
Messy Church

Get Messy: Aussie Add-Ons 
Welcome to Get Messy Aussie Add-Ons. 

When summer finally roles around and all the Christmas parties, break up 
celebrations and family get togethers are finally done and dusted often the last 
thing anyone wants to do is organise Messy Church. In this edition we will explore 
how and why we might continue to gather as a community over the holidays. With 
practical tips and questions to ponder as a team it is our hope that you will take 
some time this holiday season to revisit the values of  Messy Church and evaluate 
what it means to share our messy lives together all year round.

Think about 
Messy Summer Hacks

Being Messy Church Through Holiday Seasons

Experience
Camping in the Cosmos

Face of  God stones
Ladders

Cosmic Food options

Celebrate
Stairway to Heaven - Pass the Parcel

Jacob Under the Stars
‘I Wonder..’ Prayer

Stars and Sunrise Prayer
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Messy Church

Most Messy Churches do not run a January gathering. There are lots of  reasons 
for this: people are away over the holidays, leaders are tired and need a break, 
most other things wind down at this time of  the year. Also the resources which 
often come out of  the Northern hemisphere are often not really applicable to 
the middle of  the Australian summer. And so we rest. This is understandable. 

Messy Church leadership can often feel overwhelming. It can be difficult to 
build a team that is both willing and available. There are many components to 
running a fruitful Messy Church gathering: 
• planning, organising, resourcing and facilitating the activities; 
• planning purchasing, cooking and serving the food; 
• planning, resourcing and leading the celebration time; 
• set up, clean up and pack up; 
• debrief  and evaluation. 

Added to this is the challenge of  embodying the Messy Church values of  being 
Christ-centred, for all ages by fostering creativity, hospitality and celebration. 
And finally, to develop and maintain meaningful relationships and create an 
environment that nurtures spiritual reflection and faith formation. All this is 
attempted primarily by volunteers. Is it any wonder that come January they are 
looking for a little time off?

So how do we keep coming back and doing this? How do encourage others to 
join us? Is it worth all the effort?

We would like to offer a suggestion. Perhaps there is a way to find this much 
needed rest in community. Perhaps if  we structure things a little differently we 
can still gather sharing the organisational load rather than relying on solely the 
Messy Church team to do so. Opening up opportunities for other members of  
your community to contribute to the running of  this gathering could also be a 
way of  enabling people to take more active ownership and encourage a deeper 
level of  participation in your messy church.

Messy Summer in Australia
Tired Teams and Holiday Breaks

by Stacey Wilson



1. Keep the elements, let go of the structure (this month!)

It is possible to hold to the key elements of  a Messy Church gathering but let 
go of  the way things are usually done. BRF describes the elements of  a Messy 
Church gathering as:
• a welcome, 
• a long creative time to explore the biblical theme through getting messy; 
• a short celebration time involving story, prayer, song, games and similar; and
• a sit-down meal together at tables. 
If  we are to reduce the organisational load from the leadership team during the 
summer gathering we need to rethink the way each of  these elements could be 
expressed rather than holding onto our established way of  doing things.

2. Welcome everyone to the leadership table

The most common conversation I have with Messy Church leaders is around the 
struggle of  building and maintaining their leadership team. This is a real and 
ongoing issue but just for this summer let’s set it aside. Summer activities in 
Australia are traditionally less structured and more relaxed. We are a culture of  
‘bring your own’ BBQ’s, ‘meet you at the beach’ catch-ups, ‘we are going to the 
park, if  you want to come’ get togethers. None of  these events leave the burden 
of  providing everything on the shoulders of  one person. We already know how 
to do this. Maybe our Messy Church gathering this summer could take on this 
particularly Australian flavored type of  hospitatity.

3. Provide the ingredients rather than a recipe

Encourage spontaneous acts of  creativity by 
providing ‘ingredients’ rather than a product based 
craft activity. For example sticks, stones, feathers, 
shells, and leaves can be used to create amazing 
things and all you need to come up with is an idea- 
like “Make a model of  something you are thankful 
for”.

If  you are outside it is even better to encourage 
people to source these ‘ingredients’ themselves 
from the natural environment. The best part of  
this is that everything you need is already there, 
anything created can be left insitu and leftovers can 
be put back at the end without harm. 

