How many of you here today currently work with kids?
Who develops the resources for your programs? 

Are you pleased with the resources which you use?

How many want to work with kids?

For those of you who don't want to work with kids - have you thought about the future holds for your parish? For your parish's choir? For the youth of your community?

I ask these questions to preface a very important thing I need to share about myself - I have Shatneritis. It's not fatal or even contagious, but it can be debilitating.

(Slide #1)

You see, William Shatner tried for years to get out of the shadow of his most famous role as Captain Kirk in the 1960's TV show, Star Trek. And even though he's done a lot of other stuff, he'll always be known as Captain Kirk.

I tell you this, because I don't want to be known as the 'guy who works with kids. I shouldn't be the only one who works with kids. We all should be working with kids.

While some may be more inclined than others to work with or do a better job at relating to kids, the liturgical services provide all choir directors, composers, educators, and singers with the spiritual nourishment and tools to share the love of Christ with people of all ages. Youth need the same type of engaging liturgical experience we need as adults to make God real in our daily lives. 

This requires us to thoughtfully reflect on how the text and music can reach the youth at their level. Are we using the musical settings to inspire those in the pews to join us in praising God? What can be done to keep kids in church? What is our responsibility when it comes to having kids in church? What does this mean for a parish without kids? What does the future of liturgical music hold for the youth of our church? 

 

Before I start, let me say, that I am not an expert, but am about to share some thoughts and reflections based on the experiences my wife and I have shared in raising our two daughters, and my experiences in leading workshops to help kids get involved with singing in church. There are moments where the two experiences overlap, and in other ways stand in stark contrast to each other. Yet, both have been totally worthwhile and have helped me grow closer to God, and I'm thankful for these blessings, and honored to be speaking with you today. 
Every child and every parish community is unique, so what I'm about to share may or may not be applicable to your needs, but hopefully, some of this may even inspire you in your work with kids.

So, to begin - let's turn to the experts and see what they have to say about teaching kids....

(Slide #2 - Mrs Doubtfire)

And you thought I was going to quote St. John Chrysostom?

Let's look at this quote - and what it means for us as church musicians. It could be understood in two different ways. Are we to minimize or water down the liturgy to the level of kids? Or should we look at the tools we use in the liturgy and ensure they're not going over the heads of the kids and their parents?

(Slide #3 - Goals)

The goals for us today in the choir are simple: provide spiritual nourishment and spiritual knowledge for the members of our choir - whether they be young or old, veterans or new - in other words, give them a situation which can become an experience they will remember. And potentially help their desire to make church a regular part of their personal lifestyle.
(Slide #3 - animation)

Kids have a lot of stuff on their plates these days, and parents do too.  

(Slide #4 - animation)

Yes, I know I'm preaching to the choir - literally - and let me say I completely understand how difficult it can be to add something else to your schedule. But during Lent don't we already change our entire routine to make time for the additional services, rehearsals, and preparations for Pascha? So it is possible...we just need to combat the relapse most people experience by sliding back into insanely busy non-church schedules and activities by Thomas Sunday.
If kids (and parents) had the choice between going to church or the latest blockbuster on a Saturday evening, which would they choose? If you were to compare the latest blockbuster with vespers at your parish - which would you choose?

Are there reasons to consider why young people aren't inclined to come to church?

(Slide #5 - awe)

I think, we need to find ways to rediscover the sense of wonder and awe which we had as first time visitors to church - whether that was when we were very little, or when we first discovered Orthodoxy. The church can and should provide a sense of wonder, of awe, of being in the presence of the divine. I'm sure many here have a moment they recall when they stood in church and just soaked up the experience. It's like that moment we have on Pascha when we step back in amazement realizing what Christ did for us - he died on a cross. And now, He's risen from the dead!

How do we keep that Paschal joy alive?
I'm not sure if there's a particular methodology which enables us to accomplish that - but I think we need to take a step back and look at what we do. And then think about what kids will experience and see when they come to church.

Do they understand what they see? Little kids don't comprehend the theological meaning of what's going on, and we know that's ok. But as kids grow and start to discover the world around them, and learn more at school, we need to find ways to deepen their understand of the church. This is critical to ensure they don't gain secular maturity while being spiritual immature.
(Slide #6 - evolution)

So, what can we do to provide a more tangible and meaningful experience which may inspire people, and kids in particular, to be more involved in the liturgical life of our communities?

A big part of this is education - and we need to ensure we're properly prepared to teach and lead. If you haven't read Our Children and Our Church by Sophie Koloumzin, do so. I highly recommend the book - it's fantastic for so many reasons.

