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Small Group Ministry Session
Child Dedication: Why a Ceremony?
Rev. Helen Zidowecki, UUSGMN 

This is the first in a series of three sessions that may be used in preparing for child dedications. It is intended for use with a group, but may also be used in planning a ceremony with a family. The actual planning of the service would probably be done at the end of or outside of the Session.

Opening Words:
The coming of a child widens the family circle far beyond the simple addition of another member. It brings the miracle of a new personality striving for its own fulfillment. 

We come together out of reverence for the mystery of life that we have seen in the miracle of reproduction and birth.  We acknowledge the mystery of the power that is in us and works through us, and we are humble before that mystery. 

From the beginning of time, men and women have brought their children for recognition and dedication.  In the presence of those gathered, the child is given a name and the parents declare their responsibility for the child. At every age, a child needs the tender love and firm guidance, which parents, family, and friends can give.

Moreover, a child needs to have faith in his or herself, in the story of humankind, in his or her particular heritage, and in the vast universe-home that surrounds us. It is to symbolize these possibilities and responsibilities that we have come to this ceremony.

We perform this ceremony publicly to declare that all of us are responsible for the care and development of children.  It is our task to give them our ideals and our hopes.  By presenting their child to this gathering, the parents acknowledge that the child is more than a private possession, but a new being in whom we  all have  a responsibility, and whom we all welcome to the community.

David MacPherson, James Hunt, Paul KJ'llincrpr (GO 18-19, 33-34)
Check-in:  Share briefly about your child/ren, your connection with UUism and the congregation.

Topic/Activity:
There are various types of ceremonies:
Baptism is from the Christian tradition. It may mean of salvation or purification. It also means washing or connection with water as a universal. (Baptism may be related to time of choice about religion as a coming of age ritual, around 12 years) Christening may be used to mean baptism of infants.

“In our tradition, we do not usually baptize infants, both because we do not believe in original sin (believing rather in the original blessing of each life) and because a baby is not yet old enough to choose his or her spiritual path. Instead we offer a naming and dedication ceremony which celebrates each child in his or her uniqueness and asks for the commitment of the parents and congregation to the child's well-being and development through the years.”
Unitarian Universalist Fellowship of Mankato, MN http://uumankato.org/childDedication
Child dedication. “In the Unitarian Universalist tradition, children are usually formally named and welcomed into the religious community in a ceremony known as a "child dedication." The child dedication comes primarily from our Universalist heritage; as early as 1770, Universalist John Murray saw no justification for baptising babies, and instead chose to create a naming ceremony in which the congregation dedicated children to the highest ideals (Murray would have said, dedicated children to God). By the 19th C., midwestern Unitarians were combining flower ceremonies with what they called "christenings"; although some Unitarians were also saying they "dedicated" children. In the late 20th C., the Unitarians and Universalists joined forces, and many Unitarian Universalists felt no need to mention God in their naming ceremonies.

Child dedications have now taken on several interrelated meanings: 

—We welcome children into the world, and into the religious community, by formally giving them their name; 

—We dedicate children to the highest ideals of life; 

—The congregation dedicates itself to supporting the parents/guardians and the child/ren, as the child/ren grows up; 

—We rededicate ourselves to creating a more sane and just world, a world in which all children are welcomed and may thrive.”
Dan Harpter  http://www.danielharper.org/misc3.htm
A celebration honors the arrival of a child and challenges us to look at our lives anew. It

*Recognizes that a new being that has come into our lives with its own identity. We can give the name but not the uniqueness.

*Calls us to reflect on our respective roles in raising a child.

*Acknowledges the importance of spiritual practice and the support of a faith community in the growth of the child.
1. What has been your experience with ceremonies around children from your religious upbringing or family/cultural traditions?


2. Why do you want to have a ceremony? What meaning does a ceremony have for you?

3. If you have other children, share the ceremony, or why there was not a ceremony, for them. What is different or the same now?

OPTION: Discuss the symbolism in UU dedications. 

“We Dedicate This Child,” Linda Olson Peebles
We honor the individual life of the child as we celebrate the miracle of the advent and the growth of the child. We see the wonder and mystery of life incarnate when we look on the face of the child. Just as UU Dedication Cere-monies include many different words, they also can include a variety of symbols and rituals, such as:

· water, a universal symbol of blessing and life

· the laying of a minister's hand on the child's head as a sign of blessing

· holding the child for all to see or walking the child through the aisles as a ritual of introduction and welcome

· the gift of a flower, a symbol of life's beauty and the unfolding of life. If the flower is a rose, we remove the thorns, in the hope that the child's life will be filled with as few thorns as possible and that when there are thorns the child will always be surrounded by a caring community

· the gift of a book, a sign of our commitment to lifelong learning

Every person's life is nourished in the love and support we receive in community. The embrace of family love forms our dreams and hopes. The UU Ceremony of Dedication celebrates with gratitude the wonder of each child, claiming each life as sacred and giving thanks in response to the gift of the divine mystery, which dwells within us all and within the community of life.
The full pamphlet is on line at http://www.uuabookstore.org/client/client_pages/3559.pdf
Check-out/Likes and Wishes: How was the session for you?