Summer Hacks for Messy Church



4. Listen for the little voices
 
The intergenerational community I am part of  has always held to certain 
expressions of  the value of  hospitality. One of  these is a commitment to 
providing space for even the youngest voices in our celebration time. Our 
denominational context encourages lay lead communion which we celebrate every 
time we gather. Often the children (as young as three years old) lead this time by 
responding to the questions: 
”Why do we eat the bread?” with “To remember Jesus’ body broken for us” and 
“Why do we drink the juice?” with “To remember Jesus’ blood given for us”. We 
then say together “Until he returns.” 
Interestingly it was the children who initiated this after first watching then 
helping the adults lead. 
This is also true with our prayer time. Everyone, youngest to oldest, has the 
opportunity express their prayers with options to do so that are not word based; 
such as lighting a candle, making a picture or model, or sticking an image or 
bible verse onto a globe of  the world and so on. 
We are also committed to eating together. There is no children’s table, there 
is just the table. And it is here that we serve each other, tell the stories of  our 
shared history and talk about the frustrations and joys of  our coming week 
(because maths homework can be a real drag sometimes).

What are some of the traditions of the celebration time in your community that could be 
opened up to different voices?

5. Picnic rugs, deck chairs and hollow logs

Creativity can be expressed though the shared meal at Messy Church as much 
as it is through art, craft or music. Sitting down together to eat doesn’t have 
to mean that someone spends the whole gathering in the kitchen cooking by 
themselves. We have shared many meals made up of  Italian pasta, Thai curry 
and party pies all mixed together on the one plate - ours is a bring and share 
community. Summer is a great time to explore alternatives to the way your Messy 
Church gatherings are usually catered. You can still sit together and eat supper, 
or hot chips, or a sausage in bread. Take the pressure off  the usual food team 
and let someone else wield the tongs.

 

Messy Summer in Australia



Messy church

Being Messy Church through holiday 
seasons
Roster Drought
The Australian summer is a season of  chaos, celebrations, endings, changes, 
time out, closed-signs, empty suburbs and crowded beaches, floods of  families 
to holiday towns and - if  you are soldiering on in the local church - chronic roster 
drought. 

Mission On Ice
Churches often drop everything except one gathering per week - usually a simple 
Sunday service at a relaxed holiday time. While many people head out on beach 
missions, camps and coffee shops to serve and share good news with children, 
young people and families during this season, the heartbeat gatherings of  mission 
and gospel sharing communities in our local churches go on ice over the summer 
season - playgroup, mainly music, community meal, friendship club, mental health 
support group, parenting circle - whatever it is that we do to incarnationally ex-
press the kingdom of  God and the goodnews story of  grace and hope. 

The rusted on faithful believers keep meeting for weekly worship - not to be under-
valued - but the recess of, for want of  a better word and a better reality, our mis-
sional activities is almost taken for granted in the rhythms of  life.  

When we put it like that, it feels awkward doesn’t it? We don’t want our kingdom 
living and goodnews sharing to be simply ‘activities’. We know better, because we 
know Jesus. We know that Jesus came eating an drinking and living the kingdom of  
God in the midst of  everyday life in local neighbourhoods, not as a turn up - sign in 
- do the thing - sign out event. Not even weekly. 

Revisiting or Vacating our Values?

We know that the call to share good news is done face to face in community, in life-
sharing together. Our Messy Church communities pursue this model energetically, 
enthusiastically and intentionally through the expressions of  our values 

• Being Christ-centred, doing things patterned on the ways of  the Jesus we know, 
the living breathing embodied God revealed most clearly in wordly space and 
time

• In hospitality, eating and playing and talking and wondering together
• Through gathering with all-ages together, valuing the dynamic of  lives sharing 
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with one another over ‘relevance’ and ‘age specific learning’ splintering. 
• By choosing creativity as our method, which saves our gatherings from being 

dominated by the privileged literate, educated, official minds and makes space 
for the voices and ideas of  God’s image bearers of  all types.

• Holding celebration as our ethos of  gathering - directing attention towards 
what God is doing amongst us and what we long to see of  God’s kingdom in our 
world, seeking the liturgical shape that will best point the way for us all to follow 
together. 

So there’s a very good reason for us not to stop Messy Church during holiday sea-
sons. If  we feel that we need to stop because we find Messy Church tiring or hard 
to resource, this tells us something diagnostically. 
If  Messy Church is genuinely a gathering of  saints and sinners - knowing we all are 
both - for the purposes of  living the wonderful faithing, risking, joyful and lament-
ing life of  the kingdom of  God together, Messy Church will be something that can 
happen whatever the seasonal swings and roundabouts. 

