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“A voice is heard in Ramah, lamentation and bitter weeping. Rachel is weeping for

her children; she refuses to be comforted for her children, because they are no more.” (Jere-

miah 31:15)

I. A TIME FOR WEEPING

T
ODAY, OUR HEARTS WEEP FOR OUR NATION�S CHILDREN. HOW CAN WE BE

comforted when America’s children are in such peril? Every Sunday morning,

as we wake up and get ready to go to church, 100,000 American children wake up

homeless. Every 32 seconds, about the time it takes to say the Lord’s prayer, an-

other American baby is born into poverty. Every 14 minutes, while we listen to the

sermon, another baby dies in America. Every 64 seconds, while we “pass the

peace” in church, another American baby is born to a teenage mother. And every

13 hours, before we say our prayers and go to bed, another American preschooler

is murdered. The unconscionable fact is that today we are leaving millions of our

children behind.

1. Too many children aren’t getting a Healthy Start

Almost one in four babies born in 1991 had a mother who did not receive

early prenatal care. This disturbingly low rate of prenatal care increases the inci-

dence of babies born at low birthweight, making them much more likely than

normal-weight babies to die in their first year of life. In fact, almost nine out of

every 1,000 babies born never make it to their first birthday, an infant mortality rate

worse than nations such as South Korea and Singapore. And almost one-third of
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America’s two-year-old children aren’t properly immunized against preventable

diseases like measles, diphtheria, and polio. In some inner-city areas, the rate of

two-year-old children fully immunized is as low as 30 percent.

This profile of American children’s health crisis is shocking, but not surpris-

ing. Although the United States has the most expensive health care system in the

world, it does not ensure even the most basic health care coverage for all of its chil-

dren. More than 8 million children—one in every eight—had no health insurance

at all in 1992. Millions of other children go uninsured for part of the year because

their parents lose or change jobs or they are dropped because of their health prob-

lems. Between 1990 and 1992, more than 18 million children went without health

insurance for one month or more. Moreover, millions of children who are insured

have insurance that fails to cover key preventive care such as immunizations, ba-

sic primary care such as checkups, or preexisting conditions such as serious dis-

abilities.

This lack of health security is not just a condition of poverty or joblessness. In

fact, most uninsured children have working parents. All kinds of families lack

health security. Some working parents’ employers drop coverage or dramatically

reduce the share of premiums they pay, causing the parents to drop coverage of

their dependents because it is not affordable. Other parents lose health insurance

for themselves and their families when they lose their jobs. Still other parents and

children with major illnesses incur medical expenses that exceed insurance limits,

or are defined as “high risk” and have their coverage dropped. Preexisting condi-

tion rules keep other people uninsured or cause parents to stay in their present

jobs only to keep their coverage for themselves and their family.

2. Too many children aren’t getting a Fair Start

More than one out of every five American children lives in poverty. A total of

14.6 million children were living in poverty in 1992, according to data released by

the U.S. Census Bureau in October 1993. The rate of child poverty is getting worse,

not better. Child poverty edged upward in 1992, despite the end of the 1990-1991

recession and restoration of modest economic growth for the nation as a whole.

Increases in child poverty in 1992 were particularly dramatic for America’s

youngest children. One in every four children younger than six was poor, as were

27 percent of all children younger than three. No racial or ethnic group is immune.

Child poverty rates moved higher for white, black, and Latino children.

Children in female-headed households with no other adult present are espe-

cially likely to live in poverty. Of 14.8 million children in such households in 1992,

54 percent were poor. Although child support from non-custodial parents could

help bolster the income of custodial parents and help ameliorate the poverty of

many of these children, in too many cases child support is a hollow promise. Ac-

cording to the most recent Census Bureau data, only slightly more than half of cus-

todial mothers had child support orders in 1990. Of those with orders, half

received either no support at all or less than the full amount due.

These poor children and their families don’t fit our national stereotypes. Most
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poor children are white and live outside central cities. Most poor children live in

families with one or more workers, and earnings, not welfare, make up most of

the average poor family’s income. Perhaps most surprising to many, the average

family on aid to families with dependent children, commonly called welfare, has

just one or two children—which is the same size as the average family not on

welfare.

The growth in child poverty took place against a backdrop of widening eco-

nomic inequality between rich and poor. The share of all family income received

by the poorest one-fifth of families shrank to 4.4 percent in 1992—the lowest since

records began in 1947—while the share going to the wealthiest one-fifth hit 44.6

percent, a record high.

