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WE STARTED ORANGE 
SEVERAL YEARS AGO 
TO “INFLUENCE THOSE 
WHO INFLUENCE THE 
NEXT GENERATION.”
O U R  P R E M I S E  I S  S I M P L E .

If you combine the heart of the family (red) 

with the light of the church (yellow), 

you will make a greater impact. 

Heart of Family + Light of Church = Orange

This idea is built on the notion that . . .

Two combined influences will make a greater impact than 
just two influences. 

This mindset is championed by an innovative, passionate 

group of leaders who come from various styles and sizes of 

churches. These leaders are collectively beginning a revolution 

as thought leaders and pioneers who are determined to build 

authentic faith in the next generation.

This book is a concise guide to some of the common values
that connect these individuals we see as a new kind of leader.
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WIDE OPEN

In Bethel Church, outside of Wrightsville, Georgia, there 
hangs an oil painting of Jesus knocking on a door.

The painting is the artwork of Geneva Delphia Bray, who was 

born in 1883, on a farm about a mile down a country dirt road 

from Bethel Church. 

There was nothing exceptionally noteworthy about Geneva’s 

life; except that she lived through . . . 

two world wars, 

the Great Depression, 

women’s suffrage, 

the Civil Rights Movement, 

the Vietnam War, 

the invention of Apple computers, 

and 23 of our nation’s presidents. 

Most people who knew Geneva knew . . .
she lived in the white farmhouse on Bill Oliver Road.

she spent most of her life without indoor plumbing.

she once tied a duck to a table so she could paint its picture.
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Only a few people who knew Geneva knew…
she never married because of a broken heart.

she was forced to quit her education because her dad decided 

it was a waste of money to send a girl to college.

she never drove a car—however, in her fifties, she did hitch a 

ride every weekend to finish that college degree.

Probably the most remarkable thing about Geneva was that 

she taught elementary school for forty years. It’s hard to tell 

how many children she influenced—but I know of one.

She was a nine-year-old girl who almost became an orphan. 

The girl’s birth mother gave her up for adoption shortly after 

she was born. Then her adoptive parents each committed 

suicide one year apart. Alone at nine years old, no one wanted 

to assume responsibility for her. Until Geneva said, “Well, no 

one has asked me if I would take her!” 

So at 54 years of age, Geneva opened her door and raised the 

little girl as her own. That girl was my mom. And from that day 

when my mom walked through the door of that old farmhouse, 

Geneva became known to our family as Aunt Nennie. 
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It’s sobering to think about the difference one person can 
make in someone else’s future. 

Of course, there were others who impacted my mom through 

the years. Like most of us, a number of people influenced 

her life by showing up at just the right time. But there is no 

doubt that one person radically changed the direction of my 

mom’s story. 

More than likely, Aunt Nennie never fully realized the kind 

of impact she made in Mom’s life and the lives of our entire 

family. When you invest in someone else, you seldom see 

immediate results. You typically don’t realize in the present 

how you are affecting someone else’s future.

I’m sure Aunt Nennie had no idea when she opened her 

door, built an extra bedroom onto the farmhouse, cooked a 

country diet of fried chicken and creamed corn, made Mom 

attend Bethel Church every week, pushed Mom to make good 

grades, intimidated all of Mom’s potential boyfriends, helped 

Mom get into college, paid for Mom’s wedding, and loved 

Mom unconditionally, that it would have a ripple effect on the 

faith of generations.



W I D E  O P E N

1 1

As a kid, I used to sit in Bethel Church on Sundays and 
stare at Aunt Nennie’s picture of Jesus.

It helped distract me from the hard pews and the long 

sermons, not to mention the Georgia summer heat. 

I remember asking her one day, “So whose house is Jesus 

knocking on?” She explained, “It’s not really a house. It’s the 

door to your heart. That’s why Jesus said, ‘I stand at the door 

and knock; if anyone hears my voice and opens the door, I will 

come in and eat with that person and they with me.’” Then, 

after looking at the picture closely, I told her it didn’t seem 

like she had finished painting it. “Why do you think that?,” she 

asked. And I answered, “Because you didn’t put a handle on 

the door.” 

Aunt Nennie smiled and explained, “Oh, I did that on 

purpose. The door can only be opened from the inside. That’s 

because Jesus never forces his way into anyone’s life. You have 

to invite Him in. Once you do, He invites you into a different 

kind of life.”

I wish I could have heard Aunt Nennie explain that picture to 

my mom as a nine-year-old girl. Mom had known enough pain, 

unpredictability, and rejection that I’m sure she was ready to 

be invited into a different kind of life. 
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I imagine as soon as she heard that Jesus was knocking, 
she swung the door to her heart open pretty fast. And I’m

positively sure that once she opened the door to her heart, 

she forgot to close it back. She just left it wide open for 

anyone else to come in too. 