Closing Words: Gospel of Mark, chapter 10, versus 13-16.

And they were bringing children to him, that he might touch them; and the disciples rebuked them. But when Jesus saw it he was upset, and said to them, “Let the children come to me, do not hinder them; for to such belong the kingdom of God. Truly, I say to you, whoever does not receive the kingdom of God like a child shall not enter it.” And he took them into his arms and blessed them, laying his hands upon them.
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Small Group Ministry
Child Dedication: The Dedication of Family
Rev. Helen Zidowecki, UUSGMN

This is the second in a series of three sessions that may be used in preparing for child dedications. It is intended for use with a group, but may also be used in planning a ceremony with a family. The actual planning of the service would probably be done at the end of or outside of the Session.

Opening Words: Suggestion—use one or both of the following readings

 “Children Learn What They Live” (Suggestion: Part of the group reads one phrase and the other part of the group reads the responding part.)

If children live with criticism, 

They learn to condemn.

If children live with hostility, 


They learn to fight.

If children live with ridicule,


They learn to be shy.

If children live with shame,


They learn to feel guilty.

If children live with tolerance,

They learn to be patient.

If children live with encouragement,

They learn confidence.

If children live with praise, 


They learn to appreciate.

If children live with fairness, 


They learn justice.

If children live with security, 


They learn to have faith
If children live with approval, 

They learn to like themselves.

If children live with acceptance and friendship, 
They learn to find love in the world.

By Dorothy Law Nolte, Adapted
“On Children” from The Prophet, Kahlil Gibran
And a woman who held a babe against her bosom said, Speak to us of Children.

Your children are not your children.
They are the sons and daughters of Life's longing for itself.
They come through you but not from you,
And though they are with you yet they belong not to you.
You may give them your love but not your thoughts, 
For they have their own thoughts.
You may house their bodies but not their souls,
For their souls dwell in the house of tomorrow, 
which you cannot visit, not even in your dreams.
You may strive to be like them, 
but seek not to make them like you.
For life goes not backward nor tarries with yesterday.

You are the bows from which your children
as living arrows are sent forth.
The archer sees the mark upon the path of the infinite, 
and He bends you with His might 
that His arrows may go swift and far.
Let your bending in the archer's hand be for gladness;
For even as He loves the arrow that flies, 
so He loves also the bow that is stable.
Check-in: How are things with you today?

Topic/Activity: 

Children do not grow up in a vacuum. Parents ‘parent’ in the midst of culture and society. It is important to acknowledge those who are influential parts of the lives of both parents and children. 

Parents  In bringing this child(ren) to be welcomed by this community into the fellowship of humankind, you acknowledge his/her/their need for loving care and your determination to guide them with understanding. Do you promise, to the best of your ability, by your example and precept, and your love, to lead them in the ways of justice/right relations, compassion, beauty, and truth? 


How do you feel about your role as a parent at this time, with this child/ren?


How do you envision growing spiritually as you parent?

Other children in this child's life:
Other children in this child’s life are important because of who they are as individuals. No one else can take their place. They have something important to give to--love, understanding, patience and things that they have learned because they are older. There are some things that other children can teach in a way that differs from our adult-child relationship. 

Will you be there to help him?

Who are the other children in this child’s life that might be involved in the celebration?


How can you support them as a new child enters their lives?

How would you like to include them in the planning, preparation, celebration and time following the celebration?
God Parents Traditionally, godparents were informally responsible for ensuring the child's religious education was carried out, and for caring for the child should something happen to the parents. Today godparents are chosen by the parents to take an interest in the child's upbringing and personal development. 

Have godparents been part of your experience, either have them or being one? If so, please share you experience with or as a godparent.

Is this a relationship that you want to have in place for your child/ren? If so, how would you select a godparent?

How would you like to include godparents in the celebration?
Family and Friends Parents rely of each other and on others in raising children. However, we may not live near to family or family and friends may not have the time or resources to assist. And each family situation has it’s unique arrangements of support in raising a child. 


Identify the family and friends that are available to support and assist you.

What do you anticipate as your needs? How do you envision these needs being met – or not met?

How and when can you ask for and acknowledge the assistance in a way that enhances rather than drains a relationship? 
All of these people are important in the lives of the child/ren. Keep them in your hearts and minds as you engage upon the journey of raising your child/ren.

Check-out/Likes and Wishes: How was the session for you?

Closing Words: “New Life Comes To Us” (Responsive Reading) 

New life comes to us as a gift. 
Each new life makes its demand, exacts our attentiveness, enlists and organizes our energies, and blesses us. May we be worthy of the gift, and glad receivers of the blessing.
New life appeals to us.
Each new life is helpless and so calls forth our help, is weak and so calls forth our strength, is innocent and so calls forth our wisdom. May we be wise in our strength, and ever-strong in our help.
New life grows.
Each new life ventures first words, first steps, first essays in the art of living. Each grows, ever surpassing the life that was for the life that shall be. May we patiently wait, and watch in wonder.
New life bears untold promise.
Each new life has a story to tell, and we shall listen. Each new life goes forth from us, laying the child's sovereign claim on whole realms of being we had called our own.

