CHILDREN AT WORSHIP


Welcome to worship at First Congregational United Church of Christ, Oconomowoc, Wisconsin.  This is a family church and provision is made for worship for all ages.  Worship is one of the basic ways people learn what it means to be Christian.  Children and their families are welcome to Worship at both the 8:00 and 10:00 a.m. Services each week.


Since the Sunday School classes for children and youth ages 3 through 12th grade are held during the 10:00 a.m. hour, provision is made for the young people to share in the first part of our worship each week.  Occasionally, Sunday School classes will not meet during that time so that our children may attend the whole worship with their families.  Children learn the value of worship by involvement Sunday after Sunday.  


By practice, our children:

· Learn they belong to Christ and are welcome in Christ’s church.

· Come to know the Lord's Prayer, the Doxology, and the Gloria Patri by heart.

· Build a fund of memorable, shared experiences of Christian community upon which they draw.

· Are enriched by the beauty of music as an expression of praise and as a human response to God.

· Hear stories from the Bible read and interpreted, and begin to see worship as one place where God may speak to them.

· Witness the drama of Holy Baptism and Holy Communion as signs of God's kindness and love.

· Discover that they are valued as persons by God and the family of God in their church.


Bringing children to worship may not always be easy, but it is an essential part of their growth in Christ.

CHILDREN AND HOLY COMMUNION

     Many of us were raised in a tradition which did not allow children to participate in the Lord's Supper until, at the age of confirmation, they became "communicant members" of the church.  It has long been an "unwritten practice" in this congregation for parents to make the decision when their own children may participate in the Sacrament.  No one has been turned away from the Lord's Table because of their age; however we did not overtly or intentionally invite the younger children to share in Holy Communion with the rest of the church family.  By virtue of scheduling the Sunday School classes to run concurrent with Worship, we have effectively avoided the question.


In recent years we have sought to address this situation more intentionally.  We have engaged in Biblical reflection which indicates that children in the Early Christian Church were included in all aspects of Christian life including Communion.  


Our children make a real contribution to the life and vitality of the church.  Their presence makes our worship a joyful, spontaneous experience.  Through their interaction with the entire congregation we all learn more about giving, sharing, caring and loving one another.  By welcoming them at the Lord's Supper, we are saying, "Yes, by your Baptism you do belong to the family of Christ's church, and you are an important part of the church fellowship."


Christ does not require a full knowledge and understanding of the meaning and symbolism surrounding the Lord's Supper before we can participate.  Instead, Christ invites all to come with the simple trust of children and with the expectation that through participation in the Supper, within the Fellowship of the Church, the Holy Spirit will move in each of our lives and join us in "Holy Communion".

     Children can experience the richness of the sacrament of Communion long before they can intellectualize its meaning.  The learning process moves quite naturally from doing to reflection, from devotion to doctrine, from practice to understanding.  Children have faith.  Children are an important part of the body of Christ, the Church.

     Children, by participating in Communion, can feel that they belong.  They develop an understanding that they are a part of a church family that is celebrating Jesus' life with them, and that this is special and important. 

     At this table the whole people of God, including the young among the church, receive God's gift of love in Jesus, are nourished in the faith, and are challenged to be disciples. Therefore, the Spirituality Ministry of this church has declared that they "believe that there is no theological reason for not allowing baptized children of any age to share in the Sacrament of Communion.”  It is Baptism that signals our belonging to the family of Christ.  It is an act of grace.  It is a gift.  Just as being a member of a family entitles us to certain privileges and inclusion in the basic traditions and activities of that family, baptism entitles Christians to participate in the essential activities that define us as church.  

     Parents are encouraged to discuss the Sacrament with their children, and the parents retain the responsibility for determining when their own children are ready to take part in the worship life of the congregation.

JESUS AND THE CHILDREN

     Near the end of Jesus' ministry, when he had begun to talk about his death, the disciples came to him with probing questions about the kingdom of God.  Who, or what, was most important in God's Reign?  Jesus astonished them all by placing a child in their midst.  Jesus put his arms around the child and said: “Whoever welcomes in my name one of these children, welcomes me." (Mark 9: 37) But like many of us, it took another incident before the deep truth of Jesus' teaching began to be recognized in daily living.  

     A short time later, Jesus was teaching on the edge of town.  Let your imagination draw the picture of how it might have happened.  The disciples and the men of the town are deep in conversation about how the Jewish law on divorce should be interpreted.

