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Churches Adapt to Changing Environment
with Virtual VBS
Here's How Lakewood and First UMC Bentonville Found Success

Through an Online Platform
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According to the latest information from the CDC, children are less susceptible to
infections by the COVID-19 virus. However, that doesn’t mean there is no risk, which is why
many United Methodist Churches are opting out of in-person Vacation Bible Schools this
year, and are instead focusing on making a virtual, at-home experience just as fun as the
rowdy and high-energy event that children’s ministers plan for all year.

At Lakewood UMC in North Little Rock, their annual VBS is well-known in the Central
District for being big and bombastic, attracting kids from all over the Little Rock/North
Little Rock area.

But this year, like everyone else, the Children’s Ministry team was forced to consider a new
way to gather together for worship and, of course, fun.

Jill Dillman and Rochelle Gray, Co-Directors of the Children’s Ministry at Lakewood, got the
idea for their virtual VBS from a previous event they held called Breezeway Buckets. 

Breezeway Buckets are take-home buckets that are �lled with snacks, activities, and other
knick-knacks for kids. According to Dillman and Gray, they started �lling Breezeway
Buckets in March, the week that schools were forced to shut down in Arkansas because of
the pandemic.

“We had packing parties at the church to �ll these buckets. We included activities and
labeled them for di�erent age groups. And we saw a response right away. I mean, people
were coming to pick up the buckets as soon as we put them out,” Gray said.

The buckets were put together as a way to give kids something to do while they were stuck
at home �nishing up the school year. They also aided parents who were now challenged
with being school teachers to their kids for the remainder of the year.

The Breezeway Buckets gave Dillman and Gray an idea: What if we could do the same type
of thing for our VBS this year?

https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/hcp/pediatric-hcp.html
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Lakewood put together about 150 of these take-home packets for their Anchored
VBS, but quickly ran out due to high demand in the community. Photo provided by
Lakewood UMC.

Lakewood’s VBS theme for 2020 was Anchored, an ocean-inspired VBS that could be done
on a weekend instead of a normal weeklong event.

Because they had a lot of the supplies already available from the Buckets, Dillman and
Gray just incorporated what they were doing previously into the new VBS plan. A few
changes were made here and there, such as changing up the activities and devotionals to
�t with the theme, as well as making the snacks ocean-themed.

“We had shark teeth, �sh and octopus, and other �sh-themed snacks made from candies
or crackers that we could buy. Snack time is often one of the things that kids look the most
forward to, and we wanted everything to �t the theme of our VBS,” Gray said.

For the VBS to work, everything had to be planned out ahead of time. The weekend VBS
lasted two days in June, and Lakewood organized the days into two individual folders. Each
folder had the day’s schedule of events, as well as a devotional, songs, and activities that
needed to be completed on that day. There were even links to videos for things like skits
or sing-a-longs. 

“We didn’t want to overload kids with too much screen time though,” Dillman said.
“Because they are on screens all day at home now, we wanted to do as much as we could
without screens involved.”

https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=3319758718058717
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Volunteers at Lakewood show o� some of the packets for their Anchored VBS.
Photo provided by Lakewood UMC.

For the parts that did need screens, however, volunteers from the church �lmed skits to go
along with the theme. Everyone involved made sure to follow social distancing guidelines,
so many of the skits were �lmed using members of the same household, or �lmed
separately and put together.

Kara Chapman, one of Lakewood’s worship leaders, helped with the music, and was �lmed
singing and doing the motions for all of the VBS songs.

“She was the star of our VBS last year and we’re so happy we got to use her again!” Gray
said.

Backdrops for the videos were also hand-built by volunteers, and in some cases, such as in
the music portion, a green screen was used to give the video an underwater look.
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Altogether, Lakewood made about 150 take-home bags for kids, and they ran out instantly.
Interest was so overwhelming that Dillman and Gray said they had to put together about
40 extra bags because they ran out of their original amount.

In the Northwest corner of the Conference, Sadie Stratton Wohlfahrt, Minister to Children
and Families at First UMC Bentonville, was putting together her own version of a virtual
VBS.

Wohlfahrt is used to coming up with new ideas for VBS every year; she is known for her
made-from-scratch VBS’s which she has been creating with her team at Bentonville for the
past four years.

This year, however, posed a di�erent challenge: �nding a way to stay connected while
we’re apart, and reaching new people that the church hasn’t been able to reach in the
past.

Bentonville First’s theme for VBS revolved around the A�rmation of Faith that the church
uses in their once-a-month family worship, called Children First.

“Since there are typically four days of VBS and four parts of any a�rmation, we decided to
design a four-day virtual experience, with each day of VBS focused on learning about one
of the statements,” Wohlfahrt said.

“We made this decision because we knew that this year had the extra opportunity of being
seen by many unchurched people, via the magic of the internet; our message can spread
much farther than a typical VBS year, so we wanted to use this opportunity to teach people
the basics of our faith,” Wohlfahrt said. “We also knew that we wanted to teach the families
of our church, that the church is not the building. We are the church, and we can be
together, apart.”

https://fumcbentonville.org/vbs-at-home-2/
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For First Bentonville’s VBS, kids would tune in to a new video each day, which
consisted of a devotional, activities, and more. Photo provided by First UMC
Bentonville.

The planning and implementing of this virtual VBS was a collaborative e�ort, from the
designing of the logo and the curriculum (Jennifer Russell and Katie Bloodworth) to the
music (from Choral Director Dr. Ray Wheeler, who wrote an original song for this year’s
VBS called “We Are the Church”) to the �lming of daily videos (with help from Youth
Director Brooke Crumpler, Contemporary Worship Leader Ken Weatherford, and Rev. J.J.
Whitney, senior pastor).

Each day starting at 9 a.m., kids are asked to watch a video that includes opening worship,
craft/activity time, and a snack. Kids have until their small group time at 4 p.m. to watch
the videos, and Rev. Whitney o�ers a Facebook Live Communion at 3 p.m. each day.

Wohlfahrt said the real magic happens at 4 p.m., where kids meet with their small groups
and small group leaders via Zoom. Each small group has three to seven kids, and there are

https://www.facebook.com/FirstUnitedMethodistChurchBentonville
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about nine small groups in total.

“Our leaders were trained on ‘Holy Listening’ earlier this month, which is a spiritual practice
of holding space for children to share their thoughts and feelings, be validated and
a�rmed for those thoughts and feelings, and be prayed over. The leaders light a candle
and have kids take turns sharing what is on their hearts using ‘Holy Listening’ shapes,”
Wohlfahrt said. These Holy Listening shapes were created by the Rev. Dr. Leanne Hadley
and more info can be found on her website, leanne-hadley.com. 

Although this year’s VBS drew only about half of the more than 225 kids that usually enroll,
Wohlfahrt said being online has given them a better opportunity to reach far more than
that number of kids.

“We won’t know the exact impact we have — we just pray that the Holy Spirit works in the
hearts of whoever views it. As I tell my team: we do our best, and God does the rest!” she
said.

As case numbers continue to rise in Arkansas and surrounding Conferences, virtual
learning and experiences are becoming the norm.

And as Lakewood UMC and First UMC Bentonville, as well as hundreds of other Arkansas
churches, have shown this summer, VBS can be just as fun, energetic and powerful online
as it is in person.


