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Recommendations of the Children, Youth, & Families Explorer Team

September, 2008

In the Report of the Next Generation Initiative (NGI) Team to the ORUCC Leadership Team in November of 2007, it was proposed that the Leadership Team appoint an “explorer team” to develop “an unbelievably great program for children, youth, and their families.”  The members of the team who set out to consider how we might achieve such programming were Mary Bucknell, Jackie Eveland-Psyck, Amy Fewel, David Heise, and Rhonda Heise, with Tammy Martens as staff, and Vaunce Ashby and Julie Luecke as co-chairs.

The aspects of Children, Youth, and Family programming that we felt were most important to address were:

· Music & Drama;

· Youth Programming;

· Community building/Social Gatherings/Service Opportunities;

· Experience of nature/camps;

· Facilities Development;

· Educational Programming;

· Activities for Parents and Caregivers;

· Membership & Communication; and 

· Worship.

The report here focuses on some core elements, but please see the accompanying timeline for a full listing of our recommendations. In our dialogues about the timeline, at some points we found ourselves struggling to discern the best time frame for different elements, and thus the placement of some goals felt arbitrary at times.  As with other aspects of this report, we leave these considerations to the judgment of the Leadership Team, and recognize that some shifting of priorities will take place.  

Music & Drama

In the research conducted by team members, it became clear that the majority of Madison area churches have at least one choir for young children. Some of the churches have one person in charge of all of the music programs, but most had different people for adult and youth choirs. However, not all music programming should be for performance, and young people should have occasions for experiencing music “just for fun” as well (e.g. in Sunday School or in worship).  We propose that by year three ORUCC hire a person capable of expanded music and drama programming for children and youth.  

We also realized how fortunate we are to have TRU Function, and the importance of continuing to nurture that group and the role it plays in the musical life of the church, as well as in sustaining youth involvement.

Youth Programming

“Traditions are wonderful and important, but to impose beliefs is not helpful. I have seen many adolescents lose their faith when they turned for help and found their childhood beliefs meaningless. So it is much better to help young people with their questions than to try to get them to commit to your answers.” (Polly Berrien Berends, Gently Lead, p. 54)

In the Parents’ Gathering conducted by Tammy Martens in June of 2007, a theme that came up from many members in attendance was the value of the youth groups we belonged to as middle and high school students.  As Berends notes, these are critical years in respecting young people as they learn to ask important questions about themselves and their faith, and ORUCC should play an important role by providing consistency in youth programming.  We need to find interested adults who are willing and able to make ongoing commitments, and we need to help those adults learn to mentor, nurture, and support the youth of the congregation.  Central among our recommendations in this area are:

· The establishment of a youth council to provide teens with a voice in designing their programs and in making decisions that impact their lives within the church, and 

· The employment of a part-time youth & young adult minister, recognizing that to best meet the needs of children across the wide range of preschool, elementary, middle and high school and to sustain family programming, greater resources are needed.

Community building/Social Gatherings/Service Opportunities

Another consistent priority among ORUCC parents is finding opportunities for service in which parents and children can work side by side to enact our commitment to justice.  In fulfilling this need, we also attend to a goal made clear by many congregation members in the NGI process, that of strengthening congregational bonds across the generations.  Beyond providing these opportunities, we would like to see the creation of an electronic database in which the raw material from the time and talent surveys can be compiled in an easily accessible format in order to get more congregation members effectively involved in children, youth, & family programming.  
Experience of nature/camps

“I had my most vivid experience of God through the practice of playing outside at various church camps, whether on prayer walks with ‘morning watch’ booklets to guide us, hiking through old established forests, building a fire to make dinner, or singing together at night’s end. Such play invoked God’s presence without pretense or superficiality. It brought us into conversation about life’s meaning and put our minor troubles into proper perspective.” (Bonnie J. Miller-McLemore, In The Midst of Chaos, pp. 138-39)

Through providing children, youth, and families with experiences in nature and at camps we see the opportunity for many of our goals to come together.  When having spiritual times in these kinds of settings, we build community among those in attendance. In camps we learn about others beyond our congregation who believe as we do, and we develop leadership skills that really do sustain our church into the next generation.  These intense experiences both ground one’s faith and extend it.  We would like to see greater use of outdoor spaces in our own neighborhood as well as at the wonderful camps available to us, and we believe that by year five an endowment fund can be established to increase the chance that attendance at these kinds of camps can be a reality for all congregational members, regardless of family or financial circumstances.  

Facilities Development

Time and again our explorer team was assured that this was the opportunity for us to dream big, and our dreams were most expansive in the area of facilities development.  Team members visited other facilities in the area, and used our experiences in other congregations as well to feed these dreams.  Our consensus is that the key to adding life to the church is in consistently ensuring that youth and families feel this is a place where they feel welcome from their first step in the door, and in making explicit that their vitality is appreciated and even needed.  Kids need places that are obviously fun, youth need places where they feel a sense of belonging and ownership, and families need places that make their participation possible and comfortable.  While some changes can be made to existing facilities to address these concerns, we feel that in the areas of programming for children, youth, and families, renovation and rebuilding offer the clearest paths to meeting our goals.  

