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Introduction for Parents, Guardians, and Adults 

It was the day before Palm Sunday, and I found myself at a loss. Having previewed the Easter video for 

children’s worship with me a couple of days beforehand, my four year old daughter was standing in front of 

a stained glass window (shown below) at Home Moravian Church in Winston Salem. Her wide eyes stared 

up at Jesus, eyes closed, hanging on the cross. “Momma!” she exclaimed, “It’s the same story!” She 

continued to stand and stare, and I began nervously shifting my feet. I wanted so badly to move her to the 

next window, to usher her to the empty tomb, and to remind her that we are Easter people, not Good 

Friday people. But she wasn’t really interested in moving along just yet. She wanted to stay there for a 

while, and I didn’t really know what to do with that. 

It wasn’t long before I discovered that other parents in our congregation were struggling too. Some of 

them told me so outright, and some of them danced around the subject. It’s natural to want to rush to the 

empty tomb and declare victory. Unfortunately, the resurrection doesn’t mean all the much without the 

crucifixion, and we will do our children a disservice if we skip over the hard parts of the story. After all, the 

story of Jesus is our story, and maybe more importantly, it’s their story. As my daughter said, “It’s the 

same story!” They need to know their story, ugly parts and all. 

But how do we talk about it with them? It’s uncomfortable. It’s violent. It’s heartbreaking. We don’t want to 

expose them to those things and endanger their innocence. Or at least that’s what we tell ourselves. I 

wonder, though, how we expect them to engage in a world that is uncomfortable and violent and 

heartbreaking if we haven’t taught them the whole story. Their innocence is already in danger, and maybe 

the goal of parenting isn’t protecting innocence anyway. Maybe the goal of parenting is to give our kids 

the tools to choose hope and love in the face of fear and hatred. And if that’s what we want to do, the 

story of the crucifixion and resurrection is the most powerful tool in 

our toolbox.  

So, Jessica and I have written this for you. We hope it gives you 

some help. Our goal is that you will feel comfortable engaging in 

conversation with your children about the crucifixion  resurrection. 

We hope that your children will enter into the story in ways that 

help them grow in faith rather than frightening or upsetting them.  

We’ll be praying for you along the way, and our doors are open. We 

welcome companions on the journey as we explore the story 

together. 

 

Blessings, 

Rebecca Guzman   Rev. Jessica Tidwell-Weinzierl 

Director of Spiritual Formation Director of Youth Ministry 
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Discovering Your Own Atonement and Resurrection Theology 

It is unsurprising that, as with every other difficult part of parenting, the conversation around the crucifixion 

and resurrection and what it means for our kids will be a thousand times more difficult if we don’t 

understand what we ourselves believe. Spend some time with these five understandings, and figure out 

which one or which combination seems to fit for you (see our Questions for Thought p. 8.). We will reference 

these throughout the guide.  

1. “’Christus Victor’ (Christ the Victor)—This view sees Jesus Christ as doing battle with the 

powers of sin and evil and defeating them. Jesus is a kind of military hero in the war to 

save humanity—but unlike ordinary military heroes, Jesus lived a life of gentleness and 

compassion and he surrendered to death on a cross. On Easter, by God’s power Jesus 

was raised to new life and granted the victory that liberates humanity from the evil 

powers.”1 

2. “Substitution—This view sees Jesus on the cross as taking our place, substituting himself 

for us and taking on himself that anger of God and the punishment that is rightfully 

deserved by all of us as sinners.”1 

3.  “Moral Influence—This view sees what Jesus did on the cross as a powerful expression of 

God’s love for humanity. This extraordinary example leads and moves God’s people to 

repentance and the experience of reconciliation.”1 

4. A Suffering God — This view sees that, because God loves us, God shares in our suffering 

and brokenness. God suffers our pain alongside us. Jesus intentionally chose to be 

crucified, in part, to share in the suffering  and brokenness of his beloved children. In this 

view, Jesus took on the brokenness of his people through the crucifixion  in order for his 

resurrection to redeem  that suffering.2 

5. Crucifixion as Consequence – This view takes the emphasis off the crucifixion as part of 

Jesus’s redemptive work. This view sees Jesus’s redeeming purpose in his life’s work of 

wisdom teaching, of creating peace and justice, of healing, of how he practiced inclusive 

meals. In these things, Christ redeemed the world. But, these things upset the power 

balances of the empire and of religious structures, so while Jesus’s central goal was not 

the crucifixion, it was a natural consequence to Jesus living into his life’s purpose.3 

 

Consider how choosing to emphasize the crucifixion over the resurrection or vice versa impacts the way we 

live our lives. Presbyterians, and many other Christians, sometimes refer to themselves as “Easter People.” 

