Preteen Transition Lesson
The Israelites Cross the Jordan River
Joshua 3-4
Bible Point: We celebrate together.

	
Teacher Tip
For preteens, social interaction with peers is especially important. All that time away from friends was particularly difficult. That means they’re eager to get back into the social swing of things! This lesson is full of safe, social-distancing ways to connect and interact with friends, without coming into close physical contact. You may find that you also need to allow extra free-play time at the beginning, where preteens can simply catch up, share stories, and have fun on their own terms. And don’t worry, this lesson is packed with fun and celebration to help preteens feel joy at being back together!




Teacher Background
As your church opens back up, returning immediately to business as usual could be too difficult for preteens. For months, their world was radically different. There was no school, no church, and no friends. Different kids will have faced this time with different emotions, but jumping in too quickly to normal without pausing to address their experiences during the COVID-19 pandemic may not be the most helpful thing for your kids.
With the help of Child Psychologist Joseph White, PhD, we created this transition lesson to help give your preteens just what they need to transition back into church life. Preteens have just moved into a stage where friends and social interactions are critical to them. Months without that may have led them to struggle with loneliness. That’s why we’ve made sure this lesson includes plenty of safe peer-to-peer interaction.
Preteens also need help processing their emotions about this unprecedented time in their lives. But sometimes, launching right into big topics isn’t the best way for preteens to process. By having preteens draw pictures of the hard times and the things they’re thankful for, we’ve given them a way to express their experiences and feelings without having to find the words.
This lesson focuses on the story of the Israelites crossing the Jordan River. After 40 years of desert wandering, God comes through for them in yet another big way—this time making way for them to finally enter the Promised Land. This story is filled with celebration! It also includes purification and social distancing—two aspects that can keep your kids safe while feeling like it’s just the fun of acting out the Bible story. Preteens will relate to coming out of a very difficult season and crossing into normal life.



This Lesson at a Glance
	Section
	What Kids Do
	Supplies
	Easy Prep

	Welcome Kids
	Kids arrive and receive warm welcomes.
	
	

	Play a Game
	Kids play “The Invisible Ball.”
	
	

	Learn the Bible Story
	Kids act out the crossing of the Jordan River and make stones of remembrance.
	· Bible
· paper
· crayons or markers 
· hand sanitizer
· blue crepe paper streamers
	· Draw a simple picture of a desert.

	Sing a Song
	Kids sing “I’m Trusting You.”
	· “I’m Trusting You” music video, available here
	· Cue up the video so it’s ready to play.




Welcome Kids
· Greet kids warmly as they arrive. If possible, use their names to greet them. Be over-the-top excited to see them again!
· Make up a fun, touch-free greeting such as an air high five or a fist pump in the air. You might even ask preteens each to come up with their own no-touch greeting and do it with them.
· Find ways to make any new safety precautions seem fun—it will help take away some of the fear. Do kids have to use hand sanitizer as they enter? Tell a knock-knock joke for each pump of the dispenser. Are you doing temperature checks at the door? Make it a prayer of blessing as you scan foreheads. Are volunteers wearing gloves? Tell preteens you’re afraid too much of their awesome will rub off on you—and adults can’t handle that much awesome! 
· Have fun activities that don’t require preteens to touch things others have used. For example, Legos may not be a good idea…but how about making sculptures out of chenille wires? These can be taken home or disposed of. Paper airplane contests are another fun and germ-free way to engage preteens. Let preteens have time to just have fun together—they’ve missed that!

	
Teacher Tip
As kids arrive, you may find some of them—but especially their parents—may be nervous about coming back. Are they safe? Reassure nervous parents by sharing your procedures to keep preteens safe, such as hand sanitizer, new disinfecting procedures, and avoiding games with close physical contact. A simple posted sign can go a long way, but make sure any volunteers understand your procedures and answer any parent questions.