It talks about the different ages and levels of maturity of kids, and it includes resources about ways to use the liturgical year to engage with children of all ages. 
To begin, we all know the basics of how to keep kids in church, but it's necessary to review them, because it needs to be part of our regular interaction with others:
(Slide #7 - Keeping Kids in Church)

- be loving (seems obvious, but a kind word and sincere greetings goes a long way - especially on a Sunday morning or Saturday evening....) Kids can see right through patronizing behavior.... 
- be open / inviting (it goes with the first one, but how many times have you come into the choir loft or kliros and been looked at with suspicion, ignored, or bare acknowledged. Now image being a teenager and having adults treat you like that....)
- don't be hovering (ie., don't invite them more than twice - how many times do we appear needy when someone new comes into the choir?)
- be friends with the parents (ie., make a connection that allows them to know you, and they might encourage their kids to sing as well)
- welcome them (if they join you in singing)
- thank them as they leave, and encourage future participation (...see you next week)
- over time, reinforce their involvement
- say hi to them and their friends at coffee hour
- be self-deprecating (ie., humble) but don't try to be their peer or buddy (especially if they're over the age of 10)
(Slide #8 - Getting involved)

When you've identified kids who are paying attention or are singing while standing with their parents, find a way to explore their level of interest in singing. With the arts experiencing budgetary cuts, it's often easier these days to identify the kids who are in chorus or band at school. Here's a way to make a connection with them!

Depending on their age, or your comfort level, sometimes you may want to test the waters by speaking with the parents. This is beneficial as it also allows the parents to know your interest in having their child take a more active role in the church.
You have a pastoral responsibility to help encourage an active community that extends beyond the walls of the church on Sunday morning. It's best to speak with your priest before approaching any parishioners and discuss the various ways to speak with them, and possible responses you could face. And here's why:
What if you end up speaking to the parents and they brush you off - "Oh, Johnny and Suzy are already involved in too many things, I can't afford to bring them to something else."

Are you comfortable saying, "Is Church just 'something else?'" 
We need to watch out for one another and we also need to move beyond the passive ambivalence about others in our parish community. Letting others 'do their own thing' suggests we're not invested in them as members of your community.

Just because my kids are involved now doesn't mean they'll stay in the church - and that scares me. But it gives me cause to remember my first priority as a parent, and that's to pray.

And, if you work in the church as a director, composer, or singer, we all need to remember to pray as well. It's easy to say, "Oh, I prayed during the liturgy." But the directors and singers who really make an impact on their communities, pray. Especially for the kids in our community, by name, on a regular basis. If you do workshops and kids come from other parishes, get their names - add them to your prayer list.

It's reassuring to see them engaging with other kids, and we connect with the parents who are now our friends, and relationships and interaction are established which make connections, which begin to form in a community. 

What works for one child may not work for another. An announcement at the end of liturgy is fine and sets the stage for personal invitations after liturgy or during coffee hour when a conversation in person with individual parents and kids work best. I've found out the hard way, that believing that asking kids once will not result in them suddenly join us to sing. Nor should we ask them every week. It’s a careful balance of being sincere, welcoming, and honest. If we really want children to join us in singing, they’ll know by how we speak with them.
At times, I've needed to respond to the notion that the choir is babysitting during church - so the parents can pray in peace. How many have heard that one?

A gentle reminder that the choir has an important responsibility in leading the faithful in prayer usually nips that concept in the bud.

(Slide #8 - Click 1)

The teenager who decides she wants to be at liturgy on Sunday morning instead of soccer practice makes a difficult but important choice, one which will shape and guide her future decisions, and enable her relationship with Christ to grow. We may not be aware of all the decisions made which resulted in them being at liturgy - but we can rejoice that they are there and thank God for that blessing for our community.
How often do well intentioned attempts to "have the kids get involved" result in someone else getting frustrated and snapping at the kid because they didn't turn the page fast enough, or got lost or turned to the wrong page. Right or wrong, we have a responsibility to provide a safe haven for kids in church, not put them in situations where someone is going to be critical of their actions - especially when they are sharing a talent - and singing.
For this reason, I suggest that as kids become comfortable in the choir and become familiar with the services, the order, and the hymns we sing, only then we can consider having them turn the pages. 
So, what can we do to encourage a familiarity with the services?

(Slide #9 - Click)

Work with your church school teachers or coordinator to develop resources which can be used by all of the kids. It can be part of the regular curriculum, where the choir director partners with the church school to give them a week off every month. 