Do I hear a sharp intake of  breath across the Messy Church community of  Austra-
lia? A collective raised eyebrow? 

Diagnostic questions
If  we discover that Messy Church cannot continue to gather through our holiday 
seasons, it calls us to ask some questions:

• Have we constructed a false divide between ‘team’ who make things happen 
and ‘attendees’ to whom they happen?

• Have we become locked into a form that now seems essential - rather like the 
straight pews and sermons from pulpits of  yesteryear - and not grasped the 
essence of  Messy Church, which is, like any church, simply being the grace-
soaked people of  God together?

• Have we begun to think of  Messy Church as ‘work’ and ‘tasks’ - something 
that our theology of  grace and gift and serving and being should protest loudly 
against?

Messy Church Sabbath and Shalom.

Perhaps in this holiday or in some to come, there is a chance to explore together 
how we can embody the resting, recreating, sabbathing incarnate presence of  God. 

Our ancient biblical texts offer us a story of  the resting God, present in creation. 
How can we be resting, sabbathing people of  God together?

If  we can only think of  Church or Messy Church as demand, effort, task and 
burden, we know that we are missing the mark on it actually being church. We 
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gather to be mutually encouraging, mutually nourishing, mutually contributing, 
mutually releasing of  each other from the burdens of  the world, not to add to 
them. 

The continuity of  Messy Church gatherings throughout the year, whatever the sea-
son, declares the good news of  the kingdom that turns us upside down. Unlike all 
the consumer programs that start and stop according to supply and demnd of  
goods and services, Messy Church simply exists - we turn up for one another. There 
is no provider and consumer - only and all brothers and sisters seeking faith and 
finding grace together, with one another, through one another. 

The Great Beyond - Beyond the last milestone of ‘business as usual’

For some of  us, this seems an ideal a few steps beyond our reach - often because 
our mainstream churches mostly still operate on a consumer model - with lead-
ers who provide and congregations who turn up to receive, and rosters to cover the 
‘work’ - many Messy Churches have operated in this default way.

But we are in a time now in which Messy Churches are asking and answering the 
questions of  how we can be life-long faith formation and discipleship, of  how we 
are vibrantly  growing  gospelling commmunities that multiply and seed new faith 
and new faith communities. We long ago passed the last ‘no return’ milestone of  
suggestions that Messy Church was a pragmatic programtic means for propping 
up the mainstream established business-as- usual=church. 

We know that the future lies in whole-hearted living and committing ourselves to 
the risk-taking as well as rest-giving life together in the kingdom of  God. 

Our answers to the opportunities of  being Messy Church all year round lie not in 
whether we can sustain the outward scaffolds of  ten tables of  activities, 20 min-
utes of  celebration and a sit down meal, but in holding  to our core values and lis-
tening to the Spirit in shaping how we can faithfully embody the goodnews-bearing, 
kingdom of  God inhabiting life of  sainted-sinner disciples of  all ages together.

Messy Summer in Australia



Summer 
Camping in the Cosmos 

What this is: Alternative Messy Church Summer activity

Where it’s used: Messy church or other intergenerational gatherings

What’s needed: 
• Space to set up a few tents, some chairs and tables: if  you live in a 

rural or costal area there may be a few places you can use but there is 
also your churches backyard. Tempting as it might be to move indoors, 
we would encourage you to make at least part of  this an outside time.

• Get people to bring everything they think they will need; chairs, tents, 
plates, sleeping bags, torches and so on. This will ensure everyone 
has what they need without it having to be organised by the leaders. It 
also takes away the stress of  needing to know before hand exactly how 
many people are coming. Give people the option to stay overnight or go 
home if  they prefer.  

• Picnic rugs: not everyone will be comfortable sitting on the ground, but 
for those who are this is a great way to observe the sunset, moon and 
stars over head and the sunrise (if  you have the stamina). 

• If  any members of  your community have telescopes invite them to 
bring them along.