Educational Programming

An empirical study of ‘growing up religious,’ conducted by sociologist Robert Wuthnow confirms that embedded practices matter. Religious practices ‘firmly intertwined with the daily habits of family routines, of eating and sleeping, of having conversations, of adorning the spaces in which people live, of celebrating the holidays, and of being part of a community’ are pivotal to faith. The ‘act of praying was more important’ than the specific content of people’s petitions. ‘Being in Sunday School was more memorable than anything they may have been taught.” (Bonnie J. Miller-McLemore, In The Midst of Chaos, p. 32)

Parents see church-based education as a crucial function in providing for the families in the congregation, and we recognize that through participation in Christian education we can build life-long habits of spiritual growth.  We would like to see a structure established for year-round educational programming consistent with the following goals.  

Programming for Children, Youth, & Families should:

· Focus on Faith.

· Be enticing.

· Build a sense of belonging.

· Build friendships.

· Give kids a voice.

· Incorporate critical thinking.

· Help learners of all ages to ask questions.

· Go beyond Sunday mornings.

· Build a background of religious practice and experience in a community of faith.

· Focus on providing experiences more than information.

· Incorporate moral/spiritual development that nurtures:

· Values and responsibility;

· Strong self-concepts, self-esteem, knowledge of self;

· Seeing God in the natural world (and stewardship of resources); and

· Open-mindedness, tolerance, and learning to “live the questions.”

· Respect convenience for parents while giving priority to the mission of developing faith for kids.

· Cultivate and maintain strong communication pathways.

Activities for Parents and Caregivers

“Parents often feel inadequate to be the primary influence on their children’s faith, so they tend to look to the church to teach religious beliefs and habits. They genuinely desire that their children develop strong character and morals and that they grow spiritually, but often they do not know how to help them do so.” (Wynn McGregor, The Way of the Child, p. 50)

As McGregor so keenly observes, parents today are craving guidance from their religious communities in their vital roles as spiritual guides for their children.  They are looking for some kind of “expert” assistance, for communities of parents and caregivers in which discussions allow for the development of perspectives and possibilities, and they want to be able to attend to their own spiritual growth as adults.  We can help in all of the areas through programming for parents and caregivers, providing times for them to gather, and providing childcare for church functions.  

Membership & Communication

The single biggest problem in communication is the illusion that it has taken place.

George Bernard Shaw

Building membership and building channels for communication are two sides of the same coin; through communication we can let others know what we have, making significant steps toward demonstrating our commitment to making families welcome, and it is through two-way communication that the church and the families existing within it can let one another know of strengths and weaknesses, needs and opportunities.  We have not taken a direct stance on whether the church as a whole should have efforts targeting an overall expansion of the membership, but we do feel that in order to best meet our needs for children, youth, and families, more participants across a range of ages are needed.  For children to feel church is a place where they can hang out with friends, they need peers from their own age cohort with whom they can socialize.  To this end, we propose that ORUCC engage in intentional planning to recruit families with children and youth, and that we develop a systematic approach to supporting these members.  We also feel all members, existing and new, will benefit from expanded communications practices that enable longer-term planning through documents such as a quarterly calendar.  

Worship

“These children had learned from this new minister an entire way of worshiping that engaged them holistically in prayer, singing, and leadership. They were used to leading worship in their own context, and they took charge of the service in a way I had never before experienced in a ‘youth Sunday’ service or otherwise. They guided us through each element of the service, including communion, turning our usual patronizing admiration for their charm into respect for their leadership and insight.” (Bonnie J. Miller-McLemore, In The Midst of Chaos, p. 75)

Just as attendance at summer camps has the potential to build leadership skills among young people, providing meaningful ways for them to be involved in worship also is a direct route to instilling a sense of their value as leaders within the church. Simply keeping older children in church more often is a first step, which goes hand-in-hand with establishing services that are more kid-friendly.  Our ultimate goal is to have regular “Children’s Church” worship services in which children and youth participate not just in presenting a service but also in the planning and creation of it.  A wonderful and intentional by-product of this will be increased attendance by families in worship. 

“In a spiritual formation group, growing in a deepening relationship with God and developing habits that enhance receptivity to God are more important than gaining knowledge. Success, if it has any meaning in this context, will become evident over months and even years in the changed lives of the children.”(Wynn McGregor, The Way of the Child, p. 42)

If we are indeed designing “unbelievably great programming for children, youth, and their families,” we know that it is through the integration of the elements discussed here with the proposals of the other explorer teams – music, faith in action, and spirituality – that we can achieve our dream.  We hope for programs that flower quickly, but we hope too that by implementing the proposals here we are being good stewards of the seeds we are given so that they bear fruit not only for the next generation, but for generations to come.  