I propose creating a series of lesson plans which can be used by choir directors in parishes across North America, which would introduce simple oral tradition exercises, the basics of the liturgical year, basic music concepts, and provide kids with resources to bring home. 
This idea would be based on the premise that church school teachers would sit in on the lessons, not only to help manage the kids, but also to soak up some of the musical knowledge you provide. 

The beauty of our Faith is the oral tradition which is passed from one generation to the next.  Singing enables us to reach beyond ourselves and connect with God and those around us. Kids who sing with adults and other Orthodox Christians in the choir soak up the experience and how we are to act in church, in addition to learning how to sing particular modes, tones, and melodies. 

I like to make sure some adult choir members (who know the music and can sing with confidence) are able to attend and help with harmony for the workshop. 

(Slide #10 - Sound of music)

Start with Do - Re - Mi. See how the kids sing individually and together. Then see if you can separate them into two groups and how they sing - with confidence or hesitantly. Then attempt to have the kids on the left start... sing a melody and have them repeat it back to you.
Depending on how many kids you have in your community, I'd attempt to have a parish-wide music lesson, as this levels the playing field and allows kids who currently sing to sit with kids who don't sing. Let parents sit in if they want, but beware deadbeats and helicopters...more on that later.
It's possible at this point to have a conversation with the kids and ask who sings? who doesn't? if no, why not? 

What are some possible reactions you could have?

What could you say that would challenge the notion that "I don't sing!" ?
Music in our modern society is a passive experience. Plug-in, tune out, let Katy, Beyonce, and Lordes entertain you.

But if you have a captive audience with a once-a-month church school class, you can try lots of different things and break down the walls which society is building between our kids and the beauty of music.
Once I have some idea of the musical capabilities of the kids - I begin to reflect on the setting, which happens to be the church. All of my workshops are done in church - because I believe it's important to be in a setting which can be referenced at any time during the conversations.
Oh, and the workshops and lessons have to be conversations. Kids need to be able to ask questions, no matter how tangental or obtuse they may be. If they're asking questions - they're engaged and listening to what you're saying.

So, be cognizant of what you're saying and be sure to ask questions as you proceed through the lesson.

Like this, I wrote down - this would be a good time to ask, "Does anyone have any questions?"

OK.

If you're able to do the lessons in church, you can make a connection between the hymns you're singing and the icons in church. It's also possible to begin introducing liturgical hymns. I usually start with something they'll know or have heard - St Simeon's Prayer, a festal troparion, It is truly meet - something which is manageable and singable with little effort. 
Or, you could introduce a hymn orally - giving them the words and melody in a sing / echo lesson.
 (Slide #11 - Trisagion)

then try working with them to present a different setting, that's more complex. 

(Slide #12 - Koinonikon)

With each example, I've found that it helps to have the music there afterwards to reinforce the vision recognition and memorization of the pieces. Leveraging the oral tradition allows you to instill in the kids the idea that the music is an aid, not the focal point. The focal point is always the liturgical action which the texts and music describe, or relate to, or enable worshippers to participate in.

(Slide #13 - Church basics)

As the sing and repeat lesson progresses, it's possible to introduce other teaching elements - pointing out why we sing (as compared to talking), why we're in church (what's it all about), and it's moments like these which allow you to connect our work as singers to the liturgical acts. 

(Slide #14 - Church basics)

Throughout the exercise - I've found it's critical to ask questions and let the kids identify the reasons for what we do in church. Kids will get it - young or old - they'll see the importance of what's going on, and how the singing brings the services to life.
(Slide #15 - Music basics)

At this point, I'd like to suggest that it's possible to introduce or review the basics of music. Why now? Well - the oral tradition has allowed you to get a sense of musical abilities, it's also provided the kids with an understanding of how to follow you as the director (both in church and in a rehearsal setting), you've shared some background for what we're doing liturgically.

(Slide #16 - Music basics)

And now you can take time to explain what all those squiggly lines, circles, dots and staffs mean. I've found that kids who already know something about music will be able to connect with other kids who don't have the music foundation. This allows you to reinforce interaction among the kids - especially between different age groups and new friends. It also allows them to take ownership of what you're sharing. I've often been able to sit back and watch as the kids become mentors to each other - and when those who don't have a musical background start to answer questions - it's possible to see their desire grow before your very eyes.
(Slide #17 - Music basics)

I strongly believe in the importance of giving kids something tangible to bring home. Not piles of music or books or anything, but just a few practical resources they can easily reuse. Prayers before meals, the Lord's Prayer, It is Truly Meet, the Paschal Troparion, etc.