Play a Game
Lead preteens in a game of “The Invisible Ball.” To play, kids will stand in a big circle, far apart from each other so they have to throw the “ball” a long way. You’ll toss an imaginary ball to a preteen, and they’ll pretend to catch it. As they toss it to someone else, they’ll call out what new thing it’s become—a bowling ball, a slippery octopus, a ball of fire, a sharp toothpick…whatever fun and crazy thing they can think of. The person catching must pretend to catch it based on what it is. Every time it gets tossed, have the catcher change the ball into something new and toss it again!
This game is a fun way for preteens to use their imagination because it allows them to be silly…and maybe even a little gross. Plus, even non-athletic kids can succeed—there’s no way to miss a catch in this game!
Ask:
· Which item in our game would be the hardest to catch for real? Why?
· We’ve been stuck at home for a while because of something invisible—a virus we couldn’t see. What did you do for fun while you were at home? Share your own example first.
Say: Well, I sure had fun playing this game! There were things we could do for fun at home, but nothing beats being together! I’m so glad we can be back together and play fun games like this because we’re going to learn today how we celebrate together. So, who’s ready to celebrate?


	
Teacher Tip
Some kids may share intense or difficult experiences and feelings from their time at home. Validate those experiences by saying things like, “Wow, that sounds really hard.” If you feel like the child needs to process more in a one-on-one setting because their experience is too much for other kids to hear, add, “Maybe you and I can find a time to talk more about that later.” Validate, show that you want to check in, and give them a safer place to do that. 




Learn the Bible Story
Say: We’re going to learn about a time in the Bible when God’s people, the Israelites, celebrated. Just like us, they’d just gone through something really hard…and now it was over!
The Israelites wandered around in the desert for 40 years, waiting to get to their new home, called the Promised Land. If you thought we were cooped up for a long time, imagine feeling stuck for 40 years…in a desert! (Maybe it did feel like 40 years to you!)
Hold up your desert drawing. Say: If I were an Israelite drawing about my hard time, it might look something like this. But we’re not Israelites…so let’s draw pictures that show what was hard for us about the last few months.
Distribute paper and crayons or markers to each preteen. Have them remain spread out and draw pictures of something that was hard for them during their time at home. As kids draw, quickly set up a “river” across your room by setting out several long strips of crepe paper streamers with blank pieces of paper under the streamers. Then circulate and talk to kids about what they’re drawing. Drawing is a great outlet for preteens to process their emotions from the last few months, and it will give you insight into whether there are situations you should follow-up with outside of your Sunday school time.
After kids have finished, ask if anyone wants to show their picture to the class and tell about it. Don’t pressure anyone to share, but allow plenty of time so everyone who wants to has a turn.
Say: I’m sorry you had to go through those hard things. But good news—we’re back together again! We can leave our homes, we can go to church, and we can be with friends! And that’s reason to celebrate! We celebrate together. Let’s see what happened to the Israelites when their 40 years in the desert was over and they finally got to enter the Promised Land.
Have all the preteens stand on one side of your river, but remain spread apart.
Say: You know, the first thing they had to do is a lot like what we have to do right now…stay far apart.
Read Joshua 3:1-4.
Say: They didn’t have to stay far apart from each other…but they had to stay far away from the Ark of the Covenant—a special treasure box that had God’s most important items inside. It was so special, so holy, that they had to stay half a mile away! That’s a lot more than 6 feet apart!
You’re all very special too, so we’ll pretend that anyone else in the room is the Ark of the Covenant—and we better make sure not to get too close! We’ll call this “Arkal Distancing.”
The next thing they had to do sounds familiar, too!
Read Joshua 3:5. Dispense squirts of hand sanitizer to each preteen, and have them purify their hands.
Say: With their Arkal-Distancing in place and their hands purified, they were ready to enter the Promised Land. But there was one problem. Point to the river. A giant river was in the way!
Do you think a giant river is a problem for God? No way! So here’s what they did.
Read Joshua 3:6-8.
Say: God had Joshua, the leader, choose 12 people who would lead the way. As soon as their feet touched the water, God said he would stop the river upstream, so there’d be a wall of water on one side. The rest of the river would keep flowing away so there’d be dry ground!
Let’s try that. 
Choose a few kids to take one step onto the river, all on the count of three. You can choose as many kids as you can have step at the same time without getting too close. As kids prepare to step, stand at one end and yank all the crepe paper towards you when they step. Some will rip if they are standing on it, but everything you pull should all gather by you.
Say: It worked! Let’s celebrate that! Lead preteens in jumping up and down and cheering.
Say: With the river stopped, everyone was able to cross the river.
Read Joshua 3:14-16.
Have kids cross the river a few at a time until everyone is on the other side of the room. As kids cross, they can leave their hard times pictures on the first side of the room.
Say: We made it! We celebrate together when we all succeed…so give yourselves a round of applause. Lead preteens in clapping.
Say: The Israelites celebrated, too. They’d made it! After 40 years in the desert, God led them across a river and into the Promised Land. It was so exciting!
But they weren’t celebrating themselves…they were celebrating God! They decided to make a rock pile with rocks that came from the middle of that dried up river to celebrate what God had done.
Read Joshua 4:4-7.
Say: Let’s do the same thing. We’ve been through a lot in the last few months, but I bet we can think of positive things God did, too. Maybe he made sure you had enough food to eat…or enough toilet paper! Maybe he kept your family safe, or healed someone you know. Maybe you’re thankful for video calls so you could still kind of hang out with friends! Maybe you’re thankful that today, you can be back at church! Let’s think of things we can thank God for!
Have preteens take turns going into the dry river area to get a new piece of paper. Also spread out crayons or markers where each preteen can reach, and have them draw something they are thankful for. As preteens finish, they can crumple their papers into stones and start piling them up near the river, waiting their turn to add their rock while still respecting “Arkal Distancing.” 
When everyone has put their rock on the pile, read Joshua 4:15-18. Then spread the crepe paper streamers back out to make the river start flowing again, right next to the rock pile.
Say: For the Israelites, their hard days of wandering in the desert were over. And our hard days of being stuck at home are over, too! Now, we can focus on ways we celebrate together by thanking God for all he’s done…and all he keeps doing!
Ask:
· What did you draw on your thankfulness paper? What does it show you about God that he did that for you?
· Notice that our hard times pictures are across the room, on the other side of the river. Do you feel like the hard times caused by COVID-19 are behind us? Explain your answer.

