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Taking leadership of the child care 
industry for Christ

How to reach families 
and be successful with 
Christ-Centered child care
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SUMMARY
1. Statistically speaking we have 12 years to reach 

a person for Christ (the Gospel Shot Clock).
2. Preschool, After School and Summer 

programs are strategic windows into the lives 
of unreached kids (and parents) during these 
critical years.

3. Secular companies currently dominate these 
industries.

4. The Body of Christ can and must take a 
leadership position in these industries for the 
advance of the gospel.

5. Lionheart is a strategy to achieve this vision.

In basketball, the shot clock shows how many 
seconds you have to shoot the ball before losing 
possession. Drama and tension build as seconds tick 
off and players try to beat the buzzer. But there is a 
shot clock infinitely more important than a basketball 
game – indeed, one with eternal consequences: The 
Gospel Shot Clock. 

TWELVE 
In April 2012, while in Houston recovering from 
a stem cell transplant that defeated lymphoma, I 
started thinking about what to do with the additional 
years God had given me. Treatment forced some 
downtime from Apartment Life, a ministry to reach 
apartment communities that I started in 2000 that 
had been all-consuming. It also gave me plenty of 
reading time, and I picked up Raising Children to be 
Spiritual Champions by George Barna. His research 
exploded my world.

Barna revealed that the vast majority of people 
become Christians at a very young age. Relatively 
few accept Christ in their teenage or adult years.

His blunt conclusion: reaching a 
person for Christ by their thirteenth 
birthday or chances are slim that 
you ever will.

The wirings for spiritual formation begin as early as 
age three, and a child’s fundamental worldview and 
moral framework are pretty well set in place by the 
age of nine. This data rocked me. It was clear to me 
that the future of the Gospel depends on reaching 
more children. Statistically speaking, we have 12 
years to reach a person for Christ. Just 12 years. This 
is the Gospel Shot Clock.

My prayer became, “Lord, what is the next BIG 
IDEA to reach more kids?” That prayer proved to 
be life-changing.
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THE GOSPEL
SHOT CLOCK

“If we don’t reach a child for Christ by their 13th birthday, the
chances are slim that we ever will.” — George Barna
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WINDOWS 
Jay is a typical kid who just turned 13. Let’s look at 
his journey through his first 12 years: the Gospel Shot 
Clock. 

Jay is the only child of parents Bob and Shirley. They live 
in a modest home in a middle-income neighborhood. 
Bob is a manager for an auto parts distributor, and 
Shirley works for the school district. Both work 40-
50 hours a week to make ends meet. Bob and Shirley 
are not especially religious and haven’t been involved 
in church in many years. Shirley was raised Catholic, 
but stopped participating in college. Bob’s family 
was Lutheran, but he only remembers attending 
sporadically.

When Jay was born, Shirley took six weeks of maternity 
leave, and then found child care for Jay so she could 
return to work. She noticed a child care facility not far 
from her house and enrolled Jay at six weeks old. She 
dropped him off every weekday morning around 7:00, 
and then either Bob or she would pick him up after 
work. This arrangement worked well through Jay’s 
preschool years, and then he entered the first grade 
at the elementary school near their home. The school 
offered an affordable after-school program that would 
watch Jay until she got off work.

Summers during Jay’s elementary years were more 
challenging. Bob and Shirley worked to splice together 
an affordable child care arrangement that kept Jay’s 
interest. Summer included a mix of sports camps, 
family vacation, daycare, and time with grandparents. 
By fifth grade, they felt increasingly comfortable with 
Jay being at home by himself after school and during 
the summer.

Jay’s childhood during these critical years of spiritual 
development is the norm in modern America. Both 
parents (or one single parent) are working full-time jobs 
and not deeply engaged in church. For Jay, and millions 
of children like him, the Gospel Shot Clock buzzes at 
age 13, and they have had little to no exposure to the 
Gospel.

What are the strategies to change the spiritual direction 
of families like this? The data says the best approach is 

to start with Jay. If we can plant the Gospel seed deep 
in Jay’s life, then as he grows that seed can flourish 
and establish a new spiritual trajectory for his family. 
But how?
A closer examination of Jay’s childhood reveals several 
potential windows through which his life might more 
intentionally intersect with the Gospel.  The most 
significant windows are preschool, after school, and 
summer.