(Slide #18 - Bring home)

It's a hard thing to get kids to bring music home. There's this idea that churchy things stay at church - why would I want to bring this stuff home? Especially if Mom & Dad don't sing?
So, I tell the parents that they're welcome to join us for at least the first or last 5 minutes. You may want to try it - as it's a great way to get the parents to show up, instead of hanging out at coffee hour. "Hey, I'm going to speak with the parents briefly at the end, so please come up 5 minutes early, but if you want to join us the whole time, so you know what we're talking about, you're welcome to join us...."

And this is a big hurdle to get over. So, I make a conscious effort to speak with the parents later and on a regular basis if this is in my parish - or I suggest the choir director follow-up, to thank them for supporting the efforts and taking an interest in what their kids are learning, and to let them know I'm sending resources home with them.
 To use. And to not worry how it sounds - God loves a cheerful singer no matter how we harmonize.

(Slide #19 - Connections)

Another benefit of these monthly lessons or workshop settings is to identify different times of the year, events, feasts, etc. which can be connected to the kids' lives. Why should they come to church on Theophany or Annunciation? Why should they fast for Great Lent or the Apostles and Dormition fast?

Let’s face it, kids are sharp and can recognize when something important is going on. They’ll recognize the importance of the deacon reading the gospel from the middle of the church, and listen. So, if we help identify these annual or liturgical markers, they'll start to notice them as well.

One of the greatest moments for my wife and me as young parents occurred on Holy Saturday when our eldest daughter was only three. As the choir was singing the “Arise, O God” refrains, the covers were being changed from black to white, and the processional cross was turned around, revealing the resurrection icon on the back. When our daughter, who was being held by my wife, saw the image of Christ rising from the tomb, she turned and clasped both hands on my wife’s cheeks and said rather loudly, “Mama! Jesus is alive!”

This type of reaction is a blessing from God, because He becomes real in a child’s life. And these types of experiences can help us as parents remember why we’re in church. Children observe the liturgy ‘at their level’ which is often very different from our experience as adults. They see the beauty and simplicity of God’s love for us, not the distractions or worries which surround us. 
We can take kids to baptisms, or weddings, or festal vigils, and find connections to relate to their own lives. Eventually these kids are going to grow up, and if we want them to get married in the church, why not have them join the choir in singing? That sense of awe and wonder on my daughter's face when she saw the crowns was precious. Just as precious as when our older daughter asked to see pictures of her own baptism to see if hers was just like the one she had just sung.

Kids look to make connections with what they know, to help them understand what's going on. 
(Slide #20 - Activities)

The process of developing our relationship with God is life-long, so it’s crucial we begin nurturing that connection with God for our children as early as possible. Not that there's any guarantee, but that we guide them to keep Christ at the heart of their words, deeds, and thoughts. This is especially important in today’s world with so many potential distractions for parents and kids alike. If we don’t teach our children to follow Christ, the world will be there to teach them not to.

It is very important to remember that as children grow and mature, their level of spiritual maturity also needs grow and develop, staying ahead of their secular education and activities outside of church. Their understanding and ability to reason develops, which is why it's important for us to encourage them as pre-teens and teens to understand what we're singing. We can look beyond the historical events found in the liturgical texts, and see the basic human condition and experiences of life - presented in the lives of the saints: their struggles, temptations, failures, conversions, interaction with others, self-sacrifice, being betrayed, humility, love, and death. How they used those moments to make choices just like you or me. How their sacrifices and worldly failures brought them spiritual joy and salvation. 

If we want to know what the church teaches, go to church! And it's up to us to unpack those texts and readings to understand how it relates to our daily lives.

Now, what are some of the things we need to avoid as directors and singers?

(Slide #21 - Mr Yuk)

These are only my opinions here, but I think it's worth looking at a few of those on screen:

Don't patronize: kids (and most adults) can tell when someone is being sincere or not, and when we're in pastoral leadership positions in the church, sincerity goes a lot further.

Sprinting: Rome wasn't built in a day, and neither will your efforts to encourage kids to sing in church. And, I think it's very important to be wary of a sophomore slump. Everyone is excited the first year, things are going great - you've got 84 % participation, and after summer break, you attempt to start up again, and 2 kids with no musical ability show up. What happened?!?! 

This is what I believe the Mrs. Doubtfire quote was talking about - personalize the experience, keep your enthusiasm up, and realistic.

Parents: Whether they be parents who are overly cautious or trying to pawn their kids off on you, I've always found it critical to get a buy in from parents on expectations. If the kids are interested and want to come, even the most unreliable parent will eventually come around, and it doesn't take much to set boundaries to keep helicopter parents at bay.
Gimmicks: Kids are cute - the liturgy isn't. I have learned a lot over the years, and some of it the hard way, but God can be merciful in those instances as well - because junior choir led liturgies detract from that Paschal joy and wonder we talked about earlier. It creates undue attention and is much like that blockbuster in the movie theatre - a great thrill, but not much long-term impact. 