	
Teacher Tip
Being thankful is a great psychological tool to help kids cope with difficult times, because it redirects our focus on God’s goodness instead of the hard times. This thankful experience is an intentional tool to help preteens process their feelings in a positive, grateful way.




Say: Things may not be 100% back to normal quite yet, but they’re a whole lot better! And wow, we have so much to thank God for! We can celebrate what he’s done…and best of all, we celebrate together! Plus, we can keep looking for God at work. The Israelites had some battles ahead of them so they could take the land God had given them from the people who were living there…but over and over, they got to see God at work in those battles. Whatever happens next, we can trust God and look for ways he’s working. Let’s sing about trusting him…whether life is crazy or amazing!

	
Teacher Tip
Thankfully, God made children resilient. However, kids will react differently to their circumstances. Some experienced really hard things, while other may not have struggled much during the lockdown. Be prepared for whatever emotions or stories may surface—fun or hard. No need to probe kids to articulate “adult” issues. Just let them naturally share. Then listen with empathy and care. 






Sing a Song
Play the music video “I’m Trusting You” and lead kids in singing and doing the motions. When the motions include high-fiving, encourage kids to air high-five instead.
Say: We celebrate together when we sing to God. I missed singing and celebrating with other people at church! 
Ask:
· Which of the words from our song best describes how life feels to you right now: crazy, wild, or amazing? Why that word?
· What’s one way you need help trusting God right now?
Say: Like the Israelites, we’ve gone through a hard time. But we can move forward with thankfulness and celebration, just waiting to see what God has in store next. We can always trust him! We celebrate together, and we can keep doing that in the weeks to come as church gets back to normal! Let’s thank God for that!
Pray: God, thank you for leading us through the hard season of COVID-19 and out the other side. Help us be thankful for all you’ve done and all you will do. Help us trust you! In Jesus’ name, amen.

	
Teacher Tip
We encourage you to share your own stories. But how much is too much? When adults lose emotional control in front of kids, that can make kids feel unsafe. While it’s good to be vulnerable, refrain from telling stories that might make you lose emotional control. Often, sticking with more benign (but real) stories is a better option. For example, share about missing going out to eat and coming to church—not about a death in your family or an intense hospital stay as you struggled with the virus. (However, do find a safe place to share about those real emotions—like with other adult volunteers!)




