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The Revd Alison Harris explores the importance of including young children in worship.
WHY WORSHIP WITH UNDER 5s?
O LORD, our Lord, how majestic is your name in all the earth! 

   You have set your glory above the heavens. 

    From the lips of children and infants you have ordained praise because of your enemies, to silence the foe and the avenger.

Through the centuries, Christians have gathered together to praise and worship God – it’s a vital part of our witness and discipleship. But where and how do children – and particularly young children – fit in to this? Often worship is seen as an adult domain and children are kept amused and occupied until they are old enough to understand and participate. But children are baptised and welcomed into the family of God – and parents and godparents promise to ‘draw them by example into the community of faith’ and ‘help them take their place within the life and worship of Christ’s Church’. Are those unrealistic promises to keep with babies and toddlers?

In her book Praise and Play the Revd Alison Harris argues that the early years are widely recognised as crucially important for development of all kinds of human capacities and abilities – so why not develop a young child’s spiritual capacities through worship, because:

· Young children are spiritual beings, created in the image of God (Genesis 1:27), knitted together by God in their mother’s womb (Psalm 139:13) and praise comes from their lips (Psalm 8).

· Many young children, even those who have not experienced a religious environment, have a sense of God before they are three years old

· Young children ‘make sense’ of experiences intuitively through their senses and through their spirits before they can articulate their understanding and feelings in language. They know intuitively much more than they can express in words.

· Children are profoundly open to moments of awe and wonder.

· They are naturally spontaneous and are not inhibited about displaying expressions of joy, enthusiasm, excitement, sadness, care and concern.

· They appreciate and want to join in with familiar patterns, rhythms and rituals.

· They have an effective memory for actions: they will copy, join in with and want to repeat the.

· They love stories.

· They love drama and play.

· They know what it is to be in relationship – and a sense of relationship with God and with other people is an essential part of worship.

· They appreciate symbols (they use symbols in their play all the time), as long as one of the parts of the symbolic representation is familiar to them.

· They have a natural desire to participate.

· They love to celebrate.

· They can be completely absorbed in the things that engage them.

Rather than thinking that children need to acquire certain skills or reach a certain level of maturity or understanding before they can participate in corporate worship, we should consider these early years as a prime time for encouraging them in corporate worship by harnessing the capacities that are already present in their lives.

Taken from Praise and Play by Alison Harris, pub. BRF 2009
