
 

 

 

MAKE YOUR CHURCH A 

WELCOMING SPACE 
 

 

 

 

CHURCH: THE COMMUNITY WHERE FAMILIES SHOULD FLOURISH 
 

As you will be aware, pregnancy and birth bring 

great change to individuals and families. As a 

pastor, you may have experienced families leaving 

the church community for a few years, after their 

child is born. This may be because they do not 

experience church as being welcoming and 

embracing of new families. They may feel judged if 

they arrive to meetings late, struggling to get a 

young baby ready for church. 

 
Is your church a 

place where 

families are seen, 

valued and 

engaged? 

Members of your congregation who are new to the stage of the First Thousand Days (FTD), 

may be wondering: is my church going to be ‘with me’ as I go through this new stage? Will 

they support me? Will I still feel like I belong here? Will it be ‘worth it’ to come to church with 

a very young baby, or will it simply be better to stay at home? Will I be merely tolerated, or 

embraced in this community now? If my baby cries in a meeting, will I be judged? 

Then there are people in the FTD season who visit your congregation who are assessing 

whether this community of faith is a place where they are seen, valued and engaged. 

In different ways, churches communicate whether families and children are welcome, 

valued and integral to the community. This is not only the pastor, but the typical 

congregant’s engagement with families. This guide will help to inform some things to explore 

in your context that can be used to most effectively create a warm, supportive environment 

for families in the FTD. 

 

Lead with Leaders 

Building communities that are warm and welcoming for families in the FTD is something that 

is not only taught. It is caught. Congregants will observe the behaviour of the leaders to 

determine what is a priority and what is not. 

The Pastor 
 

As a pastor, you have a unique role to play in helping people feel seen, embraced and 

welcomed. Your culture, congregation and capacity will influence how you can personally 

lead in this space. These are ideas to explore as you discern how you can personally 

welcome people. 
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As the pastor, you model something of the heart of the church towards children and families. 

Your response to a crying baby in the middle of a sermon is observed. They are listening to 

sermons and if they connect faith to parenting, and recognize the unique challenges and 

opportunities of young lives. Families observe your interaction with new parents and 

caregivers. 

After hearing Sikunye share the role of the church in the first thousand days, a pastor decided 

to wait at the entrance to his church venue as the service started. This helped him to 

welcome everyone and observe a family in the FTD arriving late to get into the church 

meeting. He could see them rushing and had the chance to either scold them for being 

late, or to warmly encourage them. He chose to say, “Well done for getting here. I know it is 

hard work in this stage of life. Welcome!” The family were visibly relieved and admitted they 

had been out of Sunday meetings for a while, as they couldn’t quite get out the house on 

time to get to church. They felt welcomed and acknowledged. 

When possible, seek out families that are in the FTD. Congratulating families in person who 

have recently shared their pregnancy / birth goes a long way in helping them feel seen. You 

can keep in touch with them through the pregnancy and, if possible, visit the family when 

baby has arrived. Sending personal messages to families also helps them to feel that they 

are part of the congregation. 

 

What your leaders can do 
 

As passionate as the pastor, priest or elder is, the range of leaders within the congregation 

have an important role to play in welcoming families. Be sure to lead your leaders in the 

importance of the role of the church in the FTD. In this way, there is a broader ‘net’ of people 

looking out for families who may feel disconnected during this time and end up dropping 

out of the very community that can provide support to them. 

 
If you have smaller mid-week gatherings (like bible studies, life groups, small groups etc), you 

have a great opportunity for practical support around families. In these groups, there exists 

a smaller group of people who can pray for, care for, visit, support, babysit older siblings, 

encourage and stand with families in this space. Ignite a passion for this stage of life within 

these group leaders, so that they can be a key role player in providing the necessary care 

and support. 

 
If you have pastoral carers, counsellors or specialised groups that meet, encourage them to 

be looking out for families, when necessary. Some families do require specialized support. 
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Focus on welcoming 

Your congregation may have a way of formally welcoming people (greeters, welcoming 

team, ushers etc). Share your heart with members who are serving in these areas of how 

they be warmly welcoming families in the FTD. You may acknowledge visitors to your Sunday 

meetings and can incorporate language like “You and your family are most welcome” 

 
There are ways, too, of informally welcoming families. When you meet a family who is in the 

FTD stage, you can encourage other families (whether in the same stage, or perhaps further 

along in the journey) to approach the new family, to help them feel like they are not alone 

in that space. 

 
 

Grow your ministries 

In addition to creating a warm and welcoming space for families, there are specific ministries 

that can be formed to intentionally draw in, care for and support families in the FTD. 

 
You may have ministries already aiming at families in the FTD. Kids ministries, parenting 

courses and so on. Consider how you can grow their impact and reach. This may involve 

new training the people serving, utilising new material, learning from other churches doing 

similar ministries etc. Similarly, you may see that your existing ministries could be adjusted to 

‘aim younger’ to reach those children and families in the FTD stage. 

 
Knowing your context, you may recognise that you can start new ministries serving those 

families in the FTD. This could be based on Sikunye’s training, forming a mom’s group, a dad’s 

ministry, ministries to younger children etc. 

 
Knowing that there are specific ministries for families in this unique stage of life sends a strong 

message about families being welcome. Even simply announcing them to the broader 

congregation helps those outside of the FTD recognize their church’s heart and passion for 

people in this stage of life. 

 
 

Use your space 

Every church has a physical environment in which they meet on Sundays. Sometimes 

changes can be made that send a strong message of families being welcome 

 
You may have a space in which families with very young children can be gathering during 

the Sunday meetings. Many young children can’t sit still or quietly through a whole adult 

meeting. Explore if there is a space that can be used for this – to ensure families feel like they 

are embraced and not merely tolerated in the meetings. 

https://sikunye.org.za/training/


4  

A space for moms to breastfeed is also something to explore. Depending on cultural 

practices, it may serve well that moms can have a private space to breastfeed during 

meetings. Alternatively, people in your congregation may be completely fine with mothers 

feeding in the meetings. Explore what would and could work in your space and context. Be 

sure that this is communicated well – that, as a church, you want moms to be able to 

breastfeed (not that you don’t want breastfeeding in church). Consider ways you can 

encourage and support breastfeeding. 

 
Consider, too, what messaging can be put up in the rooms in which you are meeting. 

Posters, brochures and flyers can all be used well to send messages around how families are 

welcome and part of the community. Search the Sikunye resources pages to find what may 

work in your context. 

 
 

Celebrate life 

Take and make opportunities to celebrate new life. Announce pregnancies and births (with 

permission), pray for families publicly at key milestones, use baby dedications or Christenings 

to communicate key beliefs, hold baby showers to bless new families. 

 
 

Discern how to welcome non-traditional families 

Every church will have family units that are not traditional (married mother and father with 

their own biological children). The complexity of each of these families means that the 

pastoral care you are providing towards them will vary in each case. Similarly, the way you 

lead your leaders and congregants to love, support and embrace them will vary. We 

encourage you to discern, given your theology and context, how you can pastorally care 

for different family units. 

 
 

Summary 

There are a range of things that model and communicate whether families in the FTD are 

welcome in your church community. We encourage you to explore what current practices 

and attitudes are and discern what you can start doing, stop doing or change in order to 

lead your congregation to being a place that warmly embraces, supports and welcomes 

families in the First Thousand Days. 
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