Family Church

Our family church is lovely; songs we can all sing together

Times of intense quietness alternating with activities

At the end there is a bright sea of candles in our sand tray

And we always look forward to coming to church.

From the very beginning it was important for us that it should be our worship service, not a ceremony planned by others for us, but a celebration for us and our children, which is the way in which we create lively acts of worship for ourselves. 

So, out of our weekly children’s service, we began two years ago to hold a monthly family service. For eight years previously we had invited the children at 10.00am every Sunday, but fewer and fewer had come, sometimes two, sometimes five, and sometimes none. We did in fact find it still right to provide a children’s service every Sunday, for in fact with even a few children it went well and we could work intensively with them. But the popularity of our family services, to which 40 to 50 people come (which is a lot for an additional service in a Hamburg parish), has convinced us. 

So, on every last Sunday in the month at 11.15am, after the main service, we hold our family service. Parents and their young children gather for three quarters of an hour in the church chancel. What takes place there is nothing spectacular, nothing involving elaborate or expensive preparations, but a beautiful satisfying occasion, which is what we want to tell you about in this presentation. 

First of all, a few brief reflections that we had at the outset… 

Younger children 

Younger children attend worship quite happily together with their parents. We had already learned that by reading ‘Wurzeln und Flügel’ and by our own observations. Only unwillingly do they accept the separation between children’s services and adult services, or they do not accept it at all. They prefer to remain sitting with grown ups in the adult service, rather than going out to be alone with people they do not know in unfamiliar surroundings. By contrast, older children, seven years old and upwards, are prepared to experience meeting new people. That is one of the strongest reasons for having family services: they meet the needs of younger children. 

Parents, too, happily attend family services. They feel alienated from ‘normal’ services, and find in family services a form of worship that they can understand. For parents they often actually provide a new experience of worship. Family worship is so different from all the boring things that they have experienced in the past, and in family worship they can understand what is going on. That also involves taking parents seriously, talking with them and not regarding them as simply the accompaniers of their children. 

We thus target pre-school children and their parents. We do a lot of publicity in our parish’s kindergarten. If older children or confirmation candidates come to our family services, they are, of course, welcome, but our order of worship does not take their particular needs into consideration. 

Understanding and experiencing

Family services must be interesting, understandable and accessible for all generations, children and adults alike. What we aim at in our family services is neither a nice presentation by the children (with parents sitting at the back and looking on admiringly while the children perform) nor a shortened version of the normal set order (with children tolerated and sometimes even allowed to run around).

It is often said that it is difficult to maintain the balance between what young children can understand and what parents can listen to without it being undemanding and boring. That distinction is, however, based on the idea that children and adults have different intellectual abilities. Children do understand some things differently and some things not at all, but they do feel in a similar way to adults, and often more deeply and more sensitively. 

In our family services, when we bring out the innermost meaning of the bible narrative – through telling the story or through symbolic presentations – children and adults are joining together in exploring the Bible. Both experience it in a similar way (e.g. tragically, comfortingly or challengingly), even though they may understand it and incorporate it into their world view differently. 

It is thus important for us not to split up the service, with a sermon for the adults and games for the children, but to involve everyone in all of it. Not only children but also parents light the candle or join in the procession, and thus experience something of the powerfulness of symbolic actions. And sometimes we have included for the parents a challenging word or a stimulus for further thought.

Franz Kett’s thinking on religious education has been very helpful to us here, as set out in his book series ‘Religionspädagogische Praxis’. Many of our presentations have been based on his suggestions. 

Seating

Seating is very important for the children in our family service. We have enough space in our chancel to be able to sit in a double semi-circle, with the children in the front row, on cushions, and their parents behind them, on chairs. They can thus all see what is happening in front of them, at the altar, and among them. They can all be fully involved in what is going on. They can all see one another. ‘There are so many children here.’ ‘I sit close by my parents.’ If they were sitting in rows of pews, the younger children would only be seeing the backs of the people in front of them and the ceiling. It is unthinkable that our family service could take place in a normal arrangement of pews. Why is it that there are still so many churches in which it is not possible to form a circle of chairs?                                          