When we emphasize the centrality of the crucifixion, we can be tempted to stay in a place of guilt and 

shame, but when we emphasize the centrality of the resurrection, we are moved to be agents of hope in a 

scary world. This is not to say that talking about the crucifixion isn’t important—it is—but it is to say that the 

crucifixion is only significant in light of the resurrection, and vice versa. It’s a two-part story. The Confession 

of Belhar, adopted by the PC(USA) in 2015, states this quite beautifully:  

 

We believe • that God has entrusted the church with the message of reconciliation in and through Jesus 

Christ; that the church is called to be the salt of the earth and the light of the world, that the church is called 

blessed because it is a peacemaker, that the church is witness both by word and by deed to the new heaven 

and the new earth in which righteousness dwells. • that God’s lifegiving Word and Spirit has conquered the 

powers of sin and death, and therefore also of irreconciliation and hatred, bitterness and enmity, that God’s 

lifegiving Word and Spirit will enable the church to live in a new obedience which can open new possibilities 

of life for society and the world...4 
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Three to Five Year Olds 
 

Focus for this Age Group: Jesus came to teach 
every single person to love each other. Some 
people didn’t like what he had to say, and so 
he died. Jesus came back to life on Easter, 
because God is love, and love always wins. 
 
Do’s: 
• Do be clear and honest. Jesus died. Kids 

know people who die, and they can handle 
the word. 

• Do avoid extra graphic and violent 
information. Little kids don’t need to know 
about Jesus’s hands and feet being nailed 
to the cross, or that he was whipped, etc. 

• Do use storybooks. 
• Do answer questions honestly, but like 

with every other difficult conversation, 
answer ONLY the question they ask. 

• Do acknowledge images of the crucifixion 
matter-of-factly if you come across them, 
but don’t seek them out at this age. 

• Do avoid making the jump to any 
atonement theology. Kids this age can’t 
understand it. 

 
Questions for Conversation: 
• Wonder statements are very powerful at 

this age. For example, “I wonder what 
Jesus’ friends felt like when he died.” 

• Let your child lead the conversation 
 
Recommended Resources: 

The Story of Easter, Patricia Pingry, 
illustrated by Rebecca 
Thornburgh, 2012. 
 
 

Journey, Easter Journey,  
by Dandi Daley and Gene 
Barretta, 2004. 

Six to Seven Year Olds 
 

Focus for this Age Group: Jesus wanted 
everyone to be included. The people in charge 
didn’t like that—they wanted to keep 
everything for themselves. So they killed 
Jesus. God’s dream is for everyone to be loved 
and included, so God raised Jesus from the 
dead to show it. 
 
Do’s: 
• Do let your child lead the conversation.   
• Do let your child explore their own 

meanings without steering them. 
• Do continue to be clear and honest. 
• Do answer difficult questions that your 

child might ask. 
• Do engage the story of Jesus’ death and 

resurrection more than just at Easter. 
• Do emphasize seasons of the church year. 
• Do remember that you are the expert on 

your own child. You know what your child 
can handle. 

 
Questions for Conversation: 
• What does this story mean to you? 
• How do you think Jesus came back to life? 
• What are your questions about this story? 
• Wonder statements are still very powerful. 
 

Recommended Resources: 
The Story of Easter DVD, Spark 
Story Bible Adventures 
 
The Story of Easter: A Spark 
Bible Story, by Martina Smith, 
illustrated by Peter 
Grosshauser and Ed Temple. 

(Please note that if you have a Spark Bible, this 
story is included in it. Do not purchase in that 
case.) 