• Glow sticks

Time: From 2-3 hours or overnight it’s up to you

Bible focus/theme: Genesis 28: 10-16

Welcome to Messy Church under the stars! Camping in the Cosmos is a summer 
gathering idea that can be adapted to fit your context. It might look like a picnic 
at the park or beach. It might look like you have turned your church backyard into 
a campsite. Or maybe it’s a chance to sit around a campfire, wearing glowstick 
necklaces, cooking marshmallows. It’s up to you. But the one thing it should be is 
a RELAXED time together where the organisational load is shared. 

by Stacey Wilson



Camping in the Cosmos: Create

Face of God Stones

You will need
• Large unpolished river stones: For a low effort option encourage your community to find 

these for themselves from the environment
• Black paint, brushes
• Black permanent markers
• Here’s one I made earlier sample - stone with ‘God is here’ written in permanent mark-

er on one side, and black silhouette of  face painted on the other

Show your group the sample stone, reminding them of  how 
Jacob’s life had a rough time, running away from home, 
how he slept on a stone as a pillow. And how God had 
been so close to him in his dream. Invite participants to 
write ‘God is here’ on the base of  their stone in permanent 
marker, and on the reverse side to draw the outline of  a 
face in permanent marker, and then paint it in with black 
paint. 

Linking Lines: Even though Jacob didn’t seem to know God very 
well, when he was in a rough time, and God appeared he knew 
that it was God. god has a way of helping us know him, even if 
we’re not too sure about it ourselves. 



Camping in the Cosmos: Create
Ladders

You will need
• Sticks of  roughly the same diameter (can be different lengths)
• Chenille stems (pipe cleaners), cut into 5cm lengths.

Help your group find two sticks of  a similar length (roughly 30 cm is ideal). If  one stick is 
longer than the other, break it off  to be even. 
These two sticks form the sides of  the ladder. Now help each person find 5 or 6 shorter 
lengths to use as the steps up the ladder. 
Show your group how wrap a chenille stem piece diagonally around the cross beam and 
the side of  the ladder and bring it around across the other side to hold the cross beam se-
cure. Attach all the cross beams to one side of  the ladder first, then attach the other long 
side. 

Linking Lines: Jacob’s life had lots of ups and downs – when he was at 
his lowest point, sleeping rough, having nothing, running away from 
home, his brother wanting to kill him, unsure of his future, when he 
was really really down, that’s when he found that God was right with 
him. 
Although he dreamt of a ladder reaching up into the heavens, God was 
at the bottom with him.  

If  you have lots of  left over Chenille stems (pipe cleaners) in your craft cupboard use them 
but they are not your only option.

This activity can also be done using sticks. Invite your community to find two long and 
then 5-6 smaller sticks to make up a ladder; one large one or a small one each. Join these 
together with wool or string or grass/reeds if  you are really adventurous and you can 
source them from your environment. 

If  this activity is taking place at night glowstick ladders are another option. Use the con-
nectors that come in the packets to make the long sticks and sticky tape to join the short-
er ones.

Please remind everyone that none of  these ladders can be safely climbed!



Camping in the Cosmos: Food

A camp fire

This may not be possible due to fire 
restrictions but check with your local 
council or CFA for more information.

 There are contained fire pit or brazier 
options which members of  your com-
munity may be able to bring along. 

Obviously all the usual safety mea-
sures will need to be taken to reduce 
the risk to property and person. And 

again, all fire restrictions must be 
observed.

Marshmallows, raisin toast and any-
thing else that can be attached to the 

end of  a stick or toasting fork and 
cooked on the fire!

Bring and share food: 

This may be a concept your community is 
familiar with and if  so go ahead and do what 

you would normally do. However, if  this is 
new here are some suggestions. 

• Invite people to bring enough food to feed 
their family plus a little bit more. 

• Finger food is easy to share out- sandwich tri-
angles, mini quiches and so on. This isn’t the 
only option though- casseroles, pies, curries 
can also be easily shared out. 

• Food should be brought in the condition it 
need to be eaten in (cold food cold, hot food 
already heated up). As you arrive place your 
dish on the table and share the meal first. 

• Left over food will need to be packed away 
to ensure food safety. For more information 
consult: http://www.foodstandards.gov.au/in-
dustry/safetystandards/pages/default.aspx 

• If  there are any members of  your community 
who have food allergies or dietary require-
ments they will probably need to eat only 
their own food, or leaders can offer to make 
up options which meet the specific needs 
which will be clearly labelled as such (gluten 
free, nut free, dairy free, vegetarian etc). It is 
our suggestion that you talk with anyone this 
applies to so that they know ahead of  time 
and can act accordingly, rather than putting a 
blanket ban on all potential allergens. Howev-
er, this may still be necessary if  a member of  
your community has a contact allergy (where 
touching the food in question can set off  an 
allergic reaction). In this case, consult with 
the person/family involved as to how they 
want to proceed. 

