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Theology of Pilots

Introduction
This series of articles has arisen from a desire to offer the United 
Reformed Church some materials to allow greater engagement in 
theological reflection in all aspects of our ministry with children; as part 
of our worshipping communities, as part of our families and as part of 
our communities.

For the purposes of these reflections we are using the definition of a 
child as a person under the age of 18. In doing so, we recognise the huge 
variety of experiences that children and young people have in these 
formative years.

Francis Brienen is Deputy General Secretary (Mission) for the 
United Reformed Church. Andrew Willett is an Evangelism 
and Renewal Advocate with GEAR (Group for Evangelism and 
Renewal in the URC). Simon Peters is Children’s and Youth 
Work Programme Officer for the United Reformed Church.
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This booklet explores the theology of Pilots, the ecumenical, non-
uniformed organisation for children and young people run by the United 
Reformed Church. There are more than sixty Pilots Companies across 
Scotland, England and Wales, predominantly meeting mid-week. Through 
a range of activities focused on learning and service, the organisation 
aims to support children and young people in their own self-discovery, 
to learn about the church worldwide, to respond to the needs of others 
and work for a fairer world. 

But what about God in Pilots? Why do we do what we do? What is the 
theology behind it? This short booklet offers a starting point in answering 
these wide-reaching questions. Churches, parents, Pilots and potential 
Pilots are all encouraged to have a read.

Information on the sources referenced in this booklet can be found in 
the ‘Further Reading’ section.
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How it all began 

The story of Pilots is a fascinating one and offers important insight in 
terms of what the organisation is all about. Pilots started with a boy 
from Tottenham who got himself lost in the Pacific…Well, kind of…in a 
roundabout way…

John Williams began life as a carpenter but, in the early 1800s, at the age 
of seventeen, felt called by God to serve as a missionary in the South 
Pacific with the London Missionary Society. Together with his wife, Mary, 
he lived and worked in the region for many years, spreading the good 
news of Jesus in places such as Tahiti and Samoa.

John and his colleagues didn’t aim simply to impose their beliefs on 
others, but rather to respect the people and places they visited, learning 
about local customs, as well as sharing their own. This sense of open-
mindedness and respect continues to play a vital role in the work of 
Pilots in the twenty-first century.

““ When I heard about Pilots, I assumed...[it]...was for Christians 
only, but now...I understand that it is for everybody. 1

1 All quotes in boxes are taken from Pilots themselves.
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After John Williams died, the London Missionary Society asked churches 
in Britain to raise money to buy a missionary ship so that his work could 
continue. In local churches, children heard adults talking about how they 
could do this and decided to join the fund raising efforts. They and their 
friends worked extra hard and together raised £6,000 for the first ship, 
which was named the ‘John Williams’. Children kept raising funds for 
many, many years and supported a total of seven ‘John Williams’ ships. 
The last one stopped sailing in 1974.

In 1936, the London Missionary Society decided it was time to give 
something back to all those children who supported their work so 
faithfully and, consequently, started an organisation for children and 
young people, calling it ‘Pilots’ after the trained mariners who use their 
extensive knowledge of local waters to guide ships through difficult and 
often dangerous territory to places of safety and security. This is where 
the nautical theme of the organisation comes from!

This sense of acknowledging and supporting children in the work they 
already do, rather than simply preparing them to do things later in life, is 
crucial to the spirit in which Pilots operates. 

In 1944 Pilots became a joint venture between the London Missionary 
Society and the Congregational Union of England and Wales and, in 
1972, became part of the newly formed United Reformed Church, which 
continues to run Pilots to this day.2

2 Thorogood 1994 and Pilots website
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What is the theology 
of Pilots?

Theology literally means ‘the study of God’. The beliefs which one holds 
about God and how God fits into one’s view of life and existence can 
be described as one’s theology.3 Exploring the theology of Pilots, then, 
involves asking how the concept of God fits into the organisation and 
where Pilots features in the plans of God.

Pilots aims to encourage children and young people in the work they are 
already able to do in making the world a better place, believing that God 
has created all people for this purpose, whoever they are and whatever 
they believe.

““  [L]earning [about] and worshipping God’ along with ‘helping 
others’ sit well within the top ten most enjoyable elements of 

being in the organisation, according to Pilots themselves.

