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Worshiping With Children
By Pastor Robert O. Balza, Sr. - Eternal Love Lutheran Church (Appleton, WI)                                                1999
INTRODUCTION
During three Sundays in August, 1999, we met with parents to discuss the topic of worshiping with children. These (open discussions with the pastor( revolved around thirteen questions which the pastor had prepared. There was a free exchange of information, ideas, and insights. The presentation that follows is the result of those discussions, and represents the input of everyone involved.

It is our hope that by sharing this information, we will help both parents and children participate in the worship experience with joy, and at the same time foster the order needed to enable all who attend our worship services to hear the Gospel and experience God(s presence.
OUR PHILOSOPHY ON WORSHIPING WITH CHILDREN
We believe that worship is for all the members of the family, including young children. Jesus said, (Let the little children come to me, and do not hinder them, for the kingdom of heaven belongs to such as these.( (Matthew 19:14) Although some churches believe that families are better served by separating children into their own (children(s church(, which would allow parents and others to worship in peace without children, our conviction is that there is great value in conducting worship for families.

Families are invited and encouraged to worship together so that ...

· both children and parents may be brought to Jesus through the Word of God.

· parents may help children learn how to worship, respect the house of the Lord, and learn appropriate manners for God(s house. 

· so children may learn from their parents( example how to sing, how to pray, how to listen, how to follow along, and how to bring offerings.

· parents may discuss the sermon and other events and parts of the worship service with their children at home.

· both children and parents can discover a sense of God(s presence.

· parents and children can be bonded into the Christian community.

We also believe it is important to maintain order in worship so that the Gospel may be dispensed to all who come to the Lord(s house. The apostle writes, (But everything should be done in a fitting and orderly way.( (1 Corinthians 14:40) Our worship services are carefully structured for order, inclusion of important elements, and congregational participation. The dispensing of the means of grace (Word and Sacrament) is at the heart and core of all our worship -- (Preach the Word( (2 Tim 4:2).  And since faith comes from hearing the Gospel, everyone must be able to hear the Gospel. To that end distractions must be kept to a minimum so that worshipers may be able to concentrate on the Word of God.

As part of our philosophy of family-oriented worship, we maintain that worship services should minister to and involve all ages of worshipers. Some ways of doing this are through:

· Children(s bulletins

· Consistent repetition of the Lord(s Prayer

· Children(s devotion for ages 3-11

· Weekly offering

· Simple hymns

· Everything printed out in the service folder

· Periodic use of drama or puppets 

· Use of a children(s song each week

· Use teenagers and Scripture readers.

· Use junior ushers to help with ushering duties, especially if they can serve alongside their own fathers.

The pastor also needs to include the children in preparing the worship service and carrying it through each week. Some of the ways in which he can minister to the children are mentioned in the box on the next page.
WHY IS IT HARD TO WORSHIP WITH CHILDREN?
Sometimes it can be hard to worship with our children. This is due to various frustrating factors, most of which are common to all parents at one point or another. 

First, there can be guilt that comes from the feeling that we are forcing the kids to come to something they do not want to come to. Or the guilt can arise from knowing that my children are disturbing others.  The children naturally have a short attention span which makes it hard for them to sit still or be good during an hour+ service. It can be hard to worship while I wonder not IF but WHEN the children will act up, so we worship in fear of embarrassment if our children are naughty and become a distraction to others.  Then there is the fact that children are unpredictable. They can be good one week and naughty the next. They can sit quietly for a while and then seem to go crazy. Maybe they are seeking attention, or maybe it is hunger. It can be an adventure!

Potty training can be another factor that makes it hard to worship with children. When they go through that stage, there may be the need for one or more trips to the bathroom during the service ( sometimes for a false alarm, and sometimes for the real thing.
WHAT DO I WANT/EXPECT FOR MYSELF AND FOR MY CHILDREN?
When I attend worship with my children, I expect and hope for myself:

· an opportunity to hear God(s Word and learn to apply it to my life.

· an opportunity to share the worship experience with my children as part of our family life. 

· an opportunity to praise my Lord.

· the fellowship of other Christians.