• It can also be helpful to create a ‘bring a main 
or dessert’ list. It is OK if  you end up with lots 
of  the same things or a magnificent mix of  
food combinations. This is part of  the fun. 

The purpose of  this idea is to take away the need 
to have a catering team/person and to allow as 

many people as possible to 
contribute to the gathering.

Sunday Breakfast

If  you run this gathering at your church 
on a Saturday night, you could organise 
to prepare breakfast to share with your 

Sunday congregation.

Keep it simple: bacon and egg rolls, pan-
cakes on the BBQ, even just cereal and 
toast. Make this your shared meal time 
rather than the bring and share dinner.

Incorporate elements from Messy Church 
into your Sunday service as a taster for 

your congregation.



Summer Celebration
Stairway To Heaven- Pass the Parcel

What this is: Bible engagement

Where it’s used: Messy church celebration time

What’s needed: 
• A ‘Pass the Parcel package wrapped with the following layers- in each 

layer the item and the piece of  the text to read.  NB: these instruction 
give you the inside layer first - but you wll be opening an reading in the 
reverse order!

• Music

Time: 10-15 minutes

Bible focus/theme: Genesis 27:41-45; 28:10-16; 32:3-7, 13-15, 21, 24-
30; 33:1-4, 8-11

This celebration time bible engagement has been designed to be used around either 
the picnic table or campfire. There is a little bit of preparation work required but 
leadership is shared amongst the group.

Sit your group in a circle and show them the parcel. Explain that there is story  
from the bible, the story of  Jacob in every layer. 

Pass the parcel around the circle with a little bit of  music playing (but don’t let it 
go for too long - just a few passes - as there are 10 layers to get through!)
When the music stops, the person holding the package opens it and reveals the 
item inside and finds the piece of  text to read. 

They can read it or give it to you to read. 

Engage the group in working out how the item relates to the part of  the story just 
read. Each person keeps the item in front of  them, and the piece of  text with it, for 
review at the end. 

Continue with music, and another round...until finished!

by Beth Barnett



1. “No!” Jacob said. “Please accept these gifts as a sign of  your friendship for me. 
When you welcomed me and I saw your face, it was like seeing the face of  God. 
Please accept these gifts I brought to you. God has been good to me, and I have 
everything I need.” 
Jacob kept insisting until Esau accepted the gifts.

ITEM - little gift box wrapped up - inside the word ‘forgiven’ 

2. But Esau ran toward Jacob and hugged and kissed him. Then the two brothers 
started crying.
 Esau asked Jacob, “What did you mean by these herds of  animals I met along the 
road?”
Jacob answered, “I sent them so that you would be friendly to me.”
 “But, brother, I already have plenty,” Esau replied. “Keep them for yourself.”

ITEM - tissues with word ‘sorry’  written on it

3. Later that day Jacob met Esau coming with his four hundred men. So Jacob had 
his children walk with their mothers. Jacob himself  walked in front of  them all, 
bowing his face to the ground seven times as he came near his brother.

ITEM - strip of sandpaper road

4. A man came and fought with Jacob until just before daybreak. When the man 
saw that he could not win, he struck Jacob on the hip and threw it out of  joint. 
They kept on wrestling until the man said, “Let go of  me! It’s almost daylight.”
“You can’t go until you bless me,” Jacob replied.
Then he asked, “What is your name?”
“Jacob,” he answered.
 Then he said, “Your name will no longer be Jacob. You have been able to wrestle 
with God and with humans. That’s why your name will be Israel – meaning God-
wrestler.”
Jacob said, “Now tell me your name.”
“Why do you ask my name?” he asked. And he blessed Jacob.
Jacob said, “I have seen God face to face, and I am still alive.” So he named the 
place Peniel.

ITEM  - Black cloth with glitter stars

Pass the Parcel 



5. After Jacob had spent the night there, he chose some animals as gifts for Esau: 
goats, sheep, camels with their young, cows and bulls, and donkeys.
Jacob hoped the gifts would make Esau friendly, so Esau would be glad to see him 
when they met. Jacob’s men took the gifts on ahead of  him, but Jacob spent the 
night in camp alone.

ITEM - lots of  plastic farm animals

6. When the messengers returned, they told Jacob, “We went to your brother Esau, 
and now he is heading this way with four hundred men.”
Jacob was so frightened that he divided his people, sheep, cattle, and camels into 
two groups. He thought, “If  Esau attacks one group, perhaps the other can es-
cape.”