3. Too many children aren’t getting a Head Start

In the face of child poverty that is hitting America’s youngest children hard-

est and most often, there is a beacon of hope. Head Start is a preschool program for

children from low-income families. It puts children on the path to success in

school and in life. In Head Start, children between the ages of three and five learn

the basic skills they’ll need when they start school. They find out that learning is

fun and exciting. Preschoolers in Head Start also get health checkups and treat-

ment, immunizations, and a hot meal each day. Head Start also helps children by

involving their families; parents assist in the Head Start classrooms and find out

how to help their children learn at home. Families also get help with problems

such as poor housing and nutrition that make it hard for their children to grow

and develop as they should.

Head Start’s successful, comprehensive combination of educational enrich-

ment, health care, nutrition, and parent involvement insulates poor preschoolers

against the worst effects of poverty. Studies show that every dollar invested in

good-quality comprehensive preschool programs like Head Start saves more than

seven dollars in later costs related to school dropout, teenage pregnancy, welfare,

and crime. Yet despite its proven cost-effectiveness and positive impact on poor

preschoolers, currently our nation invests only enough money in Head Start to al-

low about one-third of eligible children to attend. That leaves almost two out of

three poor preschoolers locked out of the Head Start classroom, denied access to

its comprehensive support that could put them on the road to success in school

and beyond.

4. Too many children aren’t getting a Safe Start

• Children aren’t safe in America: In 1991, every day more than 14 children in

our nation died from gun-related accidents and violence—the equivalent of a

Sunday school classroomful every two days. Between 1979 and 1991 nearly

50,000 children were killed by firearms—a total equivalent to the number of

American battle fatalities in the Vietnam war.

• Children aren’t safe in school: Every day, an estimated 135,000 children bring

guns to school.
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• Children aren’t safe at home: Every day, 1.2 million latchkey children come

home to houses in which there is a gun.

• Children aren’t even safe in church. An issue of Sojourners magazine leads with

the story of a young man fleeing two pursuers with automatic weapons. He

ducked into a church during a worship service, hoping to find safety, but the

assailants didn’t even pause at the church door. They rushed in and sprayed

the sanctuary with bullets while the congregation dove for cover under the

pews. Later at a press conference, various religious leaders decried the viola-

tion of the church. But Azusa Christian Community’s Eugene Rivers, an

African-American street pastor, offered a different and prophetic word: “If the

church won’t go into the streets, the streets will come into the church.”

Gun violence is robbing thousands of American children of their lives and

countless others of a healthy and secure childhood. Thousands of children who

are not themselves killed by guns nonetheless have their lives torn apart by them.

At least 30 children are injured by guns every day, and many others lose loved

ones to gun violence.

Juveniles account for an appallingly high and rapidly growing share of

homicide offenders as well as victims. This crisis of children being killed by guns

and children killing children with guns is a reflection of the violence permeating

our whole society.

The plague of violence is touching Americans of all geographic areas and ra-

cial and ethnic groups. Although youth firearm homicide rates are higher among

blacks than other groups, youth violence is far from just a black issue. From 1979

to 1991, of all firearm deaths, including homicides, suicides, and accidents, among

one- to 19-year-olds, 32,203 were white and 15,500 were black. A Harvard study

that polled 2,508 elementary, middle, and high school students around the coun-

try found roughly the same percentages of inner-city and suburban students say-

ing they had been shot at, had been seriously threatened with a gun, or had fired a

gun at someone else. In a November 1993 Newsweek/CDF poll, nearly three-fourths

of the parents and more than half of the children polled worried about violent

crime against a family member.

Even children in our churches are affected by violence. In 1992, Presbyterian

Survey conducted a poll of 126 Presbyterian youths ages 17 to 21 years who were

leaders in their congregations:

• 81 percent felt they are exposed to more violence in their daily lives than their

parents were at the same age

• 74 percent knew someone in their age group who has been a victim of battering

or sexual abuse

• 82 percent knew someone in their age group who owned a gun or other lethal

weapon

In 1993 a panel of experts convened by the National Research Council (NRC)

concluded that the most consistent and powerful correlate of criminal activity

among youths is economic hardship. Children who grow up in poverty confront
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myriad barriers to their full and healthy development; attend substandard

schools; have little access to cultural, recreational, or educational enrichment op-

portunities; and often have dim job prospects. All of these disadvantages lead in-

creasing numbers of young people to lose hope for the future and conclude that

they have no stake in the larger society’s values and norms.

The NRC also documented correlations between violent behavior among

youths and living in a single-parent family, dropping out of school, and being

physically or sexually abused or neglected as a child.

We have allowed children to be the poorest Americans, imbued them with a

sense of hopelessness and surrounded them with a culture of violence, and then

we as a nation have given them easy access to guns—a major factor in their escalat-

ing violence-related death rate. In 1993 nearly half of all U.S. households reported

owning at least one gun. More than half of the 10- to 17-year-olds surveyed in the

Newsweek/CDF poll said they could get a gun if they wanted one. Youths in small

towns and rural areas overall were more likely than those in cities to know where

to get a gun. We adults have failed our children—all of our nation’s children.