When my children attend worship with me, I want, expect, and hope for them:

· that they understand this is a special time with God

· that they learn to pray & sing

· that they learn to respect others( need to worship

· that they learn something from God(s Word

(WHY DO I HAFTA GO TO CHURCH?(
Sometimes our children are reluctant to attend worship. It(s boring. It(s not fun. It(s yucky. They may be tired, or it may simply be the sinful flesh that says that they would rather watch TV or play. We know it is important to attend worship, and we are motivated to attend by our desire to praise God. But how would you respond to your child who asks, (Why do I hafta go to church?( Our parents have been faced with this very question. 
Some possibilities are:

· (We go to church because God is worthy of our praise. He has blessed us.( (Then remind the child of some specific blessing that God has given the past week for which He is worthy of praise and thanks.)

· (Because God is our Creator.(
· (I want to go because I love Jesus as my Savior. You don(t have to ( I want to.(
· (Because the worship service is for all of us (the Gospel, the offering, the Lord(s Prayer, etc.).(
IDEAS FOR PARENTS TO HELP THEIR CHILDREN LEARN TO WORSHIP

There probably is a time when the parents( goal is simply to keep a child quiet in church (prior to age 1 ( or 2?). Then, as a child grows in ability to understand, his parents can train him in how to behave in God(s House. (Fold hands when praying, sit still when parents want to listen, use restroom ahead of time, don(t talk during church, etc.) Finally, the goal is for the children to participate in worship as much as possible (and not merely to behave).
PREPARING OUR CHILDREN FOR WORSHIP
Worship will go better if we plan and work ahead to prepare our children for it. Preparation begins at home the week before. We may sing through hymnal parts with our children and teach them those things. We may teach them how to fold hands and close eyes during prayer and say the Lord(s Prayer with them every day so that they know it by heart. It then becomes a part of the worship service that they can participate in. 

Parents can also discuss and reinforce last week(s music or message. They can talk about church duties that they will have when they go on Sunday ((Daddy will be an usher this week( or (Our family will be the greeters this week.().

Above all, parents can communicate expectations about the worship service to their children. It will help immensely if the children know and understand what is expected of them when they go to church. If they understand that they are expected to sit still, to be quiet during the sermon, to join in prayer and song, to walk and not run when they enter the church or when mom and dad are visiting with friends, to go up for the children(s devotion, to take only one donut hole during afterglow, and to respect both the rights of others and the sanctity of the Lord(s house, then they will have a better experience ( and so will everyone else. Children need to know what the rules, boundaries and expectations are. So start early and repeat often what is expected of them. Make it clear that you will also reinforce those things. It will make things easier.

Sunday morning starts on Saturday night. Lay out the Sunday clothes, ready the offering envelopes, gather together the Bibles or Sunday School papers you will need, talk about the importance of allowing mom and dad to listen and how special worship is, gather together everything you will need for the worship kit/bag, and see to it that everyone gets to bed on time. 

We want our children to enjoy Sunday morning, not dread it as a time of pressure, rushing and stress. So take a few simple steps to make Sunday morning better! Set the alarm early enough to allow a relaxed pace. Have a simple, special Sunday breakfast. Give the kids one more pep talk on being good or participating, and do not allow TV. Maybe some Christian music playing will help prepare the mind and heart. Be on time for church so that you can have the seats in a place you need. 

When you arrive at church, make sure all family members who can read receive a bulletin and hymnal. Plan ahead to avoid bathroom parades. Children can work on the children(s bulletin while mom and dad pray silently or read the announcements. Then sing and pray together as you enjoy the presence of your loving and merciful God.

WHAT IS APPROPRIATE TO BRING ALONG TO CHURCH?
A general rule of thumb is to bring as little as possible to church. Children can be taught to leave toys at home, just as we leave our things at home. Worship is a time to focus our attention on Jesus and the Word of God.

However, some things are appropriate to bring along to church, depending on the child(s age. Of course, we will not allow our children to bring distracting books, toys, or games ( especially anything that will make noise in the sanctuary. Likewise, toys that stimulate noises, movement and activity would be disturbing for both child and others around the child.