ITEM 5-6 plastic toy soldiers (bows and arrow/spears)  or many rows of samll concertina 
people  

7. ~Twenty years, four wives and over a dozen children later…Jacob decides to go 
home and face his brother.~

Jacob sent messengers on ahead to Esau, who lived in the land of  Seir, also known 
as Edom. Jacob told them to say to Esau, “Master, I am your servant! I have lived 
with Uncle Laban all this time, and now I own cattle, donkeys, and sheep, as well as 
many slaves. Master, I am sending these messengers in the hope that you will be 
kind to me.”

ITEM  Envelope with stamp, addressed to  ‘Brother Esau’ - on the back ‘Sender: Brother 
Jacob: see you soon!’

8. Jacob left his home in Beersheba and started out for Haran.
At sunset he stopped for the night and went to sleep, resting his head on a large 
rock. In a dream he saw a ladder that reached from earth to heaven, and God’s 
angels were going up and down on it.
The LORD was standing beside the ladder and said:
“I am the LORD God who was worshiped by Abraham and Isaac. Wherever you go, I 
will watch over you, then later I will bring you back to this land. I won’t leave you—I 
promise.”
Jacob woke up suddenly and thought, “The LORD is in this place, and I didn’t even 
know it.” 

ITEM stone

Pass the Parcel 



9. Esau hated his brother Jacob because he had stolen the blessing that was sup-
posed to be his. So he said to himself, “Just as soon as my father dies, I’ll kill 
Jacob.”
When their mother Rebekah found out what Esau planned to do, she sent for Jacob 
and told him, “Son, your brother Esau is just waiting for the time when he can kill 
you. Now listen carefully and do what I say. Go to the home of  my brother Laban in 
Haran and stay with him for a while. When Esau stops being angry and forgets what 
you have done to him, I’ll send for you to come home.”

ITEM  (toy) dagger/knife/spear (can be made from a bamboo skewer)

10. Outside layer - “The story of  the brothers, Jacob and Esau’ 
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Bible Engagement 

Jacob under the stars

The youngsters

Esau hated his brother Jacob because he had stolen the blessing that was sup-

posed to be his. So he said to himself, “Just as soon as my father dies, I’ll kill 

Jacob.”

 When their mother Rebekah found out what Esau planned to do, she sent for Jacob 

and told him, “Son, your brother Esau is just waiting for the time when he can kill 

you. Now listen carefully and do what I say. Go to the home of  my brother Laban in 

Haran and stay with him for a while. When Esau stops being angry and forgets what 

you have done to him, I’ll send for you to come home.”

The runaway

 Jacob left his home in Beersheba and started 

out for Haran.

At sunset he stopped for the night and went to 

sleep, resting his head on a large rock. 12 In a 

dream he saw a ladder that reached from earth 

to heaven, and God’s angels were going up and 

down on it.

The LORD was standing beside the ladder and 

said:

“I am the LORD God who was worshiped by 

Abraham and Isaac. Wherever you go, I will watch over you, then later I will bring 

you back to this land. I won’t leave you—I promise.”

Jacob woke up suddenly and thought, “The LORD is in this place, and I didn’t even 

know it.” 

Twenty years, four wives and over a dozen children later…Jacob decides to go 

home and face his brother. 
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Jacob under the stars
 

Jacob sent messengers on ahead to Esau, who lived in the land of  Seir, also known as 

Edom.  Jacob told them to say to Esau, “Master, I am your servant! I have lived with Un-

cle Laban all this time, and now I own cattle, donkeys, and sheep, as well as many slaves. 

Master, I am sending these messengers in the hope that you will be kind to me.”

When the messengers returned, they told Jacob, “We went to your brother Esau, and now 

he is heading this way with four hundred men.”

Jacob was so frightened that he divided his people, 

sheep, cattle, and camels into two groups. 8 He 

thought, “If  Esau attacks one group, perhaps the other 

can escape.”

After Jacob had spent the night there, he chose some 

animals as gifts for Esau: dozens of  goats, sheep, cam-

els with their young, cows and bulls, and donkeys.

Jacob hoped the gifts would make Esau friendly, so Esau would be glad to see him when 

they met. Jacob’s men took the gifts on ahead of  him, but Jacob spent the night in camp 

alone. 

