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To every child who ever stood on the sidewalk

and wondered whether anyone inside would notice.

Someone did.

And to the VBS workers and Youth Camp counselors

who gave their summers to be that someone.

Heaven knows what you did.

In Honor Of

This tribute is shared by both volumes in this pair — the children's table and the teens' table alike — because the work it honors was never divided between them.

This book is dedicated with deep gratitude to every child and teenager who has ever sat in a VBS classroom on a summer morning, or around a campfire on a summer night, and let a question rise up in them that they were not sure they were allowed to ask.

You were allowed. You are always allowed.

To the children who came every day of VBS even when nobody at home knew you were going. To the teenagers who got on the camp bus with something stirring in them they could not name. To every child who walked three blocks alone on a Sunday morning because something in them said this mattered enough to come. To every teenager who came home from camp different and had no one at home who understood why.

You are the reason this book exists.

And to the men and women who showed up.

To the VBS teachers who decorated their classrooms the Saturday before, who hot-glued cotton balls to cardboard arks at ten o’clock at night, who learned the motions to songs they would be singing in their sleep by Thursday, who looked a seven-year-old in the eye and said your question matters and meant it. You did not know which child at your table would carry what you said for the rest of their life. You said it anyway.

To the Youth Camp counselors who stayed up past midnight talking with a teenager who finally felt safe enough to say the thing they had been carrying for two years. Who sat with a thirteen-year-old on a dock under stars and answered the question honestly instead of giving the safe answer. Who drove an extra twenty minutes on a Sunday morning because a teenager needed a ride and nobody else was going to go get them. Who made the phone call that changed everything.

To the bus ministry workers who drove the same neighborhoods every Sunday morning and knocked on the same doors and loaded children onto the same bus and brought them to a place where someone was waiting to tell them they were loved by God. You were Luke 14:23 in a set of keys.

You will not all be remembered by name. The children you reached may not even remember your name. But the God who saw every Saturday morning of setup, every midnight conversation, every Sunday morning route, every hot-glued cotton ball keeps a different kind of record than we do.

He does not forget.
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Preface
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This is a book for families.

It is built around a table where four children sit down after the last evening of Vacation Bible School and begin asking the questions that VBS raised but did not fully answer. The questions are the ones your child is already carrying — whether being good gets you into heaven, why Jesus had to die, what baptism does, whether the Bible is true, why bad things happen to good people, and whether you can lose your salvation once you have it. These are not small questions. Children ask them earlier and feel them more deeply than adults usually realize. This book takes them seriously.

Before you read further, let me tell you something about how this book is designed so you can use it the way it was intended.

If your children are between the ages of seven and eleven, this book was written for exactly that age. You can read the dialogues aloud together, or give the book to your child to read, or read it yourself first and then go back through it with them. You do not have to read the whole book at once. Each dialogue stands on its own, and each one ends with a Note to Parents to help you carry the conversation home.

This is not only a children’s book to be handed to a child and set aside. It is a book for the parents too — for the mother and father who sat in church their whole lives and were never given honest answers to the questions their child is asking right now. If you find yourself learning something you were never taught this clearly, that is not a failure of your education. It is an invitation to keep going. The table is set for you too.

Use it the way your family needs it. Start where your children are. Trust that the table is set for them exactly where they are.

—   —   —
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I have been a pastor for thirty-five years. In those years I have sat with thousands of people — children who were confused, parents who were afraid, adults who had never been given honest answers to the questions they had been carrying since they were seven years old. The questions do not change much. The courage required to ask them out loud does.

The format of this book is Socratic dialogue. Socrates asks questions. Christian — a pastor with thirty-five years of ministry behind him — enters when the questions reach a depth that requires a word from someone who has lived with the answers long enough to know they hold. The children do the real work. They bring the questions they actually have, push back against the answers that do not satisfy them, and arrive at the truth through the conversation rather than being handed it from the front of a room.