II. FROM WEEPING TO WORK

Thus says the Lord: “Keep your voice from weeping, and your eyes from tears; For

there is a reward for your work, says the Lord: [The children] shall come back from the land

of the enemy; there is hope for your future says the Lord: your children shall come back to

their own country.” (Jeremiah 31:16-17)

We must move from weeping for our children to hear the promise of the

work we can and must do. Because working together, we can make sure that we

leave no child behind. Every child needs and deserves:

• A Healthy Start: Basic health care for every child and pregnant woman cannot

wait. Our country must join other industrialized nations that ensure prenatal

and maternity care, regular checkups, immunizations, and care for sick chil-

dren and those with disabilities.

• A Head Start: Quality preschool, child care, and Head Start programs help

children get ready for school and stay at grade level, prevent costly special

education and school dropouts, and reduce the likelihood of teen pregnancy.

• A Fair Start: Every child needs a family that can provide enough food, shelter,

and support to meet his or her survival needs. To help all children get a fair

start in life, CDF advocates for jobs at decent wages, job training and employ-

ment programs for young adults, a refundable children’s tax credit, and a child

support assurance system so that all children are supported by both of their

parents.

• A Safe Start: Our children must be safe in their homes, neighborhoods, and

schools.

We as individuals, as congregations, and as a nation must work to manifest
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God’s vision of homecoming that would bring our nation’s children from an experi-

ence of need to one of safety, plenty, and love. What is the work we are called to do?

1. What can churches do?

First, I believe that we are called to seek God’s will and guidance through

prayer. God can strengthen us to do what is in our power to do for children, and

forgive us when we don’t. Then, we can lift up the needs of children through our

corporate worship life and renew our commitment to respond as a community of

faith.

Before launching a tutoring program, letter-writing campaign, or any other

service or advocacy project, it is vital for churches to identify the faith basis and

mandate for seeking justice for children and working to meet their needs. Serving

children is hard work, and advocating on their behalf can feel intimidating. If we

are to find the vision, motivation, and persistence for this work, we must ground

ourselves in a deep, faithful understanding of the biblical and theological impera-

tive to nurture and protect children, especially poor children.

2. A Children’s Sabbath

On the third weekend of each October, thousands of protestant, Catholic, and

Jewish congregations do just that. Starting with Shabbat services in synagogues on

Friday evening and concluding with church services on Sunday morning, congrega-

tions focus their liturgies, religious education programs, and congregational activi-

ties on learning more about the urgent problems facing children (such as poverty,

violence, and lack of health care) and what they can do to respond.

For example, last year Ascension Lutheran Church in Scottsdale, Arizona, fo-

cused its entire Children’s Sabbath worship service on the theme of children. Fol-

lowing opening praise hymns such as “Jesus Loves Me” and “Jesus Loves the

Little Children,” the service included prayers, litanies, and scriptural readings on

children, their needs, and our responsibility to them. Before the sermon, there was a

chancel drama entitled “Two Children, Two Lives” highlighting the vastly different

experiences of a child in the developing world and a child in the United States.

The church’s children offered adults a candid glimpse into their thoughts,

questions, and perspective through a collection of their letters to God accompa-

nied by drawings. The letters were reproduced and distributed to the adults, and

the children read a few of their letters during the service as well. Ascension has

maintained its commitment to focusing on children and is planning its second an-

nual Children’s Sabbath.

In addition to the Children’s Sabbaths held in individual congregations, a

growing number of cities are holding community-wide Children’s Sabbaths—

from Boston to Phoenix, New York City to Los Angeles, Kalamazoo, Michigan, to

Kansas City, Missouri. For instance, the Interfaith Partnership in St. Louis, Mis-

souri, is taking a four-pronged approach to their Children’s Sabbath celebration.

The Interfaith Partnership has distributed more than 1,000 organizing packets to

encourage individual congregations to devote their worship and education pro-

grams to children’s needs. Also, the coalition held an interfaith conference on
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families and an interfaith worship service in October 1994. Finally, the Partnership

is working with the local Junior League to promote the “Gift of Health” campaign.

Members of churches in inner-city areas are being asked to canvass homes within

a two-square-block radius to reach out to children in need of immunizations and

pregnant women in need of prenatal care.