A man came and fought with Jacob until just be-

fore daybreak. When the man saw that he could 

not win, he struck Jacob on the hip and threw it 

out of  joint. They kept on wrestling until the man 

said, “Let go of  me! It’s almost daylight.”

“You can’t go until you bless me,” Jacob replied.

 Then he asked, “What is your name?”

“Jacob,” he answered.

 Then he said, “Your name will no longer be Jacob. 

You have been able to wrestle with God and with 

humans. That’s why your name will be Israel – 

meaning God-wrestler.”

Jacob said, “Now tell me your name.”

“Why do you ask my name?” he asked. And he blessed Jacob.

Jacob said, “I have seen God face to face, and I am still alive.” So he named the place 

Peniel.



Jacob under the stars

Later that day Jacob met Esau coming with his four hundred men. So Jacob had his children 

walk with their mothers. Jacob himself  walked in front of  them all, bowing his face to the 

ground seven times as he came near his brother.

But Esau ran toward Jacob and hugged and kissed him. Then the two brothers started cry-

ing.

 Esau asked Jacob, “What did you mean by these herds of  animals I met along the road?”

Jacob answered, “I sent them so that you would be friendly to me.”

“But, brother, I already have plenty,” Esau replied. “Keep them for yourself.”

 “No!” Jacob said. “Please accept these gifts as a sign of  your friendship for me. When you 

welcomed me and I saw your face, it was like seeing the face of  God. Please accept these 

gifts I brought to you. God has been good to me, and I have everything I need.” 

Jacob kept insisting until Esau accepted the gifts.



Prayer
Genesis 28:10-16

What this is: Prayer

Where it’s used: Messy church celebration time

What’s needed: 
• Template of  prayer page 
• Stone, plasticene animal, pipecleaner person, cellophane ‘stream’ for 

each person

Time: 15 minutes

Give each person a Prayer Page and explain:
From the story of Jacob we are going to borrow some of his prayers. On the 
prayer page you’ll see 4 different kinds of prayers that Jacob prayed at dif-
ferent times in his story: 
A Wonder prayer, a Help prayer, a Thanks prayer and a Wow prayer.
Perhaps one of these prayers is what you’d like to pray today - maybe more 
than one - that’s up to you. 

Go through the Prayer Page with the group and together be reminded of  the differ-
ent parts of  Jacob’s journey. Give the group plenty of  opportunity to recall parts 
of  the story. Hand out the small items that represent each part of  the story and 
match the particular prayers.

WONDER - “The LORD is in this place, and I didn’t even know it.” (Stone pillow)
[Jacob is running away from home, sleeping rough, and God appears to him in the 
night, even when he’s not expecting it]

HELP - “Please Bless me” (pipe cleaner person)
[Jacob is frightened of  his brother and ready for attack - when God meets him he 
begs for  God’s help]

WOW - “I have seen God face to face” (cellophane stream) 
[Although he has struggled through a difficult time, he realises God was with him, 
close up, face to face]

THANKS - “God has been good to me, and I have everything I need.” (plasticene 
animal)
[Jacob ran away from home with nothing, but returns many years later with plenty 
of  wealth - and he is thankful to God for all that he has]

by Beth Barnett



Genesis 28:10-16



December
Genesis 28:10-16

What this is: Prayer activities exploring the connection between Jacob’s 

encounter with God in the night and at sunrise. 

Where it’s used: Messy church celebration time

What’s needed: 
• Image of  Southern Star-Tracks Postcards 
• Image of  Sunrise Postcards
• Markers
• Black poster card
• White/silver markers (check that they show well on a black back-

ground)
• silver star stickers/sequins
• Various sized round paper plates or cardboard discs
• A5-A4 sized picture of  nature scenes and your local neighbourhood
• Yellow cellophane cut in 10cm diameter circles
• Glue sticks 
• Fineline permanent markers (e.g. Sharpies) 
• Music - 10, 000 Reasons, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DXDGE_lRI0E Great is 

thy Faithfulness - so many versions, pick your favourite. 
• Copy of  Jacob story prayer

Time: 5-10 minutes

Bible Focus/Theme: Gen 28:10-16

Note - Depending on the nature and culture of  your community, choose one or two 
or all of  the aspects of  this multi-faceted prayer time, which includes 

- sharing night time and sunrise experiences over postcards. 

- reflecting on Jacob’s night time and sunrise encounters with God

- using written night-time and morning prayers for reflection

- adding our prayers to night-time and sunrise posters. 