 
God Gave Us Easter, Lisa 
Tawn Bergren, illustrated by 
Laura J. Bryant, 2013. 

https://www.amazon.com/Story-Easter-Patricia-Pingry/dp/0824956370
https://www.amazon.com/Journey-Easter-Dandi-Daley-Mackall/dp/B0007ULXC2
https://www.wearesparkhouse.org/store/product/22411/The-Story-of-Easter
https://www.beamingbooks.com/shop/product/21188/The-Story-of-Easter-A-Spark-Bible-Story?domainRedirect=true
https://www.beamingbooks.com/shop/product/21188/The-Story-of-Easter-A-Spark-Bible-Story?domainRedirect=true
https://www.amazon.com/Gave-Easter-Lisa-Tawn-Bergren/dp/0307730727
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Eight to Ten Year Olds 

 
Focus for this age group: The crucifixion and 
resurrection can be complicated. Different 
people believe different things. Here’s what 
we know: Jesus’ death, in every 
understanding, is the ultimate act of love, and 
his resurrection is the ultimate victory over 
evil. 
 
Do’s: 
• Do use literature to engage themes of 

resurrection.  
• Do remember that the resurrection is a 

mystery, even for those of us who have 
been engaging it for a lifetime! 

• Do begin to read at least parts of the story 
from an appropriate translation of the 
Bible. 

• Do tell the story without fear. 
• Do start to explore the different meanings 

of the cross. 
• Do know that many kids this age still can’t 

grasp abstract thoughts, but that doesn’t 
mean they can’t explore them. 

 
Questions for Conversation: 
• Why do you think Jesus died on the cross? 
• What does the story mean to you? 
• Where do you see yourself in the story? 
 
 
Recommended Resources: 

The Easter Story, Brian Wildsmith, 
2000. As you read this story, 
engage with your child’s senses. 
What did it smell, taste, feel, and 
sound like? 
 

 
Make Room: A Child’s Guide to 
Lent and Easter by Laura Alary, 
illustrated by  Ann Boyajian, 2016. 

Media as a Tool for Conversation 
 
Themes of restoration, rebirth, and redemption 
are everywhere in media—particularly in books, 
movies, and music. These are great ways to 
engage with one another in conversations 
around the death and resurrection of Jesus. It’s 
easier, sometimes, to start with the media and 
work backwards to the Bible. 
 
We find resurrection themes in children’s 
movies. Consider how Elsa makes her own hell 
in frozen, only to be saved by “true love” in 
Frozen. What about Simba’s exile and 
triumphant return in The Lion King? Think about 
the words Moana uses when returns the heart 
of Te Fiti and restores life to the islands: “This is 
not who you are. You know who you are.” It’s 
powerful stuff! 
 
Often, literature will open a window into the 
resurrection. Of course, C.S. Lewis’ Chronicles 
of Narnia series is a wonderful allegory (don’t 
forget they’ve been made into movies!). And 
consider this quote from J.R.R. Tolkien in 
Return of the King: “Gandalf! I thought you were 
dead! But then I thought I was dead myself. Is 
everything sad going to come untrue? What's 
happened to the world?"  
 
Here’s an example.  Kesha performed her song, 
“Praying,” at the 2018 Grammys after four 
years of legal conflict with her former manager, 
Dr. Luke. It would have been a perfect time to 
talk with a teenager about how the 
performance (and the ensuing reaction on 
social media) can shed light on the Easter story. 
In other words, what is Kesha teaching us about 
renewal, redemption, and hope?   
 
If you keep your eyes open, you won’t have to 
look hard to find your own examples, but if you 
need help with books, check out http://
storypath.upsem.edu/.  
 
 

https://www.amazon.com/Easter-Story-Brian-Wildsmith/dp/0802851894
https://www.amazon.com/Easter-Story-Brian-Wildsmith/dp/0802851894
https://www.amazon.com/Make-Room-Childs-Guide-Easter/dp/1612616593
https://www.amazon.com/Make-Room-Childs-Guide-Easter/dp/1612616593
http://storypath.upsem.edu/
http://storypath.upsem.edu/
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Stop Right Here! 

The story of the crucifixion and resurrection – what a difficult story to talk about! And yet, 
for much of the Christian tradition, it is one of our primary formative stories.  