That is intentional. Faith that is handed to a person is somebody else’s faith. Faith that a person arrives at through honest examination of honest questions is their own. The goal of every dialogue in this book is not to tell children what to believe. It is to give them the tools to examine what they have been told and find out whether it holds. It does. Every time. The truth is stronger than the question. It always has been.

These dialogues were not written for perfect families. They were written for families that are trying. For the child who came home from VBS with more questions than the VBS was equipped to answer. For the parent who sat in church their whole life and realizes they never got the honest answer to the question their child is asking right now. For every person who needed a table where the questions were safe and the answers were real.

—   —   —
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A word about the structure of this book before you begin.

The book is set at the children’s table. Four children — Emma, Noah, Marcus, and Lily, ages seven through eleven — sit down after the last evening of Vacation Bible School and begin asking the questions that VBS raised but did not fully answer. The dialogues are accessible to children in that age range but they do not condescend to them. Children this age are capable of more than they are usually given credit for. These dialogues take them seriously.

Every dialogue ends with a Note to Parents. This is the section where the pastoral work of the dialogue is translated into the practical work of the family conversation. What was covered. What it means for your specific child. What to say at home tonight. The dialogues at the table are not meant to replace the conversation at your table. They are meant to start it.

The book ends where every good conversation ends — not with everything resolved but with every person turned in the right direction, equipped with the questions that matter and the tools to keep pursuing the answers. The table does not close. It goes home with every person who sat at it. That was always the design.
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An Introduction
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The Children’s Table

The four children who sit at this table are not fictional props. They are composites of real children — children I have known in thirty-five years of ministry, children who have sat in Sunday school classes and VBS programs and pews across a hundred churches and come home still carrying the questions that nobody had time or training to answer fully.

Emma talks first and often. She has a believing home and a trusting posture and she receives a picture and is satisfied. But she does not let the conversation rest until the picture makes sense to her. She is the child who gets something that sounds right and then notices the moment it does not quite fit. She will not move on until it fits.

Noah is quiet for long stretches and then says the most precise thing at the table. He walked himself to VBS every morning for a week without anyone sending him. He comes from a house where faith was not modeled and he is building from scratch, in real time, with nobody at home to help him understand what is happening to him. He is the child who most needs the church to step toward him rather than waiting for him to come to it.

Marcus asks the hard questions bluntly and is sometimes more right than he realizes. His house is divided. His mother has left two churches. His brother has stopped going. He has been told things about God from multiple directions and none of them fully agree. He needs someone to follow the question past the safe stopping point and give him the real answer. When he gets it he takes it seriously. He just needs someone to trust him with it.

Lily has been in church her whole life and has been handed illustrations without the theology underneath them. She has asked the same question three times in three different places and received three different answers and none of them matched. She comes to the table with a notebook and a determination to close the gap between what she has been saying and what she actually understands. By the end of the dialogues the gap is measurably smaller.

These four children will ask you questions your own child is already carrying. The dialogues are designed to let your child hear the questions asked by someone their age and watch the questions taken seriously and answered completely. Not managed. Not simplified past the point of honesty. Answered. In language a seven-year-old can hold without losing the weight that an eleven-year-old needs to feel.

You do not have to be a theologian to read this with your child. You do not have to have all the answers before you sit down. The dialogues give you the answers. Your job is to sit beside your child while they receive them and then to continue the conversation at your own table when the book is closed.

One thing before you begin. These dialogues cover real theology at a real depth. They do not talk down to children. Some of the material — the Trinity, eternal security, the Lord’s Supper as covenant meal, the manuscript evidence for the Bible — is material that most adults were never given this clearly. If you find yourself learning something you did not know, that is not a failure of your education. It is an invitation to keep going. The table is set for you too.

—   —   —
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A note on how to use this book with your child.

You can read the dialogues aloud together. If you do, let your child take one of the character voices. Let them be Marcus. Let them be Emma. The act of speaking the questions out loud — as a character who is genuinely asking — does something that reading silently does not.

You can read each dialogue and then stop and ask your child the question Socrates asked at the end of the session. What did you learn? Not what happened in the dialogue. What did you personally take from it. The question is more important than the answer. The willingness to ask it is what keeps the conversation going.