This was also true in a literal sense. When we were growing 

up, the door to our house stayed unlocked and everyone knew 

they didn’t have to knock before coming inside. 

The problem is that sometimes Mom assumed that everyone 

else should leave their doors open too. She had a tendency 

to invite herself into everyone’s lives without knocking—

every waitress, every stranger, every relative, everyone else’s 

relative, every co-worker, every pastor, and even her daughter-

in-laws. 

Yes, there were times when she got carried away. And no, 

sometimes she did not understand healthy boundaries. But 

I’m glad she chose to live life with an open door instead of 

the alternative. Mom simply made the assumption that when 

you welcome Jesus into your house or heart, then you have to 

welcome everyone else the way Jesus would. That’s just how 

it works. You simply can’t close the door behind Jesus if you 

really understand the Gospel.
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I hate to admit it, but sometimes I look at a child’s 
situation and wonder, “Will believing in Jesus really make a 
difference in this kid’s life?”

Then I think about my mom.

And I am reminded of what can happen to the future of any 

child or teenager who welcomes Jesus into their life. I am 

more convinced than ever that leading kids into a relationship 

with Jesus is worth it. 

There will probably be times when you wonder if what you are 

doing for a kid really matters. You may even question, “Am I 

good enough, smart enough, or even qualified enough to help 

a child?”

The more important question is: “Do you care enough?” 

Opening your door to a child doesn’t mean you have to let 

someone move into your house, but it does imply that you are 

willing to assume a role in shaping a child’s faith. 

If I could introduce you to Aunt Nennie, I know she would tell 

you it’s worth it to show up for a child. I also think she would 

probably say, “When Jesus knocks on your door, expect there 

to be some kids behind Him waiting to come in.”
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This book is built on the assumption that:

Somewhere along your path, 
an adult opened the door for you.

If you’re reading this, it could be because someone is trying to 

manipulate you into caring about kids the same way someone 

cared about you.

That’s okay.

If you had . . .

a mother who gave birth to you,

a guardian who didn’t let you starve to death,

a teacher who kept pushing you to learn something,

or any adult who kept you from running into the middle of a 

busy street,

then you should be willing to give a little of your time to a kid.

Think about it this way:

If you presently exist, it’s only because someone, somewhere, 

cared enough to be present in your life.

It’s easy to forget that it took a few caring adults to help you 

make it through your childhood.
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And if someone gave you enough time and attention to help 

you get where you are, then you should probably do the same 

for some

sweaty

sticky

smelly

snotty

snobby

selfish

stubborn

CHILD who acts like you did when you were that age.

Most of you have a short list of names of people who 

impacted your childhood and teenage years. When those 

individuals intersected with your world, they became a new 

kind of leader. 

They were not new in the sense that 

they had never led anything before or

they were radically different than other leaders. 

But they were new because . . .

their influence gave you a new direction. 

their belief in you gave you a new sense of worth. 

they showed up at a new phase of your life, 

and in some new way helped shape your future. 
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There are pivotal moments in every kid’s life when they 
need a new kind of leader who will show them something 
new about God or life. 

Someone did that for you and the challenging question this 

book asks is, “How will you do it for someone else?” 

If you are presently making an investment in a child or 

teenager, it’s probably not because you are . . .

a skilled communicator,  

a celebrity who raised millions for a cause,  

or a professional expert who advocates for kids. 

You do it simply because you love a child or teenager and care 

about their future faith. 

The fact that you are reading this book suggests there is a 

spark of interest and concern for some kid’s future. That’s all 

it takes to get started. So get ready. If this book came with a 

warning label, it would say, “Opening your door to kids will 

change you more than it changes them.”

We hope these pages will help you reimagine how you can 

love and lead the next generation. There are kids everywhere 

that need a new kind of leader.



W I D E  O P E N

1 7



1
THERE’S A NEW KIND OF 
LEADER WHO BELIEVES

KIDS 
MATTER

MORE THAN ADULTS
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MAYBE YOU’RE THINKING THAT THE 
STATEMENT, “KIDS MATTER MORE  
THAN ADULTS,” IS A LITTLE EXTREME. 
IF YOU’RE AN ADULT, YOU MIGHT BE 
EVEN SLIGHTLY OFFENDED. 

Before you discredit the idea as too radical, think about it. 

Even your dog figures this out pretty quickly. When a new 

baby arrives, everyone’s status changes. 

I’m not trying to devalue any human at any stage of life. The 

statement isn’t intended to imply that an adult’s life has any 

less value than a kid’s life, nor that the world should in any 

way revolve around a child. What it does suggest is that if you 

want to affect the way a generation sees the world, then it 

makes sense to start influencing their character and faith when 

they are young. 