So even if your child is currently a middle or high school student, it is vital for you to take a 
peek at this whole packet. Really! If you are an adult, either reading this for yourself or reading 
this because of your connection to middle and high school students, please don’t skip over the 
first four stages of exploring the crucifixion and the resurrection. While we may have tailored 
those pieces towards certain age groups, in many ways, those pieces are fundamental tools we 
need on our faith journeys as we learn the basics of this formative faith story and seek to grow in 
our understanding of it.  

 

What’s different with youth?  

Students in this age range begin to grasp abstract thought in unprecedented ways. The 
change from thinking in concrete terms about faith to thinking in abstract terms about faith is 
different for every student. But as this change occurs, students become more ready to think 
through the meaning of the crucifixion and resurrection in new ways. For many, the story be-
comes more complicated and even uncomfortable. Some might read this this formative faith sto-
ry as they always have. Other students might feel challenged by the story to rethink how they 
have previously understood it. Others might even begin to struggle with the story and with the 
hard questions it raises. And that’s okay! Remember, this is a hard story. It holds graphic violence 
and cruelty. However you understand Jesus’s crucifixion and the redemption that follows, you 
cannot ignore the evil that precedes the resurrection. Jesus is beaten, suffers terribly on the 
cross, and ultimately, Jesus dies by capital punishment.  

So how do we continue the conversation with our students while they continue to explore 
how the crucifixion and resurrection interacts with their faith? Keep talking with them. Let them 
ask questions that might feel uncomfortable. If it is appropriate for your child (whom you know 
best!!), consider exploring other points of view, even if you disagree with those views. How much 
better is it for your children to learn other points of view in a safe and loving environment with 
you, rather than learn them in potentially less loving contexts as young adults?  

As difficult as the first part of this story is to talk about, it is important to remember: his 
story would be a tragedy, except because of what happens next. Jesus rises from the dead, and 
Jesus shows that love heals all brokenness, even the ultimate brokenness in death! This some-
times raises hard questions for students, too, such as why does the brokenness still exist? How 
does the healing of Christ live alongside all of this brokenness?  

But it can also lead us to our most important question of all: How do we keep finding hope 
and love in the face of fear and hatred?   

And, if at any point, you feel uncomfortable with or even hurt by a question your child asks or a 

statement your child makes, REMEMBER THIS: they are at the start of a journey to understand the cross 

and resurrection on their own terms. Curiosity and exploration is how they get there!  Remind your child 

that she or he belongs to God, no matter what they ask or where they go on the journey of faith.   
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Middle School Youth 

Focus for this Age Group: The cross and res-
urrection are two parts of the same story, 
which begins with brokenness and death and 
ends with healing and resurrection. Christ’s 
resurrection is the promise that God sees the 
wounds of the world, and instead of turning 
away, Christ experiences our deepest pain 
and heals it. 
 
Do’s: 
• Do encourage your child to read the story. 
• Do initiate the conversation with your 

child with open ended questions.  
• Do ask your child what they  know or re-

member of the story.  
• Do ask your child to explain how they un-

derstand the story.  
• Do encourage your child to lead the con-

versation and ask honest questions. 
• Do remember that it’s okay to  say “I don’t 

know.” 
• If you don’t know an answer, do  commit 

to exploring that question together.  
• Do explore different meanings of the 

cross. Remember, you know your child 
best, and you know their sensitivities.   

 
Questions for Conversation: 
• What do you remember about the story of 

Jesus’s crucifixion? Of Jesus’s resurrec-
tion?  

• What does resurrection mean to you?  
• Why do you think Jesus died?  
• Why do you think Jesus was resurrected? 
• Where have you seen God’s healing be-

fore?  
 
Recommended Resources: 
The Jesus Gap: What Teens Actually Believe 
About Jesus  by Jen Bradbury. This 2014 study 
explores what teenagers understand about Je-
sus—an important place to start if you are having 
conversations about the crucifixion and resurrec-
tion! This is a great way for adults to  begin think-
ing about how to ask your student what they re-
ally believe about Jesus.  

High School Youth 
 
Focus for this Age Group:  Stories about 
brokenness and healing extend beyond 
physical wounds—just as the power of love in 
Jesus’s death and resurrection extends beyond 
the events of the cross and Easter Sunday. 
Jesus’s whole life of teaching, healing, loving all
(even the people others excluded), his death, 
and his resurrection played a part in the whole 
story of  God’s redemption of all of creation.  
 