Now I'm not saying we should hide the kids - not at all. Find moments where it's possible to let them shine (Communion Hymns on Lazarus Saturday and Palm Sunday), but find ways which don't outshine the liturgy.
Ok, enough negatives. Now, some positives....

Be Happy and realistic: Keep that Paschal joy at the center of all you do - I try to think of that moment on Pascha when the priest comes out with the lit candle and says "Come receive the light..." because I know it means we're so close to Pascha, and all of those hours and days of struggle are so worth it. And if I keep that sense of joy in mind, it helps us guide and nurture kids through wrong notes, or missing practice, or not wanting to sing, or being distracted. 
It also helps us Be Thankful for the opportunity to help share the awe and wonder of singing at the throne of God. Remember, the high priest of the Temple went into the Holy of Holies but once a year - and now, we enter the church every week! What a blessing - to be appreciative and to encourage others to join us.

Discovery: If your parish has no kids, what can you do? Well, prayer is a good start. So is checking out the neighborhood, especially if yours is a commuter parish where the neighbors aren't members or even Orthodox. I know of a parish where the priest began ministering to the lower income neighbors surround the church - and in time, the children of these neighbors wanted to know more about the parish - because he took the time to speak with them and make a connection with them. Those kids were so impressed with the experience that they began to come to church with him, and began to sing (primarily because the parish's choir has dwindled to just a few people), and became the parish choir. So, with God, anything is possible! 

(Slide #23 - Three Youths)
Ultimately, it's up to God to put people in our lives to help us grow closer to Him. Which places us in situations where we need to nurture those relations and be Christ-like before others. 
Choir members serve a very important role because they can assist with the spiritual nourishment of kids in the parish and also gently remind kids of proper behavior during services. When they make room for kids to stand near them, adults affirm there is an invitation for children to join them in singing. By encouraging kids to sing and helping guide them through the music, adult choir members can be positive reinforcement making them feel comfortable and more inclined to sing. 

Participating in an organized ensemble like a parish choir can be very beneficial for the development of social skills and I’ve witnessed it firsthand where kids have blossomed socially after the positive experience of singing with other kids and adults in the choir.
It’s also been a blessing to see kids who didn’t fit in elsewhere, suddenly find a way to express themselves and discover they really enjoy singing, all within the church. It is possible for the church to have a life changing effect on people, if we allow the Holy Spirit to work through us. Engage the youth and teens of your parish, as it can positively affect their involvement in church and their relationship with God.
(Slide #24 - Sower)
This means we need to reflect on the settings of music we use or write for use in liturgical services. Form follows function - and there's a lot of great music and melodic settings which can be used to heighten the liturgical experience in our communities. There may also be opportunities to introduce new settings. My compositions, for instance, have been composed based on need - while directing a smaller parish choir, it was necessary to have 'alternate' settings which didn't require four ornate parts, but still had some musical texture and color. I've also found that either before, but usually after workshops with kids, I am humming melodies which become settings based on something which was said or a moment during the workshop. 
In the same way, when children begin to internalize their experiences in church, they begin to adopt the hymns as their own and hum them well after leaving liturgy. 
Our younger daughter she invariably is either singing or humming as she moves about the house. When she was about 3, I clearly heard a melody to what she was singing, and it just kept going over and over, and I finally decided to ask what she was singing, because I didn't recognize the melody.

Her response intrigued me. "It's 'Christ is risen!' Papa," she said. Now, we know quite a few melodies, ok, dozens, but this wasn't one I recognized. And when I asked her to sing it for me, I realized why I didn't recognize it. I was floored. Here was a three year old who very matter of factly was singing her own melody to proclaim that Christ is risen!

   Singing helps us accept and profess our belief in God through the hymns and prayers of the church. When we sing these words, they become part of us, guiding what we do, leading us to an intimate relationship with God much like it did for our daughter. 
Like Kurt said last night, we have the freedom to choose to make that connection with God, and our creative abilities allow us to give back to God the fruit of our labors with the gifts He bestows on us. Just like the Eucharist, the ultimate sacrifice and gift, when we come in direct contact with God, we can use our talents to find ways to bring the children of our communities back to God. 

I believe that kids see the good portion like Mary, while we as adult often are distracted and anxious by the cares of the world like Martha. Granted there are things which are necessary to address, but we need to be vigilant during divine services also for our salvation - focusing on the words we hear and sing, finding the simplicity, beauty, and real reason we’re in church. 

Thank you.