     Some women with their children had come to draw water and were anxious to see the famous rabbi, Jesus.  Perhaps he would bless their children.  Perhaps he would have a word of encouragement or healing for them.  But it was hard to even see Jesus over the heads of the crowd, and soon the children lost interest and began playing, running, and laughing.  The disciples became concerned that the noise was a distraction to Jesus, so they quickly appeared at the back of the crowd asking the women to quiet their children, or to take their children home. 

     But Jesus intervened and welcomed the children.  Jesus brought the children to the front where they could see and touch him.  He talked with them, hugged them close and blessed them.  He told the crowd, "Let the children come to me and do not stop them because the Kingdom of God belongs to such as these." (Mark 10: 13-16)


Dennis Benson, author of The Ministry of the Child, brings the Biblical texts alive with several vivid examples such as the following:  "A woman in the congregation phoned to let Dennis know that lumps had been found in her body, and she suspected the worst.  He worked late into the night Saturday searching for the right text, prayers and words to sustain her until the news came.  She sat third row from the front, as usual.  Somehow the worship seemed heavy.  The warmth he wished to project evaporated.  As he launched into his third point on the theme of "hope", a young toddler made his way down the aisle.  The child paused at the third row, turned, and then climbed up on the seat.  He didn't say anything.  He just snuggled in.  Her arm encircled him.  He responded with a hug.  He sat with her only for a minute or two but when he returned to his parents, warmth and hope once again lived in her eyes.  She had received her gospel for the day."

CHILDREN IN OUR MIDST

During the past few years, some major changes have been occurring in our understanding of ministry with, to, and by children.  We've realized that there were few young adults in worship and grew aware of the separateness of Sunday School and Worship.  It seemed that when Sunday School days were completed, many of our youth ended their church relationship.

John Westerhoff, a leading Christian educator, suggests that we lost our youth because of their lack of connection to worship during their younger years.  He calls on Sunday School teachers and Worship Leaders to work more closely together.  We are encouraged to include children in worship on a regular basis, and to understand that children have gifts to give in worship.  Adults and children worshiping together is necessary if "the Body of Christ" is to be whole.  Sunday School teachers are being challenged to teach about the seasons of the Church year, the symbolism of our worship, and the meaning of our Sacraments, as well as the Biblical stories.


Clergy are being challenged to prepare liturgies that take seriously the concerns and abilities of children.  The inclusion of children in Holy Communion has been identified as an important step toward wholeness.  Our Sunday School teachers, parents and pastors are working closely together to reclaim the wholeness of this worshiping community.

     As the adults share in the leading of worship, children too, on occasion, will contribute their gifts in worship.  We are taught of this model in the Acts of the Apostles and other documents from the Early Christian Church which tell us of the whole Christian community sharing in prayer, praise, fellowship and sacrament.  There is clear and convincing evidence that infants were admitted to the Lord's Supper in the Western Church until after 1200 AD.  In some places it continued until the 1500's.

As in Jesus' day, the adults of our congregation are asked to accept and welcome the children in our midst, to openly receive the gifts they offer, to visit with them over coffee and juice following the service, acknowledging their presence and worth as a part of the present – as well as the future -- of the Christian Church. 


In the Sacrament of Holy Baptism, we praise God for each precious life.  Each child is celebrated as a vital part of the Church family and the adults of our congregation promise to nurture them in their faith.  The suggestion here is that if we expect our children to take their church experience seriously, then the congregation must make that experience a visible reality.  


"We have been accustomed to the notion that children need the church.  We now assert that the church desperately needs the children."  -- Dennis Benson & Stan J. Stewart, The Ministry of the Child.

Resources from which some of this material was collected and which are available for further study and discussion include:

1. Celebrate Communion, by Colleen Britton, published by Educational Ministries, Inc., 1984.

2. Children In Our Congregation, Logos Productions, Inc.

3. Communion With Your Child, by Bette Anne Crowell, from the "Let The Children Come" Series, Round Table Resources, 1992.

4. "Do This To Remember Me!", A Book For Families on the Sacrament of Holy Communion by Rosemary Turner, from the "Let The Children Come" Series, Round Table Resources, 1992.

5. Going To Church with Children, by Pauline & Stan Stewart & Richard Green, JBCE Press

6. Ministry of the Child, by Dennis Benson & Stan J. Stewart, Abingdon Press

7. Sunday Dinner, by William Willimon, Upper Room Press.