The purpose of the Children’s Sabbath is to inspire new, long-term commit-

ments to help children and families. Some congregations start new service projects

such as developing after-school tutoring and mentoring programs, offering prena-

tal care or parenting classes for teenage, low-income, and first-time mothers, or

housing a Head Start program in church school classrooms unused during the

week. Other congregations make new financial commitments, providing support

for a child-serving program in the community, offering child care scholarships to

children whose parents work outside the home, or contributing to a state child ad-

vocacy organization. Many congregations use the Children’s Sabbath to inform

congregation members about opportunities for individuals to volunteer with or

support child-serving and advocacy organizations in the community.

After the Children’s Sabbath, still other congregations commit to be voices

for justice for children. They may appoint a congregational liaison to inform the

congregation of when legislation is pending that would affect children, and what

congregation members can do to urge the best votes for children. Other churches

organize letter-writing campaigns once a month during the coffee hour. Tables are

set up with information on the requested action, and congregation members stop

by to write a letter to their members of congress urging them to make children a

priority. (The Lutheran Office of Governmental Affairs and the Children’s Defense

Fund both have information and resources to help your church do this.)

3. Other resources

The Children’s Sabbath is one exciting starting point for a congregation to ex-

tend its efforts for children. CDF has developed a hands-on resource, Welcome the

Child: A Child Advocacy Guide for Churches, to help a congregation explore in greater

depth how it might expand its ministry with and for children. Welcome the Child looks

at four major areas: worship, education programs, outreach, and advocacy. These are

vital and interrelated ways in which a congregation can extend its care and advocacy

for children. The Children’s Defense Fund’s Division of Religious Affairs exists to

provide information, resources, and support to congregations working with and on

behalf of children. Individuals, churches, and religious organizations are encouraged

to contact CDF for Children’s Sabbath kits and other resources.

Lutheran Social Services of Washington and Idaho coordinates a project

called “Welcome the Child” (named after the CDF publication) to involve con-

gregations in education, service, and advocacy on behalf of children. The Chil-

dren’s Sabbath is an important aspect of the project, involving new

congregations while reinforcing the efforts of churches already participating in

the project. In 1993, LSS distributed CDF’s Children’s Sabbath organizing kits,

supplemented with information about the “Welcome the Child” project, to more

than 125 congregations.
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There is no shortage of children and families needing our help today, but for-

tunately there are many sources of support for Lutheran and other Christian con-

gregations seeking to extend their ministries with and on behalf of children in

their churches and communities. One resource is Josselyn Bennett, the director of

age-span ministries for the ELCA. The Women of the ELCA are also actively in-

volved in education, service, and advocacy on issues affecting women and chil-

dren in poverty and have produced an excellent resource kit. The Lutheran Office

of Governmental Affairs is a superb source of information about legislation affect-

ing children and what congregation members can do.

We must not wait another moment to work in partnership for our nation’s

children. The urgency of the crises overwhelming our children is heard in the lone,

small voice of an eight-year-old named Gail as she describes the wasteland of vio-

lence and poverty in which she and her family live:

Inmy neighborhood there is a lot of shooting and three people got shot. On the
next daywhen Iwas going to school I sawa little streamof bloodon the ground.
One day after school me and my mother had to dodge bullets�I was not
scared. There is a church and a school that I go to in my neighborhood. There
are a lot of stores in my neighborhood also. There are robbers that live in my
building, they broke into our house twice. There are rowhouses in my neigh-
borhood and a man got shot, and he was dead. On another day I saw a boy
namedZak get shot. ByKingHigh School SusanHarris got shot and she died. It
was in the newspaper.Whenme andmymotherwas going to churchwe could
see the fire from the guns being shot in 4414 building. I was not scared. In my
neighborhood there are too many fights. I have never been in a fight before.
There are many trees in my neighborhood. God is going to come back one day
and judge the whole world. Not just my neighborhood. I know these are really
really bad things, but I have some good things inmyneighborhood. Like some-
times my neighborhood is peaceful and quiet and there is no shooting. When
me and my mother and some of my friends go to the lake we have a lot of fun.
Sometimes the children in my building go to Sunday School with me and my
mother. Also the building I live in is so tall I can see downtown and the lake. It
looks so pretty. I believe inGod and I knowonedaywewill be in a gooder place
than we are now.

All across our nation, children like Gail are struggling to survive in a living

hell. Children like Gail can only cling to their faith and their families, and pray that

one day they will be in a “gooder” place. Children shouldn’t have to pray and wait

in fear. We are called, as people of faith, to be active participants in working to

manifest that “gooder place” right here and right now for our children.

For there is a reward for your work, says the Lord: [The children] shall come back

from the land of the enemy; there is hope for your future says the Lord: your children shall

come back to their own country.

We can bring our children and families home safely from the land of poverty,

violence, and lack of health care and early childhood supports in which they are

embattled. There is great hope for our future if we listen for God’s word of hope

and encouragement and begin the work to ensure that no child is left behind.
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