  

 

Rev. Derek Li, Senior Pastor of SCBC  
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Appendix E - Qualitative interview questions  
 

A phenomenological study on the impact of intergenerational ministry on adults' and 

children's spiritual formation especially in light of the language and culture barriers in 

Scarborough Chinese Baptist Church. 

 

Terms definition:  

Intergenerational ministry - Intergenerational ministry nurtures a Christ-centered community 

by bringing together two or more generations in planned and purposeful settings, where all are 

mutually invested.  

Multigenerational ministry – different generations share the same property and facilities for 

worship and ministry but have no intention or plan to interact with one another.   

Family ministry – a term that will be used as one aspect of intergenerational ministry. 

Reciprocity – the practice of exchange (things, ideas, etc) with others for mutual benefit. 

Spiritual formation– “Spiritual formation is the process of Christ being formed within his 

followers. It is a trinitarian process in which a person encounters the living God through the 

enabling of the Holy Spirit to become more like Jesus Christ. It is also an intentional, communal 

process in that believers need each other for this kind of growth to happen.” Robert Mulholland. 

At SCBC, it translates as seeing someone to love God, love life and love others more (kids love 

GLO).   

 

For all participants who grew up at SCBC: 

1. How would you describe your experience of children’s ministry when growing up at 

SCBC? What are the major differences you have seen when comparing with the current 

approach? 

General question: Look at the list, do you have any fond memories of the list intergenerational 

activities in children ministries.  Why and why not? 

 

For Children’s Ministry leaders/parents/grandparents: 

Sunday Morning Service and Sunday school: 

1. How long have you been serving at SCBC? Can you describe the children's relationship 

with God, the church and others in general when two Children Sunday schools were 

running on a Sunday morning (before 2015)?   

 

2. What are your comments on merging two grades for small groups on a Sunday morning? 

(Formerly small group was set up as single grade format) What positive or negative 

spiritual benefit changes does it bring to children and leaders? 

 

3. Describe your experience with the new GLO worship and GLO Builder changes (After  

2015, we changed two schools to a GLO children worship service at 9:30am and a GLO 

builder at 11am – small group learning the Bible)  

What type of spiritual impact have you experienced yourself and seen in children after 

2015 with the new format?   

 

SummerFun (Summer camp) 
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1. What changes have you seen in SummerFun in the past six years?  Describe the impact of 

all these changes? Follow up: What are your opinions about mixed-age groups in SF? 

 

Community and cell group (Parents): 

1. (Family small group time with their kids’ participation) What was your experience of the 

small group to have children around? Would you describe the impact on your spiritual 

formation (any positive and negative impact) with this new format? 

 

Mandarin Scripture Reading Group: 

1. Are there any benefits you experience as a leader in a Scripture reading group? What are 

they?  

2. (To a Mandarin parent) Are there any benefits you experience as a participant in a 

Scripture reading group when it is not entirely conducted in English?  

 

Joint Worship experience: 

1. As a children’s ministry leader, how would you describe your experience of worshipping 

with children on the third Sunday? How does that impact your relationship with God and 

church and others?  

2. As a parent, how would you describe your experience of worshipping with children on 

the third Sunday? (Mandarin/Cantonese/English) Is there any impact on your spiritual 

conversation at home? 

3. How would you describe the experience of joining worship for SummerFun in 2019? 

How would you describe the impact for you, the children, and the church?  

(Quick reminder for the worship) 

a. Three language songs for worship.  Worship was led by an English-speaking 

intern. 

b. Ice Breaking games in the beginning 

c. Recap videos 

d. Testimony by a child, a youth, an intern, and a senior volunteer 

e. Ended with an interactive sermon with the kids and the Camp Director.  

3. Do you enjoy joint worship with the presence of the children? Why or why not?  

4. What is your biblical understanding of intergenerational worship? 

 

Intergenerational ministry at SCBC: 

1. Does the pandemic situation create more impact of intergenerational ministry? If yes, 

what are they? How are these affecting the adults’ and children’s spiritual formation.  

2. Are there any mutual benefits for different generations when coming together?  

3. What kind of relationship would you like to see between the children’s congregation and 

the larger church congregation as a whole? What would be the best picture and 

relationship/connection, in your own opinion? 

4. As a ministry leader or parent, what are the challenges that you see when implementing 

intergenerational ministry? What things might we need to overcome? Would it be worth 

it? 