Sometimes it is good to bring along certain snacks to satisfy children during the worship hour. A bottle of water is better than a bottle of juice because leaking juice can leave chairs sticky.  Dried cereal, cereal bars and crackers are better snacks than chocolate or raisins that can be mushed into the carpet. Likewise, anything with sugar in it will make it more difficult for a child to sit still. Items with noisy wrappers and gum should be left at home since they disturb the worship and have the potential for getting stuck in hair and carpet, etc. A piece of hard candy to suck on during the sermon can be appropriate only if the child is old enough for such. If the use of a snack leaves crumbs on the floor, be considerate of those who will worship in the next service by seeing that the crumbs are picked up. An usher could be informed that he may take care of it, or you may care for it yourself. Consideration for other worshipers will mean leaving the worship area clean enough for others to use.

In general, you will be helping children by bringing stuff that will help them focus on Jesus during the service. Some parents prepare a special bag or kit that is used only on Sunday mornings. The kit can be prepared for children who are able to read or for children that cannot yet read. 

A non-reader(s kit could be a small canvass bag, perhaps with several pockets, for the following items:

· Child(s offering (either in an envelope or not)

· A couple pencils and/or crayons for use in completing the children(s bulletin.

· A small picture book based on Bible stories or Christian themes.

· A small stuffed animal to hug or play quietly with.

· A quiet book made of cloth (with pages of quiet activities like buttons to button; a zipper to zip; a buckle to fasten; cords to be braided; shoe lace to lace and tie)

For children who are able to read, a reader(s kit might include:

· Child(s offering (either in an envelope or not)

· Bookmarks to locate hymns or parts in the hymnal

· A couple pencils and/or crayons for use in completing the children(s bulletin.

· A small pad of blank paper on which the child may draw a picture, particularly of something related to the sermon or a Scripture lesson. 

· Perhaps a booklet of Bible-related puzzles or games.

WORSHIP WITH RATHER THAN BESIDE CHILDREN
Our goal is not simply to have our children behave in church, but that they learn how to worship along side of us. Here are some other hints to help with teaching our children worship skills.

Have children sit on your lap or stand next to you when singing a hymn and encourage them to sing with you. Help young readers use hymnals and worship folders. Provide a hymnal and bulletin to every child that can read (or share yours with them) and explain how the words and music notes fit together and point to the words as they are said or sung. Allow your child to rest his/her head on your shoulder or lap during the sermon.

Whisper instructions ((Now is the time we tell God about stuff we are sorry about.( (Listen to this story. It is a good one!()

Purchase your own hymnal and sing through the first verses of hymns at home so children learn and become familiar with the hymns.

FOLLOWING UP AFTER THE WORSHIP EXPERIENCE
Avoid criticism and complaints fueled by fatigue and hunger in the car on the way home. Instead, share what people did, enjoyed, wondered about.

If you share the Sunday noon meal together, that can be the right time to discuss things like what we learned in the sermon, or in the children(s sermon, and how the message applies to our lives this week. It can also be a time to answer any questions the children might have about things that occurred in worship ((Why did the pastor not preach today?( (Why was that person crying?( (What does Pentecost mean?(, etc.)

Sunday afternoon or evening can also be the time to address behavior concerns, correcting as needed, and reinforcing good behavior. 

WHEN SHOULD WE MAKE USE OF THE NURSERY?
Our church maintains a staffed nursery room for most of the worship services. This room is equipped with sound and the ability to see the worship service through a window. It can be a great help to parents and other worshipers to have the nursery available. But how should it be used? Here are some general guidelines.

Use the nursery when the child needs a (time out(. If he is screaming or crying loudly, or begins to act naughty and challenges parental authority or instructions, a parent should remove the child from the sanctuary as quickly as possible and go to the nursery to quiet or discipline the child. It is nice to know that the nursery room is there is the child cannot be quieted after a few seconds.

The nursery can be a great blessing for parents especially during the sermon. Children between the ages of 9 months and 2 years can have a very hard time sitting through the worship service, and what a blessing it can be to take the child to the nursery, leave him with a grown up, and have the chance to listen to the sermon in peace!