Every expert agrees that the first eighteen years of a 

person’s life are extremely crucial in laying a foundation 

for their future. But the tension is that even though a lot of 

people might agree that kids matter, sometimes we fail to 

act like it. What if there really was a new kind of leader who 

believed that every phase of a kid’s life—from birth through 

adolescence—really matters? 
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What if you started acting like

WHAT YOU DO FOR KIDS IS MORE IMPORTANT 
THAN ANYTHING ELSE YOU DO. 

By kids, we mean anyone who is not yet an adult.

And no, that does not include Uncle Frank and his fourth-

grade sense of humor. We are thinking of anyone between the 

ages of zero and around twenty. 

It may not seem like what you do for kids is all that significant. 

Sometimes it’s just . . . 

showing up to change a diaper.

remembering the name of a pet goldfish.

filling endless quantities of water balloons.

writing a text to say you’re praying for their test.

Even when it seems insignificant, what you do for a kid early 

on will leave an impression. And early impressions matter 

more than we think. 

Sue Gerhardt, a researcher on emotional health in children, 

says a child’s brain “is built up through actual experiences. 

What you put in is more or less what you get out.”1

1 - Sue Gerhart, Why Love Matters: How Affection Shapes a Baby’s Brain (New York: 
Routledge, 2005), 89
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That’s why what you do for a kid is like making an investment. 

It gains more value over time.

The sooner you start paying in, the greater the return will be 

later. The longer you wait, the less you earn.

Simply put:

Making deposits in someone’s life while they are young will 

earn more interest. 

When you wait until they’re adults, the gains are slower. 

We could restate the original principle this way:

What you do now for a kid is more important 
than what you do for them later as an adult.

Our team is leading an in-depth research project called “It’s 

Just a Phase.” Our goal is to interview reputable educators, 

counselors, and pediatricians, and to review the best books 

ever written on the topic of child development. What we 

are discovering both confirms and challenges much of what 

we believe about shaping the faith and character of kids. 

These discoveries are also launching a new initiative in our 

organization to influence parents and leaders to rethink how 

they love and lead kids.2

2 Follow along with this initiative at www.justaphase.com
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Imagine if you waited until a child became an adult before you 

taught him or her to read. Parents who want their child to become 

educated adults enroll their child in school. They pack a backpack 

for today, so their child is educated for the future. 

No wonder adult governments pass common-sense laws to 

ensure the educational and physical well-being of the average 

child. Why? Because what happens to kids matters more.

According to the World Health Organization, “The early years 

of life are crucial in influencing a range of health and social 

outcomes across the lifecourse. Research now shows that many 

challenges in adult society—mental health problems, obesity, 

stunting, criminality, heart disease, competence in literacy and 

numeracy—have their roots in early childhood.”3

So if it’s important to start guarding the mental and physical 

health of a kid’s life now, then what about their moral, emotional, 

relational, and spiritual growth? It’s naïve to think that what 

happens in a kid’s life now really doesn’t matter as much as 

what happens to them later. It’s not a leap to suggest that what 

happens now in their life relationally and spiritually will also 

impact their future in exponential ways. The early years shape so 

much of an individual’s sense of purpose, belonging, and identity. 

3 - Lori G. Irwin Arjumand Siddiqi Clyde Hertzman, Early Child Development: A 
Powerful Equalizer, Final Report for the World Health Organization’s 
Commission on the Social Determinants of Health, June 2007, 4 
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Here’s another thought:

what your church does for kids is more important than 
anything else your church does.

I know what you’re thinking. 

Preschoolers take up a lot of room.

Children can’t sit sill. 

Teenagers don’t dress appropriately. 

But what you do for kids matters both for kids and for 

your church.

What you do for kids will transform 

the culture of your church. 

Something transformational happens in churches when more 

children and teenagers are around.

Parents become more engaged.

Volunteers become more motivated. 

Staffs become more focused.

Everybody becomes more involved.

Your church will love deeper, think harder, laugh louder, and 

pray more. I might even make the argument that your pastor’s 

sermons could become more interesting. (But I don’t want to 

overpromise.) I do believe a few more kids can change the 

dynamic and the energy of your entire church.
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What you do for kids will keep your 

church from dying.

The age of the average church member increases by seven 

years every decade and in the next ten years, the average 

age of members in many mainline denominations will be 

over sixty. In most places, the average age of a churchgoer is 

fifteen years older than the surrounding community members. 

Basically, churches are “greying” because members are 

getting older, and younger families are just not attending. The 

only way to reverse the trend is to reach more kids. 

That’s one reason you might consider opening the door a little 

wider for kids in your community—just to make sure that the 

doors of your church are never permanently closed. 