All:  God of grace, may they be blessed, whatever the  pathways they follow, whatever the life they claim as their own.

George Kimmich Beach, Singing the Living Tradition #717
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Small Group Ministry
Child Dedication: Commitment with a Community of Faith
Rev. Helen Zidowecki (UUSGMN) 

This is the third in a series of three sessions that may be used in preparing for child dedications. It is intended for use with a group but may also be used in planning a ceremony with a family. The actual planning of the service would probably be done at the end of or outside of the Session

Opening Words:
From the  beginning of time, men and women have brought their children to houses of worship for dedication.  In the presence of the congregation the child is given his or her name and the parents declare their responsibility for the child.

We come to a house of worship out of reverence for the mystery of life that we have seen in the miracle of reproduction and birth.  We acknowledge the mystery of the power that is in us and works through us, and we are humble before that mystery. 

We give the child a name in this ceremony. In this act we declare that the child is an individual, a unique and separate person with a dignity and life of its own.   The child comes from us, but  is not  ours.    The child  is  an individual. In bestowing- a name, we declare that we will have respect for that  individuality, and give him or her the freedom to become their own person. 

We perform this ceremony publicly to declare that all of us, as parents and as representatives of society, are responsible for the care and development of all children.  It is our task to give them a world of peace and Justice in which to grow. It is our task to give them our ideals  and our hopes.  By presenting their children to this congregation, the parents  acknowledge  that  the  child is more than a private possession, but a new being in whom we  all have  a responsibility, and whom we all welcome to the community.                                               James Hunt. and Paul KJ'llincrpr
Check-in: How is it with you today?

Topic/Activity:

“We Dedicate This Child,” Linda Olson Peebles
We understand that we are all part of the interconnected web of all existence. The community is part of the fabric that holds all human life, the story of many shared lives woven into our cultures, and the saga of each individual. We are who we are, in part because of the love and guidance and the inspiration and ideals that we receive, especially from those who parent us. And the church community has the privileged role not only of supporting the parents in the sacred task of nurturing life but also of weaving the threads of culture—history, values, arts, wisdom, visions—into a fabric that can enfold the family.
The community hopes that every child receives love and affection, guidance and nurture, so that each child may grow into the fullness of the promise of life. Mindful that such love is an honor and a responsibility, in a UU ceremony of dedication,

· we give witness to our values and our commitment to be a religious community that stands on the side of love for all creation,

· we form a covenant with the family to support them and to honor and recognize the preciousness of the child as the gift of life, entrusted to the care of both family and community,
· we affirm the dignity and individuality of the child, as we proclaim the child's unique place in the community of humankind.

The UU Community welcomes the child in love into the human community, in the spirit of humanity's oneness, and into the fellowship of life! Our UU faith community seeks to create a world filled increasingly with love, freedom, and truth. The rite of Dedication includes the hope that the child's thoughts and actions in life will pass on to the future our heritage of freedom, service, and love, which the child receives from us.
Families covenant to accept the faith community's support as they nurture their children to grow as people who will be strong in spirit secure in self and outward in caring. The support of the entire community—parents, family, and congregation—is essential to the continuing unfolding of the child's life and blessing. We all accept responsibility for the child and promise to offer safety, affection, encouragement, challenge, and learning. We support the family's key role in guarding the child's life, freedom, and opportunities. Parents—and others they may include in the ceremony, such as godparents, grandparents, and siblings—join in the covenant of care and responsibility.
The full pamphlet is on line at http://www.uuabookstore.org/client/client_pages/3559.pdf
1. What do you expect or hope for from the community?

2. How are you willing to engage with the community in raising your child?

3. What difference does our commitment to this child/ren make in our ongoing church life?

4. What do we, individually and as a congregation, see as our responsibility to our children?

Check-out/Likes and Wishes: How was the session for you?

Closing Words: 
“Following a Child Dedication” by Connie P. Sternberg
As today we have received these children into the congregation and committed ourselves to their nurture, let us now receive into our hearts all children.

Let us remember the children we once were and who still live within us. Let us love them now, in this quiet moment.

Let us remember the children of our own families and the children of our friends. Let us love them now, in the quiet of this moment.

Let us remember the children who are homeless...
children who are separated from their families...
children who are hungry or in pain...
children whose lives are threatened
by drugs, crime, lack of health care.

Let us love them now, in the quiet of this moment.

Let us remember all children and commit ourselves to their growth and safety, their health and education, their uniqueness and their unfolding beauty. Let us love them now, in the quiet of this moment and forever more. Amen.

Source: 1997 UUMA Worship Materials Collection
Copyright: The author has given Unitarian Universalist Association member congregations permission to reprint this piece for use in public worship. Any reprints must acknowledge the name of the author. For more information contact worshipweb@uua.org.