5. What might be some important factors for creating a successful intergenerational ministry 

at SCBC? To make it become more part of our culture. Would you suggest some steps? 
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Appendix F – A summary of ministry document 

Letter to Co-Researchers  

November 15, 2021 

 

Dear participant,  

Thank you for your interest in my dissertation research on the experience of Intergenerational 

ministry at SCBC. 

The title is A Phenomenological Study on the impact of intergenerational ministry on 

adults’ and children's spiritual formation in the light of the language and culture barriers 

in Scarborough Chinese Baptist church. 

I value the unique contribution that you can make to my study, and I am excited about the 

possibility of your participation in it. The purpose of this letter is to reiterate some of the things 

we have already discussed and to secure your signature on the participation-release form that you 

will find attached.  

The research model I am using is a qualitative one through which I am seeking comprehensive 

depictions or descriptions of your experience. In this way I hope to illuminate or answer my 

question: "What is our experience of the intergenerational at SCBC ministry?"  

Through your participation as a co-researcher, I hope to understand the impact of 

intergenerational ministry for both adults and children in a trilingual church setting by sharing 

your experience.  You will be asked to recall specific ministry planning, situations, or events that 

you have experienced since 2015.  I am seeking vivid and comprehensive portrayals of what 

these experiences were like for you: your thoughts, feelings, and behaviours, growth and 

learnings.  

I value your participation and thank you for the commitment of time, energy, and effort. If you 

have any further questions before signing the release form or if there is a problem with the date 

and time of our meeting, I can be reached at 647-899-6405. 

With warm regards,  

Rev Amy Yu 
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A recap of past seven years of intergenerational change (since 2015) 

A.   Sunday morning 

i. From two Sunday schools to one worship and one Sunday school/small group focus 

ii. Emphasize partnership with parents by changing the Sunday morning curriculum.  

iii. Adding third Sunday with the Family/children's time with children grade 1-6. 

B.    SummerFun (VBS) Areas of changes: large group worship, mixed grades small group, a 

new leadership program for grade 7-8s, adding kindergarten and from strictly forming one grade 

for each small group to mix grades. 

• 2015 - two grades per group - introduced large group worship grade 1-6 

• 2016 - three grades per group - adding grade 7-8 into the VBS for leadership training and 

building relationships with grade six and under and grade 9 and up.  Bridging the 

relationship into the "chain."  

• 2017 - six grades per group - testing JK/SK half-day camp. Adding special needs 

volunteers (Intentional to recruit more different generation leaders) 

• 2018 - three grades per group - adding preschool kids (intentional to recruit retirees to be 

leaders for small groups)  

• 2019 - three grades per group.  Ending intergenerational worship for all three language 

congregations to conclude the ministry.  A survey was done after.   

C.    Pandemic year 2020  

• GLO family worship videos from JK to grade 6 

• GLO family online time from JK to grade 6, parents are invited 

• Virtual SummerFun - three weeks of the one-hour program each day. Parents are invited. 

An in-person family event to conclude the virtual program experiences.  

• Year-end to a new year- Make space for Jesus (for JK to grade 2) - one week of one-hour 

devotion program for parents and children to learn how to read the Bible together.  

D.   Pandemic year 2021 

• Virtual Family Fun - four weeks of three hours Virtual programs each day to include one 

hour of parents' participation. (With an option of sibling’s participation) 

• Intergenerational leadership gathering (Aug virtual program) - icebreaking experience to 

learn about each other's Play personality and childhood dreams.   

Age from 13 to 70s.  

I. Deacons: 4 (age 40s-70s) 

II. Pastors: 5 (age 30s-60s) 

III. Interns: 9 (age 15- 26) 

IV. Youth volunteers: 2 (age 13) 

• Preaching about intergenerational ministry at Cantonese service 
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• GLO Family Video: Raising Next Gen together - a 90 seconds video play on the third 

Sunday of each month for the three congregations. Cantonese service only participates 

showing for every alternate month.  

• A team of six attended the InterGenerate and Children Spirituality Summit for the first 

time. 

• Introduce an event called Milestone Celebration - a family event to celebrate children's 

milestones. All ages.  

• Zoom/telephone call family visitations - youth (age 13 to 21) to parents. 

• A one-week in-person camp for all age mixed groups with siblings.  

E.    Leadership comments - pandemic year draws a closer relationship with parents. 

F.    Other intergenerational experience - Family Retreat without children or youth program in 

 2018.  

G.   Small or community group with children and youth for two years. 

H.   Parent and child Getaway (Integrating kids from age 9 to 15 to learn peer pressure, sex 

education, dating, and marriage through the guidance of their parents in both large and small 

groups) 
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