We would hinder or goals of worshiping with children if we allowed the nursery to be used as a reward for bad behavior. If the child learns that by being naughty he can be taken to the nursery where there are toys he can play with, then he will make that his goal every time he comes to church. 

If a baby needs to be nursed, the nursery can provide a private place for mother and child.

Sometimes a visit to the nursery is necessary in order to separate a child from other kids or even from adults who sit behind and make faces or try to entertain a child on mom(s shoulder. The nursery visit can give a chance for instruction, or just a break from the distraction.

SHOULD WE SIT IN BACK OR IN FRONT WITH OUR CHILDREN?
There are pros and cons to each. In our church with only about six rows of chairs all arranged in a semi-circle, it may not matter so much as in churches with many rows of pews. However here are some thoughts to consider.

When sitting in the back it is easier to get out of the sanctuary if the child starts to cry or act out. The parent can exit more quickly, with less disturbance ( at least as long as one does not have to go down a long row of chairs.

Another advantage to sitting in back is that things are more confined for a child, giving a feeling of coziness that may help a child relax.

The advantage to sitting toward the front is that children can see better. It is easier for a child to see what is happening if there are no tall people sitting directly in front. As soon as children have learned to sit quietly in church and understand what is expected of them when they go to worship, they may prefer sitting toward the front so they can see better. 

SOME DO(S AND DON(TS ON WORSHIPING WITH CHILDREN

· Do be firm and consistent about worship behavior. Apply the same discipline for worship failures that is applied in other important matters.

· Do work diligently at helping your children learn to participate in worship themselves.

· Do use the bathroom and get a drink before worship begins rather than during worship. Unless a child is ill, he can easily wait one hour until worship is over.

· Do help children worship (sing familiar songs, teach the Lord(s prayer and creed, help them fold hands when they pray, etc.)

· Do impress on children that worship is an important time for everyone and it(s an important time to learn about God and talk to God (talk about this all week). Teach them to respect the rights of all worshipers and the sanctity of the house of the Lord.

· Do return to the sanctuary after the sermon if you have to leave with your child before or during the sermon.

· Do accept that some Sundays will be better than others.

· Do not allow children to stand and face toward people behind you or to stand higher than your head where they may seek attention.

· Do not allow your child to escape your reach by wandering in the row (or to the side or front of church)

· Do not bring foods like chocolate chips, raisins or anything that will get mashed into the carpet.

· Do not allow children to bang chairs or make noise.

· Do not allow children to talk openly (in a normal voice) during the worship service. Teach them to whisper.

· Do not leave a mess in your row and under the chairs when worship is over. If there is a mess, call it to the attention of an usher, or use the carpet sweeper yourself.

WHAT THE PASTOR CAN DO TO MINISTER TO CHILDREN

1) Explain the various objects the children see in church (paraments, flowers, candles, furniture, etc.)

2) Teach the children about different parts of the church service during the children(s devotion.

3) Use illustrations from childhood in the sermons.

4) Choose familiar SS lessons as Scripture readings.

5) Use objects and props in the sermons to help children pay attention.

6) Greet children as well as adults by name.

7) During the sermon remind children of something mentioned in the children(s devotion.

8) Incorporate enough standing and sitting in the worship service so children have a chance to stretch and move.
PRAYER

Heavenly Father, give every parent a thankful heart for the precious gift of children; and give parents the courage and wisdom to bring their children up in the Your "nurture and admonition(. Give them diligence in warning and protecting their children from the onslaught of evil in our culture and media; and in telling their children that they are loved dearly by both their parents and by You.  We also pray for all young people: that they thank God for the blessing of their parents; that they discern between right and wrong, good and evil, in a difficult world; that they learn to resolve conflict through peaceful means; and that they know that they are loved dearly by their parents and by You. And we pray for all of us: that having been justified by Jesus( blood, we strive to lead sanctified lives, being "salt and light" in an increasingly darkening world.