- hearing or joining in singing music that connects with our experience of  God in 

night time and sunrise and the natural world. 

- action prayers that follow the narrative of  Jacob in Genesis 28.

by Beth Barnett



Stars and Sunrise Prayer
Distribute the Postcards amongst your gathering. Invite people to take a postcard and 
note on the back a time and place (for example “winter dawn, Geelong”) when they 
remember seeing  the night sky of  stars or the sunrise. While they do this, encourage 
sharing these stories together in pairs or small groups. 

Context

Call the group back together and say something like

 We read in Genesis that Jacob, running away from a violent home into the wilderness, sleep-
ing on a hard stone pillow, dreamt of a ladder to heaven - angels climbed up and down. What-
ever might have been at the top of that ladder remains unknown - simply the night sky and the 
stars, but at the bottom of the ladder, next to Jacob, was where God was. 
The Lord God stood on the ground, on the earth, beside the sleeping Jacob and spoke words of 
promise, comfort and hope. Under the night sky, God was close to Jacob; And in the morning, 
as the sun rose and Jacob woke up, he still knew that he had seen God face to face. 

Content

Here we have two images (display images)  - the rising sun in the morning, and the stars of the 
night, moving across the sky as the earth turns. What do you notice in either of these images?

(Welcome and affirm all responses)



Stars and Sunrise Prayer
Consider

In this next space of time, here are five ways you can choose to pray:

1) Spend some time reading the prayers on each of the posters - the Sunrise Prayer or the 
Night time Prayer - either quietly to yourself, or out loud with others. 

2) Write some night time prayers in white marker on the black poster. Hold a paper-plate (or 
ask a friend to hold it for you) against the black poster, and write along the edge of the paper 
plate (on the poster, not the plate) to give the curved shape similar to the image ‘Southern 
Stars from Johanna’. Add silver stars along the curves too. 

3) Write some  sunrise prayers in black marker on yellow circles of cellophane and sparsely 
glue them to the nature/neighbourhood pictures, imitating the effect of the image ‘Sunrise at 
Johanna’.

4) Listen to or sing along with 10,000 Reasons and /or Great is thy Faithfulness. 

5) Pray the ‘Jacob Story Prayer’ with actions that show how the lines of the prayer connect to 
the parts of Jacob’s story in Genesis 28. 

Allow up to five minutes
Finish your prayer time with a reading of  any of  the prayers- or one of  your own. 

Jacob’s Story Prayer

Our Great and Loving God. 

You are 

God of  our fighting      (fists up as if  Jacob is fighting with Esau)

God of  our fear        (running on the spot scared) 

God of  our stone-pillow sleeping   (lie down as if  asleep)

God of  our widest wonderings   (arms up over head then stretching our in circle  

      on either side)

God of  our darkness            (hands over eyes)

God of  our dreams   (hands meeting like ladder steps in front of  your  

      body, gradually getting higher and higher by  

      steps) 

God of  our rest    (lying down, or head to the side and eyes closed)

God of  our rising     (stand up hands extended above the head)



Stars and Sunrise Prayer
Sunrise Prayer

God of  our mornings
You wake us up, and you are there.
You go with us, as the earth turns around the sun, 
you turn all the corners of  life with us,
shining your great light into dark shadowy spaces.
Each morning the sun rises, always, everytime: 
you are even more faithful, reliable, present than the sun. 
The sun - gleaming, warming, enlightening and life-giving, stunning in brilliance 
- more than our eyes can bear look straight into - this blazing sun, the centre of  our 
seasons and time, 
is but a small part of  your power, 
and only a speck of  the strength of  your great love for us all.
As light falls on our faces each day, and in all that face each day, 
may we know that you are with us, face to face. 
Amen

Night time Prayer

God of  our nights, 
Your gift of  darkness brings rest to our tired bodies. 
As the world keeps turning and the stars circle above our heads, 
we sleep soundly. 
The glittering galaxies remind us that your creative power 
stretches far beyond where our eyes can see or know. 
The twinkling light of  stars far far away 
- with light that has travelled for longer 
than any of  us have been alive,  to get to us -
these remind us that your good and faithful love
began before we were here, and that you fill the universe
with your light and love and power.
You have crossed all of  time and space 
so that we can know you 
as the good, loving, suffering, living God that you are.
May we seek to see you even in dark places of  our world. 
Amen

Consequence

Invite households to take one or both of  the postcards home to remind them to pray, 
night time, morning or anytime of  day. 
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