That’s what Dalton Baptist Church, a congregation near 

Scranton, Pennsylvania, did. There were barely a dozen 

senior adults left attending the church so they voted to do 

something unusual. Instead of letting their church age out 

of existence, they donated their building to a youth ministry 

from a church up the street. When asked why they did it, one 

of the elders replied, “We believe it’s our mission to keep the 

doors open.”
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Maybe you should take your cue from Jesus.

Think about how Jesus challenged His culture to shift the 
way they thought about children.

Jesus evidently had a pretty high opinion of kids.

Remember, He actually said, “Whoever welcomes one such 

child in my name welcomes me.”

In other words, He said, “I want you to treat kids like you 

would treat me. And by the way, just in case you haven’t 

figured it out by now, I am God. So just make sure you 

understand that when you welcome kids, it’s like you are 

welcoming God.”

Okay, that’s a paraphrase, but you have to admit,

Jesus made every kid a pretty big deal.

It was like Jesus was suggesting . . . 

no one should feel more welcome at your church than a 

screaming baby. 

no one should feel more welcome at your church than a 

bratty kid. 

no one should feel more welcome at your church than a 

hormonal middle schooler. 

no one should feel more welcome at your church than a 

defiant teenager.
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So what if kids don’t . . .

sound like God. 

act like God. 

smell like God.

You should welcome every kid and every teenager as if you 

were welcoming God. And if there’s one thing Jesus modeled 

for us clearly, it was that the people who follow Him should 

welcome kids. 

Jesus positioned Himself as the way to know God, then He 

threw the door wide open. 

That’s why the Pharisees panicked. They had an identity crisis 

because there were people walking through the door who 

didn’t look like they did.

If everyone in your church is comfortable with who is showing 

up on Sundays, then you haven’t opened the door wide 

enough.

You can almost hear Jesus saying, “See those tax collectors, 

let them in!” “See those prostitutes, let them in!” “See that 

Samaritan woman, let her in!” “See those middle schoolers, let 

them in!”  

That’s why He’s expecting you to keep the door open.
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KIDS NEED A NEW KIND OF LEADER WHO WILL

VOLUNTEER TO DO SOMETHING MORE.

Maybe you should just simply decide:

You will do what someone did for you.

You will do what you wish someone had done for you. 

You will do what you hope someone will do 

for your kid or grandkid one day.

Let’s pretend I was your pastor (now, that’s a scary thought). 

But if I were, here’s what I might say:

“No one can volunteer for anything until we have enough 

leaders for kids and teenagers.”

“We are canceling Sunday morning adult classes,  

so you no longer have an excuse.”

“If you haven’t volunteered for over two years,  

you need to go to another church.”
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Okay, maybe I shouldn’t have to say any of those things and 

you should just do one of the following:

1 2 3

If you are not 

volunteering, start.

Don’t wait to be 

asked. Take the 

initiative.  

If you are 

volunteering 

some, 

consider 

volunteering more.

Getting more 

involved will 

change 

you more than 

them.

If you are 

volunteering a lot, 

go find someone 

else to volunteer 

with you.

The best new 

volunteers are 

usually recruited 

by the best 

already-existing 

volunteers.
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VOLUNTEER TO DO 
SOMETHING MORE

K I D S  N E E D  
A  N E W  K I N D 
O F  L E A D E R 
W H O  W I L L

W H A T  I F  Y O U  S T A R T E D  A C T I N G  L I K E

WHAT YOU DO FOR KIDS IS 
MORE IMPORTANT THAN 
ANYTHING ELSE YOU DO

M O R E  T H A N  A D U LT S

K I D S 
M A T T E R
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MAKE A LIST HERE OF TWO OR THREE PEOPLE WHO INSPIRED 

YOU WHEN YOU WERE A CHILD OR TEENAGER. 

DESCRIBE HOW THEY MADE YOU FEEL. 

LIST A FEW OF THEIR QUALITIES.
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MAKE A LIST OF PEOPLE YOU KNOW YOU COULD 

RECOMMEND AS VOLUNTEERS.



W H O E V E R ,  W H AT E V E R ,  W H E R E V E R
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IF YOU BELIEVE             DO SOMETHING

KIDS MATTER

A STRATEGY MATTERS

YOUR CHURCH MATTERS

EVERY FAMILY MATTERS

THE TRUTH MATTERS

DOING GOOD MATTERS

WHAT YOU DO 
THIS WEEK MATTERS

VOLUNTEER TO 
DO SOMETHING MORE

PLAY AS A TEAM

IMPROVE THE 
ENVIRONMENT

CONNECT WITH 
A PARENT

THINK LIKE 
SOMEONE ELSE

ENLIST A TEENAGER 
TO SERVE

KEEP SHOWING UP
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