THE GOSPEL SHOT CLOCK

PRESCHOOL
Massive shifts in women’s participation in the work 
force over the past 50 years have led to skyrocketing 
demand for child care. Today a full 83 percent of 
women raising children work outside the home, with 
75 percent of them working full-time.1 These working 
families need full-time child care starting from infancy 
through elementary school. 

Preschool is the first and perhaps most strategic 
window. Kids spend up to 50 hours each week in 
preschool from birth through pre-K. Other than 
sleeping, the preschool hours dominate most children’s 
early lives. 

The preschool industry is incredibly strategic for the 
future of the Gospel. 
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In our example, Jay’s parents were unengaged 
spiritually. Becoming parents provides a second 
chance for the church to reach them, because new 
parents often re-evaluate their faith and church 
engagement.2 For many young families, this is a time 
of fresh sensitivity to the Gospel and a community 
of faith . Women are particularly important in the 
process.

Eighty percent of the time it is the woman who 
makes the decision about church participation.3 
These preschool years are the “double whammy” 
for the Gospel – a critical opportunity to reach kids 
as well as their parents. And, because un-churched 
moms are more likely to work full-time, providing full 
time childcare is a unique opportunity to reach them 
at this critical stage.4 

REACHING YOUNG PARENTS
A Second Chance

This industry engages the majority of children during their 
most sensitive years for building spiritual foundations. 
The secular world recognizes the educational importance 
of the preschool years. If a child enters elementary 
school behind developmentally, it is very hard to catch 
up. This drives the Universal Preschool movement to 
extend government-controlled education to younger 
ages. The same dynamic is true spiritually. If a child is 
underdeveloped spiritually in the preschool years, it is 
hard to “catch up.”

Yet tragically, the 
preschool industry is 
dominated by secular 
for-profit companies 
who collectively own 
75 percent of the 
market. While the 
church works hard 
to have access to 
children (and families) 
for a few hours on 
Sunday mornings, a 

secular company is paid to teach and care for 
them for 40-50 hours every week. Working families 
needing full-time childcare have few options for a Christ-
centered, evangelical program.

How did we get here? Evangelical churches have tended 
to offer part-time programs that cater more to existing 
members and stay-at-home moms. Offering part-time 
programs allows these churches to be unlicensed and 
avoid the burden of regulatory oversight. However, as 

culture has shifted, these part-time programs are not 
meeting the needs of most families – particularly un-
churched families.

AFTER SCHOOL
At age five, Jay entered the public school system. While 
private Christian schools are a wonderful opportunity to 
share the Gospel, they are unfortunately out of reach 
for most families. And, in spite of the many Christian 
teachers who serve in the public school, because of 
regulation most children will not be exposed to the 
Gospel in a public school setting.

However, after-school care offers another Gospel 
window into Jay’s life. These programs fill a critical gap 
for working parents who need child care from the time 
the school day ends until parents get off work. These 
elementary school years are particularly important for 
evangelism, as these are the ages that most children 
accept Christ. By now they are old enough to clearly 
understand the essential elements of the Gospel and 
respond. After-school and summer programs might be 
our biggest opportunity to reach kids during the Shot 
Clock years.

Sadly, the options for Christ-centered after-school 
programs are few. Many schools are now offering (or 
sponsoring) low-cost onsite programs that make it difficult 
for any offsite program to compete. These school-based 
programs—as well as offsite secular programs—are devoid 
of the Gospel. However, there is an opportunity for high-
quality, affordable, Gospel-centered offerings from the 
church to compete.
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SUMMER
During Jay’s elementary school years, summers were a 
special challenge for his parents. They needed consistent 
full-time care to meet their work demands, but they also 
wanted variety and fun to keep Jay’s interest and expose 
him to new activities. They ended up using daycare 
for most of the summer because it was consistent and 
affordable. In between, they mixed in a few baseball and 
karate camps, as well as time with grandparents. 