Do’s: 
• Do encourage your child to read the story. 
• Do initiate the conversation with your child 

with open ended questions.  
• Do ask your child what they think and feel 

about the cross and resurrection. 
• Do explore other understandings of the cross 

together (see the resource on p.2). 
• Do help your child ask honest, even 

uncomfortable, questions.  
• Do remember to say it’s okay to say, “I don’t 

know” and commit to exploring possible 
answers together.  

• Do share how your understanding of the 
cross and resurrection may have grown.  

 
Questions for Conversation: 
• What surprises you about the crucifixion 

story? What challenges you?  
• What excites you? What feels 

uncomfortable?  
• What does the story of the cross and 

resurrection mean to you?  
 
Recommended Resources: 
How to Talk so Teens Will Listen, & Listen so Teens 
Will Talk If you need some hints on how to open 
conversation with your teenager, this is an 
awesome resource.   
 
Love Wins by Rob Bell. A popular book about why 
redemption is needed and what Christ’s redemption 
accomplished. Your student is likely to encounter 
Bell in many Christian contexts and might benefit 
from exploring Bell’s perspective with you first.  

https://theyouthcartel.com/product/the-jesus-gap/
https://theyouthcartel.com/product/the-jesus-gap/
https://www.amazon.com/How-Talk-Teens-Will-Listen/dp/0060741260
https://www.amazon.com/How-Talk-Teens-Will-Listen/dp/0060741260
https://www.amazon.com/Love-Wins-About-Heaven-Person-ebook/dp/B004IWR3CE
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Additional Recommended Resources  

The Day the Stones Walked by T. A. Barron  (Author),  William Low (Illustrator) 

Good News, Bad News by Jeff Mack 

When The Wind Stops by Charlotte Zolotow  (Author),  Stefano Vitale (Illustrator) 

Being Presbyterian in the Bible Belt: A Theological Survival Guide for Youth, Parents, and other Confused 

Presbyterians by Ted V. Foot, Jr and P. Alex Thornburg 

The Meaning of Jesus: Two Visions by Marcus Borg and N.T. Wright  

 

Questions for Thought from Page 3 

Consider the following: 
 
• Which of these understandings of what happened in the crucifixion and resurrection do I find 

the most compelling? 
• How does my understanding of the crucifixion and resurrection affect my relationship with  

God? 
• At different times in my life, have different understandings taken the forefront? Why or why 

not? To what effect? 
• Reading through the gospels, what different kinds of theology do I see? 
• Is it possible for faithful Christians to have different understandings of the atonement? Why or 

why not? 
 

Notes 

Footnotes from Page 3: 

1 Ted. V Foote Jr. and P. Alex Thornburg, Being Presbyterian in the Bible Belt: A Theological Survival Guide for Youth, Parents, and 

Other Confused Presbyterians (Kentucky: Geneva Press, 2000), 30-31. 

2 Alister E. McGrath Christian Theology: An Introduction, 5th Ed (London: John Wiley & Sons, Ltd, Publication, 2011), 205-207. 

3 Borg, Marcus J. and N.T. Wright. The Meaning of Jesus: Two Visions (New York: HarperCollins Publishers, 1999), 81-82.  

4 Confession of Belhar, Article 3. https://www.pcusa.org/site_media/media/uploads/theologyandworship/pdfs/belhar.pdf 

https://www.amazon.com/Day-Stones-Walked-T-Barron/dp/0399242635
https://www.amazon.com/Good-News-Bad-Jeff-Mack/dp/1452101108/ref=tmm_hrd_title_0?ie=UTF8&qid=1394798504&sr=8-1
https://www.amazon.com/When-Wind-Stops-Charlotte-Zolotow/dp/0064434729/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1331228882&sr=1-1
https://www.amazon.com/s/ref=nb_sb_noss?url=search-alias%3Daps&field-keywords=being+presbterian+in+the+bible+belt
https://www.amazon.com/s/ref=nb_sb_noss?url=search-alias%3Daps&field-keywords=being+presbterian+in+the+bible+belt
https://www.amazon.com/Meaning-Jesus-Two-Visions/dp/0061285544/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1520879203&sr=8-1&keywords=the+meaning+of+Jesus%3A+two+visions