WORSHIPING WITH CHILDREN:  SOME QUESTIONS TO DISCUSS

1. Should we have family worship?  (Reasons yes or no)

2. Why is it hard to worship with children?

3. When you go to worship on Sunday morning, what do you want/expect for yourself? 

4. What do you want/hope/expect for your children when you bring them to worship?

5. What are your goals in worshiping with your children?

6. When your child says, (Why do I hafta go to church?( what do you say ( to a 5-year old, a 7-year old, a 10-year old?

7. At the Sunday noon meal, what can parents discuss with their children about the day(s worship? (More than just behavior; what the sermon was about; what they can each do to respond to the sermon; what they learned from the sermon; what was not understood; what was agreed with and disagreed with; what favorite song; what was interesting, etc.)

8. How can we prepare our children ahead of time for weekly worship?

9. When is it better to sit in back/when to sit in front?

10. When should the nursery be utilized and how?

11. What are some do(s and don(ts for children(s behavior in church?

12. What is appropriate for children to bring to church ... and what isn(t? (Including foods, games, toys, etc.)

Why do I hafta go to church?

1. Because God is worthy of our praise (He has blessed us)

2. Because God is our Creator

3. I want to go because I love Jesus as my Savior

4. (You don(t have to ( I want to(
5. Because it is for you also (Word, offering, Lord(s Prayer)

What to discuss at your noon meal:

1. What we learned in sermon.

2. What we learned in children sermon.

3. Behavior

4. How the message applies to our lives this week.

5. Questions

How can we prepare ahead?

Week before:

1. Sing through hymnal parts

2. Reinforce last week(s music/message

3. Teach them prayer & prayer how-to(s

4. Talk about church duties

5. Communicate expectations

Saturday evening:

1. Set out clothes

2. Pray/talk about listening @ worship

3. Prepare envelopes/gather books

4. Pack the kits

5. Kids and parents enough sleep

Sunday morning:

1. Talk about worship parts for children

2. Get up on time

3. No TV

4. Christian music

5. Breakfast

6. One more pep talk

7. Be on time

Sit in back/front?

BACK    

1. Doesn(t matter so much here

2. Easier to get out

3. Disturb others less

4. More confined

FRONT

1. Doesn(t matter so much here

2. Fewer chairs in front

3. Kids can see better (old enough to be good)

When nursery utilized?

1. When baby is crying

2. Nursing

3. When its time for a (time out(
4. For discipline & correction

5. For sermon

6. Not as a reward

7. Separate kids from friends/others

Do(s and Don(ts for children(s behavior

1. No talking out loud 

2. No wandering around

3. Fold hands when pray

4. Look at books quietly

5. Respect rights of others

6. Go to bathroom before church

7. Participate as they can

8. Respect God(s house

9. Non-messy snacks

10. Don(t bang feet, toys

What to bring/not to bring

1. Water rather than juice

2. No noisy toys

3. As little as possible

4. Toys that stimulate noises/movement

5. Equal stuff for all kids

6. Bring stuff to help focus on Jesus

7. Dried cereal/bars/crackers

8. No chocolate/raisins

9. No gum

10. No noisy wrappers

11. Age appropriate candy

Should we have family worship?

YES

· Jesus loves children & wants them to be with him

· So children can learn how to worship

· It is a shared experience that they can talk about

· It teaches children that all Christians worship (habit)

· So children can learn respect for God(s house

· So children & parents can learn same hymns, etc. and other worship elements

NO

· Because there is little for the kids in an adult-oriented church service

· So parents can concentrate on the message

· So non-parents can focus on the worship/message

Why is it hard to worship with children?

· Guilt (I(m forcing my kids to come)

· Children can be a distraction to others

· Short attention span/hour+ service

· Kids want attention/starved for attention

· Fear of embarrassment if our children are naughty (others don(t share my discipline standards)

· Potty training, hunger, kids needs

· Unpredictable

What do I want/expect for myself?

· A common experience with kids

· Hear God(s Word and learn to apply it

· Opportunity to praise

· Fellowship of other Christians (to see that sometimes they struggle, too)

Want/Expect for children?

· That they understand this is a special time with God

· That they learn to pray & sing

· That they learn to respect others( need to worship

· That they learn something from God(s Word
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