3 Ford 1999
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The concept of ‘mission’ concerns everything which aims to protect 
the values of God (peace, understanding, hope, care, justice, faith, love... 
everything which leads towards a better existence for all), such as the 
provision of food for the hungry, shelter for the vulnerable, comfort for 
the weary. Mission is also about giving people the opportunity, should 
they wish to take it, to enter a relationship with God and see the part 
they have to play in protecting these values.4 For Christians, God’s 
mission is most visible in Jesus and the work He engaged in, spending 
much of his time with the poor, ill and needy rather than the rich and 
powerful, comforting, supporting and healing. Jesus also called his closest 
followers, his ‘disciples’, to go and make other followers who, with the 
power of God’s Holy Spirit would be able to join in the struggle to bring 
about a better existence.5  

Pilots, both as a national organisation and through its local companies, 
encourages individual Pilots and churches to consider their abilities, gifts 
and roles in the mission which God sets by sowing seeds of love in the 
lives of everyone who comes into contact with the organisation, be they 
participants, parents or friends and, if they wish, to find support in their 
own journey of faith. 

How can the Church exist if it doesn’t protect the values of God, which 
are so crucial to making this world a better place? And how can it do 
that if it doesn’t recognise what children and young people bring to the 
table? These things can all be achieved through commitment of the Pilots 
Promise: ‘I will learn, pray and serve all I can, with the world-wide Church 
of Jesus Christ.’

4 Ballard and Husselbee 2007 and Jeanrond 2010
5 Spellers 2006 and Thorogood 1994
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The Significance 
of Scripture

Three things matter in Pilots: God, world and people. So it is with the 
Bible, the central Holy Scripture of Christian faith and life. The hope in 
exploring Scripture with Pilots is that, whatever everyone may believe 
individually, all may find hope and inspiration through the Word.

Genesis 1:1-2:25 speaks of God creating everything (the sea, the land, 
the moon, the stars, animals...) and seeing that all of it was ‘very good’. 
He created humans to tend and care for it, giving them special gifts and 
talents to do so. Not only has God given us a beautiful earth to enjoy, He 
has also given us the responsibility of looking after it too! Pilots enables 
children and young people to appreciate the world and their part in it as 
stewards of God’s creation.

““ [Pilots] is a place that we can go and learn about God and 
we can also talk to God there as well.
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Psalm 119 tells us that we are ‘wonderfully and beautifully made’. Each 
one of us is unique. We all have different interests, different abilities, 
different strengths. This is important, as it means that, in order to make 
the world a better place, we need everyone to play their part, so that all 
these gifts can be enjoyed together. No-one should be left out! Through 
Pilots, children and young people explore how special they are. They can 
also think about how important it is to value and respect others, not to 
mention themselves, especially given that ALL people, whoever they are, 
are loved by God.

John 3:16 talks about God sacrificing His own son, Jesus, for the good 
of all people, that they might, in Him, enjoy eternal life. This great act of 
love is an example to us of how we must live out our lives, caring for one 
another, no matter what the cost, so that we can do all that is required, 
with and for God. Pilots gives children and young people the opportunity 
to choose to be part of this crucial task.

Matthew 28:16-20 sees Jesus, on His resurrection from death, instruct 
His followers to ‘go, baptise and make disciples’ so that others might join 
in protecting God’s values. Pilots are very much included in this invitation, 
and so it is extended to them, to do with as they see fit.

These are but four examples of Scriptural texts which Pilots are given 
the chance to explore and reflect on6, figuring out what they mean for 
them, for the Church and the world.

6 See The Barnabas Families Bible and Children’s Bible 
and materials from Roots.
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 The Significance of the Logo

The logo is round: 

God’s love surrounds us all and envelops 
the whole planet.

The sea is rough: 

It reminds us of our life which has both 
smooth and rough patches.

On the sea is a boat:

These feature heavily in the Bible, 
especially in the ministry of Jesus. The 
ship is also the symbol of the World 
Council of Churches. This is a worldwide 
organisation which hundreds of different 
churches are part of.

““  [In Pilots], we pray about  family and friends and 
meet new people.
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 The Significance of the Logo

““  [In Pilots], we pray about  family and friends and 
meet new people.

In the boat is a cross: 

Christ is the centre of the Church, the 
world and Pilots. The Cross stands at the 
centre of our lives giving stability and 
direction.