Jay’s summer experience is typical for working families 
trying to find the right balance of availability, affordability, 
and variety to give their kids the best summer possible 
within the constraints of their work schedules and budget. 
Summer in the elementary school years offers perhaps 
the most strategic Gospel window into Jay’s life—and 
millions of kids like him for several reasons. First, these 
elementary years are ripe for Gospel decisions. Second, 
summer programs engage kids all day, versus after-school 
programs that only last a few hours. Finally, most public 
schools don’t offer competing summer programs. 

Unfortunately, once again the evangelical church is deeply 
under-represented in this industry. Most churches only 
offer one week of Vacation Bible School, and even this is 
usually part-time and inconvenient for full-time working 
families. Christian camps are wonderful but expensive, 
and they usually only take up one week of the summer. 
The majority of options for working families are secular 
with no Gospel.

THE WAY FORWARD
The early childhood years are vital for the future of 
the Gospel. Several windows into the lives of kids exist 
through which the church might greatly increase Gospel 
penetration and turn the tide for the future. The child 
care industry, which offers preschool, after-school, and 
summer programs, is highly strategic because it provides 
broad access to children and families during these critical 
years. Secular companies now dominate the industry. 
This must change.

The Body of Christ must take leadership of this industry 
for the advancement of the Gospel. Doing so puts the 
church in an intimate relationship with vast numbers of 
unreached children and families, and exposes them to 
the Gospel during their most spiritually sensitive years. 
But can we do it?

The Body of Christ has some built-in sustainable 
competitive advantages to compete in this industry. 
First, we have existing facilities in great locations. In the 
child care industry, location is key, and existing church 
facilities provide a significant cost advantage. Child 
care programs use church facilities on weekdays when 
their utilization is the lowest. Second, the church holds 
general goodwill in culture and the community. Most 
secular families will choose a faith-based program over 
a secular one, all other factors being equal, because 
most parents still want their child exposed to the church 
and moral teaching. Third, the church has passionate 
and talented members who love kids and can help to 
staff these programs. The congregation also serves as 
a built-in marketing force to help cultivate community 
awareness and stimulate demand.

Despite these formidable advantages, many churches 
struggle with start-up and ongoing operational excellence 
of these programs. These programs require operational 
expertise, especially when trying to compete with world-
class secular corporations. We cannot ask every church 
to “reinvent the wheel” and become great operators. 
To solve this problem, we formed Lionheart Children’s 
Academy to help churches launch and operate world-
class child care programs with high spiritual intentionality.
Lionheart combines the church’s passion, facilities, and 
spiritual focus with operational expertise to compete 
effectively. Our early results indicate that these 
programs can successfully reach un-churched families 
and integrate them into the church. 
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Lionheart’s goal is to empower the Body 
of Christ to be the dominant provider 
of preschool, after-school, and summer 
programs within a few decades. 

This will fundamentally accelerate the trajectory of 
the Gospel over generations.

FINANCIAL STEWARDSHIP
This vision is not just a wild dream; it’s achievable and 
provides great stewardship of Kingdom capital. Besides 
improving the utilization of existing facilities, these 
programs can fund themselves through parent tuition. 
Child care is now one of the largest expenses in a 
typical family budget, just after rent or mortgage. These 
programs can not only fund themselves, but also fund 
additional ministry staff to reach families and other 
mission activities.

ACTION PLAN
What are the implications of the Gospel Shot Clock for 
you and your church? How can you reach more young 
children and families in your community? Consider the 
following questions.
 

• What are we currently doing to reach kids, particularly 
those in un-churched families? How effective are we?

• What could we do to reach more?

• What is the demographic make-up of our community? 
What percentage of our community is dual-income 
families or single parents?

• What are the options in our community for working 
families needing full-time child care? How many of 
them have a strong Gospel focus?

• What kind of after-school programs are nearby 
elementary schools offering? What is the demand?

• What programs exist for working families in the 
summer for their kids? How many have a Gospel 
focus?

Lionheart Children’s Academy exists to help you evaluate 
these questions and implement strategies to reach more 
kids before the Shot Clock expires. Please contact us at 
info@lionheartkid.org or visit lionheartkid.org.

You can reach Stan at
standobbs@lionheartkid.org
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