You can use the Note to Parents at the end of each dialogue as a guide for the conversation you have at dinner, at bedtime, in the car. The Note gives you the specific points that were covered and the specific questions worth raising with your child. You do not have to cover all of them at once. Pick the one that matters most for your child right now.

You can read it alone first, without your child, and then go back through it with them. Reading it alone first lets you anticipate the questions your child will have and think through how you will handle them before the conversation begins.

However you use it — the goal is the same. Not that your child can recite the right answers. That your child owns the questions. That they know it is safe to ask them. That they know you are the person they can ask. That is the most important thing a believing parent can give a child. Not the answers delivered from authority. The willingness to sit at the table with them and find the answers together.
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A Note on the Characters
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The four children at this table are composites. They are not portraits of specific real people. They are portraits of real situations, real questions, real home environments, and real developmental stages that I have encountered across thirty-five years of ministry.

If your child sees themselves in one of these characters, that is not an accident. The characters were designed to be recognizable. The child from a divided home. The child who walked themselves to church because nobody brought them. The child who has been in church their whole life and has the illustrations without the truth underneath them. The child from a believing home who will not rest until the pieces fit. These are not types. They are people. Your people, most likely. The ones sitting across from you at dinner tonight.

Socrates is the questioner. He does not lecture. He does not deliver answers from a position of authority. He asks the question that the person in front of him is not yet asking and waits for them to follow it to where it leads. He is patient in a way that most adults in most rooms are not. He is the figure every child deserves to have in their life and rarely does — the person who takes their question seriously, follows it past the safe stopping point, and trusts them to handle the real answer.

Christian is the pastor. He has thirty-five years of ministry, a Provisionist soteriology, and a way of speaking to the person in the room rather than to the room. He does not enter every dialogue. He enters when the question has reached a depth that requires a word from someone who has lived with the answers long enough to know they hold under real pressure. When he enters he sits down first. He does not stand at the front. He is always a fellow traveler, never a lecturer.

The characters at this table are fictional. The questions they ask are not.
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How to Read This Book
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Here is how to use this book based on where your family is right now.

If your children are ages 7 through 11.

This book was written for exactly that age. Read the dialogues together or give the book to your child to read. Use the Notes to Parents at the end of each dialogue to guide your follow-up conversations. Take them in order, or take the one that answers the question your child is asking this week. Each dialogue stands on its own.

If you are a parent reading alone.

Read it through first. The dialogues will give you language for conversations you have been wanting to have with your child but did not know how to start. They will also give you the honest theological foundations for questions your child has asked that you have not been fully equipped to answer. You do not have to be a theologian to have these conversations. You have to be willing to sit at the table.

If you are a teacher or children’s ministry leader.

These dialogues work as a follow-up to Vacation Bible School, as a Sunday school series, or as a family discipleship resource. The questions they raise are exactly the questions the children in your ministry are already carrying. The dialogues are self-contained and each ends with a Note to Parents you can adapt for the home.

The table is set.

Sit down.

At the Table of the Children

Dialogues for Those Just Beginning to Ask

“But Jesus said, ‘Let the little children come to Me,

and do not forbid them; for of such is the kingdom of heaven.’”

Matthew 19:14

Dialogue One
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If You’re Good Enough, Does God Let You In?
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Emma answered first. She always answered first.

Emma: We learned that God loves us and if we believe in Jesus we go to heaven when we die. And if you’re good and you follow the rules.

Socrates looked at her. Not with the look of a teacher who has heard the right answer. With the look of someone who has noticed something worth following.

Socrates: You said two things. You said if we believe in Jesus. And then you said if you’re good and you follow the rules. Are those the same thing?

Emma opened her mouth and then stopped. She had always said them together. They had always been together. She looked at them now, side by side, and was not sure they fit the same way she thought they did.

Emma: I think so?

Socrates: You think they are the same thing?

Emma: Well — they kind of go together.

Socrates: How?