Under the boat is a name: 

The name on the badge is ‘Pilots’, 
expressing the organisation’s unique 
identity.

In the sea is a fish: 

The ‘ichthus’ (Greek for ‘fish’) symbol 
contains an acronym for Jesus, Saviour, 
Son of God in Greek, the language of the 
New Testament.
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 I like making things the best and I like making 
up dramas for the church...

 The Significance of Crests 

As part of developing and demonstrating their commitment to all that 
Pilots stands for, Pilots work towards Crests (some organisations call 
them badges) in a whole range of disciplines, with lots of activities 
and tasks to choose from, in areas such as creative writing, drama, 
dancing, sport, transportation, IT... the list goes on. This element of the 
programme is designed to support Pilots in developing their gifts and 
talents, in conjunction with the Pilots promise, as they wish. Crests are 
broadly organised into these categories:

Interest – If we are all to work together to make the world a better 
place, it is crucial that we allow those things which interest us to develop. 
Whatever inspires us, every hobby and activity matters in the mission of 
God.

Learning – As well as respecting creation, it is crucial that we seek to 
know and experience as much of it as we can. We must carry out our 
own research, seeking out sources of wisdom and truth.

““
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Overseas – It is not enough only to know our own context. We 
must venture out into the world, as John Williams did before us!  We 
might not actually be able to go, but we can still learn about life and 
faith in other parts of the world.

Talents – Everyone has things they are good at. Some people like 
writing and art, others are more technically or scientifically minded. 
Whatever area we excel in is needed as we seek to live out all that is 
asked of us.

Service – Crucial to everything here, is our loyalty to the values of 
God and serving His people. Everything we do, big and small, for those 
around us, far and near, makes us better servants of the love, peace 
and justice God offers to all.

In addition, given the centrality of Faith and Spirituality as a focus in the 
organisation, every Crest which Pilots work towards has, at its heart, 
an element of reflection and/or Prayer.

When put together, then, these six Crest categories spell out 
‘P-I-L-O-T-S’, showing that all of these disciplines need to be united if 
they are to truly be of worth to us in living out God’s values, that we 
might, as the Pilots Prayer asks, be ‘strong in the service of our Lord 
and Master, Jesus Christ’.
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The Significance 
of People

Children and Young People

It is no accident that Jesus, in Mark 10:15, says that the Kingdom of God 
needs to be accepted in the way a child would receive it. Our ways of 
doing and being Church when we are children are vibrant, exciting and 
inquisitive. This is important for us in these formative years as we form 
the basis of what will come. It is also fundamental for the church which, 
too, can grow and learn through the example which children set.7 It is 
for this very reason that Pilots’ aims to support and assist children as 
they grapple with the questions and challenges of life and faith, focussing 
on love as the ultimate value. 

The local and wider Church

As well as serving children and young people, Pilots, as an organisation, 
equally serves the local churches which support Pilots companies, not to 
mention the wider Church as a whole. 

Amongst other things, Pilots...

...is a mission resource – By being enabled to play their part in 
protecting the values of God, Pilots, in turn, can enable the wider 
community to join in.

...enables self-discovery – In discovering themselves, Pilots can 
encourage and support others in doing the same.

...gives an opportunity to respond to God – With the chance to build 
a relationship with God, if they wish, Pilots can help in sharing the 
Good News.

...helps people to grow in the Christian faith – Acting as an example 
to the whole Church, Pilots can lead the way in making the world 
better. 

 [I enjoy] [m]eeting different people, having fun...[n]ot 
feeling left out and feeling loved and cared for.

7 Bunge 2001

““
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...is rooted in the worldwide Church – Standing together with people 
across the globe, individual Pilots are part of something much bigger 
than their own organisation.

...encourages regular local church involvement – Through this sense 
of mutual support, Pilots and church folk are all more likely to 
become further involved.

Parents, Carers and Guardians
Of all the adults we are in contact with as children and young people, 
our parents, carers and guardians are, without doubt, the most influential. 
We share a very unique bond with them and take on board not only 
what they say, but what they do and how they behave towards us. 