Emma: Because if you really believe in Jesus you would follow the rules. Because you love Him.

Socrates: All right. So the following the rules comes from the believing. Not the other way around.

Emma: Yeah. I think so.

Socrates: So which one gets you in?

Emma opened her mouth again and stopped again. Marcus had been listening with the expression of someone who is waiting for the right moment. This seemed like the right moment.

Marcus: My mom says if you’re good God lets you in. That’s what she’s always said. You be good, you go to heaven. You’re bad, you don’t.

Socrates: How good?

Marcus: Like — good. Not bad.

Socrates: What does bad mean?

Marcus: You know. Like really bad stuff. Stealing. Lying all the time. Hurting people.

Socrates: Have you done any of those things?

Marcus shifted. “I mean. Not really bad stuff.”

Socrates: Have you lied?

Marcus: Yeah, but —

Socrates: Have you hurt someone?

Marcus: Not on purpose.

Socrates: Have you taken something that wasn’t yours?

Marcus was quiet for a second too long.

Marcus: Once. But it was like a piece of gum.

Socrates: So you have lied, hurt someone, and stolen something.

Marcus: That’s not —

He stopped.

Marcus: Those were small things.

Socrates: Who decides how small is small enough?

Marcus looked at him. “I don’t know. God, I guess.”

Socrates: And what do you think God’s standard is?

Marcus: Better than that. Better than a piece of gum.

Socrates: Better than what, exactly? Better than you? Better than most people? Better than the worst people? What is the line?

Marcus leaned back in his chair. This was not going the direction he expected.

Marcus: I don’t know what the line is.

Socrates: Neither does anyone else. And that is worth thinking about. Every person who believes that being good enough gets you in has to answer the question of what enough means. And nobody can answer it the same way. The person who stole a piece of gum thinks the line is above where they are. The person who stole a car thinks the line is above where they are. The person who has done far worse finds a way to believe the line is still above where they are. Do you see the problem?

Lily: Everybody thinks they’re good enough.

Socrates: Yes.

Lily: But they can’t all be right.

Socrates: Can they?

Lily: No. Because if everybody’s above the line then the line doesn’t mean anything.

Socrates: And if the line doesn’t mean anything —

Lily: Then it’s not really a line.

She paused.

Lily: And then nobody actually knows if they’re in or out.

Socrates: Which is the exact situation most people are living in. Going through their lives believing they are probably good enough, with no way to verify it, hoping that when the moment comes the answer will be yes.

The table was quiet. Noah had not said anything. He was sitting with both hands flat on the table, looking at the space between them, thinking something he was not ready to say yet. Emma was frowning the way she frowned when she was working something out.

Emma: But we’re supposed to be good. God tells us to be good. In the Bible there are rules. The Ten Commandments. My Sunday school teacher said those matter.

Socrates: Do they?

Emma: Yes. I think so.

Socrates: Why would God give you rules if the rules don’t matter for getting in?

Emma looked at him. That was a good question. She did not have an answer for it.

Emma: I don’t know.

Socrates: Anyone?

Marcus was still thinking about the line. Lily was thinking about something else.

Lily: Maybe the rules aren’t about getting in. Maybe they’re about something else.

Socrates: What else could they be about?

She stopped, trying to find the shape of the thought.

Lily: Like — if you already know someone and you love them, you want to do what they want. Not because it gets you something. Just because you love them. My dad has rules in our house. And I follow them. But I’m not following them so he’ll let me stay in the house. I follow them because it’s his house and I love him and they make sense.

Socrates was still. He did the thing he did when someone had said something that deserved to sit in the room without being immediately handled. After a moment:

Socrates: So the rules, in your picture, come after the relationship. Not before it.

Lily: I think so.

Socrates: And the relationship itself — how does that start?

Lily: You trust the person. You decide they’re trustworthy.

Socrates: And with God?

Lily: You trust Him. You believe He is who He says He is.

Socrates: And when you do that — when you trust Him — what happens?

Emma: You’re in His family. You’re His.

Lily: And then the
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