‘Obedien[ce] to our parents’ is something which Pilots are encouraged 
to both promise to do and ask for help with. This is very much 
connected with the command in Exodus 20:13 to show honour to your 
mother and father (those who look after you), as it is their wisdom, 
guidance and love which will nurture you and help you to grow in ways 
that will help you now, as well as later in life.

This also gives parents a very real responsibility to be reliable and loyal, 
understanding and respectful, loving and approachable.8

Pilots aims to support parents in bringing up children and young people 
who are able and equipped to make the world a better place through 
values and qualities central to human flourishing.     
Pilots Leaders
Everyone involved in leading a local Pilots company performs their role 
as a volunteer. They do it because they believe that Pilots stands for 
something important. They do it because they care for the children and 
young people they work with and want them to experience all of the 
things which have been described here in an environment of love and 
nurturing.

The greatest command of Jesus, in Mark 10:29-31, is to love God 
and love your neighbour. Pilots leaders understand this and want to 
encourage children and young people to live out that principle. They 
must do this by reflecting God’s love in their own lives first. Whoever 
you are, you are loved. That’s the first and foremost principle.9 It is, 
therefore, the first thing you should experience in Pilots.

8 Dunn and Layard 2009
9 Spellers 2006, Ballard and Husselbee 2007 and Jeanrond 2010.
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For individuals:

Can children be as equally gifted and talented as the adults around •	
them?

How does/might the beliefs underlying Pilots influence the way you •	
interact with children?

For childrens/youth workers:

In what ways does your ministry support children in recognising •	
their status as ‘equal partners with adults in the life of the Church’?

How does/might the beliefs underlying Pilots influence your practice?•	
For churches:

What does your community do to encourage and equip children in •	
growing and developing their gifts and talents?

How does/might the beliefs underlying Pilots influence the work you •	
do?

Discussion Questions
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Practical Information
Pilots is predominantly, but not exclusively, a mid-week activity for all 
children and young people. All Pilots companies are set up and run by 
local churches. Pilots Officers, and the Pilots Company usually play an 
active role in the local church of which they are a part. Pilots is for all 
children and young people whether or not they attend Sunday worship.

Pilots is divided into four age bands:

Deckhands (aged 5-6) (Green)

Adventurers (aged 7-10) (Blue)

Voyagers (aged 11-14) (Red)

Navigators (aged 15-17) (Yellow) 

When Pilots come together the meeting is known as the ‘All Aboard’ and 
contains core elements of worship, learning and service.

The Pilots Promise is:

‘I will learn, pray and serve all I can in the 
world-wide Church of Jesus Christ.’

The Pilots Prayer is:

‘Teach us to be true and faithful

Pilots,

Intent upon our work and play,

Loyal to our Captain and Company,

Obedient to our parents,

Trustworthy members of our church,

Strong in the service of our Lord and Master, 
Jesus Christ,

AMEN’
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Over the years, Pilots has played a 
significant part in the 

stories of many congregations. 
Could yours be next?

The Compass acts as the organisation’s main manual, containing all the 
information needed to set-up, develop and run a Pilots company.

The Bridge magazine provides the latest news and stories from Pilots 
companies and committees around the country. 

Annual Overseas Voyage Materials encourage Pilots companies to learn 
more about culture, life and faith in a different country every year.

Annual Worship Materials are also produced to encourage children and 
young people to become involved in leading a worship service, around a 
particular theme, to celebrate Pilots and to share all that the organisation 
is about. Local churches are asked to set aside a Sunday in June each year 
to celebrate ‘Pilots Sunday’, when such a service can take place.

If you are already a Pilot and would like to hear about all the upcoming 
events, share what is happening in your Company and chat to other 
Pilots you’ve met at regional events, V&N or on Big Days Out, then check 
out the ‘Pilots on Facebook’ closed group, providing a safe space to hang 
out, chat and have fun online.

If you are a Pilots Captain or Officer and would like to get some new 
ideas, network with other leaders, share stories and resources, the ‘Pilots 
Captains & Officers’ closed group on Facebook provides a safe space for 
networking with others involved in organising Pilots.

This, along with much more information and resources, are available 
on the Pilots website at www.urc.org.uk/discipleship/pilots.html and 
from the national Pilots Desk by phone on 020 7916 8637, by e-mail at 
pilots@urc.org.uk or by post to Pilots Desk, URC House, 86 Tavistock 
Place, London, WC1H 9RT.
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