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Organ Petting Zoo 
by Jessica Nelson 
 
After lots of Sunday services, I can be found sticking around 
the organ, helping small, eager hands pick out "Mary Had a 
Little Lamb" or "Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star." Even 
though it adds to the post-liturgical din in the nave, every 
time I catch a child (or an adult) eyeing the instrument, I 
invite them in for a closer look, and to play if they'd like. 
(Yes, it can be terrifying to have small children play 
instruments that can cost millions of dollars, but with proper 
supervision and your instrument's technician on speed dial, 
it's a worthwhile risk.) 

 
Last St. Francis Day, I invited small children to stay after the service for an "Organ Petting Zoo,"  
a (somewhat) organized introduction to the instrument. I spoke in the broadest terms about how 
the organ was made, let them handle wooden pipes from a dismantled instrument, and 
demonstrated the different voices by imitating animals. 
Sweet flutes became songbirds, wheezy reeds became ducks 
and geese. We had as many creatures, real or imagined, as I 
could manage - deep singing whales, dragons, purring cats, 
growling dogs, buzzing bees, and even a visit from the 
zimbelstern fairy. Everybody had a turn to play a few notes 
with the animal of their choice. It was loud and chaotic - 
and required some parent helpers for crowd control - but 
fun. 
 
Absolutely nothing went according to plan, but nobody 
cried, there was no damage to life or property, and maybe - 
I hope - somebody learned something! 
 
Jessica Nelson 
Organist/Choirmaster 
St. Andrew’s Cathedral, Jackson, MS 
jnelson@standrewscathedral.org 

 
 
 
 



So You Want to Start a Children’s Choir… 
by Westley Hodges 
 
One of my greatest joys in my vocation is working with 
children.  Children will do anything you ask them and will 
rise to whatever challenges you put in front of them. But, if 
you are serving a church that currently doesn't have a 
children's choir or a musical offering for children, it can be 
intimidating and sometimes overwhelming deciding which 
direction to go when starting a new children's music 
ministry. I hope that whatever route you choose that you 
are confident with your decision and you have done all the 
behind the scene work to make it a very successful 

ministry.  In my opinion, one of the biggest mistakes we can do is just start a group.  Before 
starting a group, I think you should spend hours planning and developing what will be the 
group's purpose and what commitment is needed from the children and parent(s)/guardian(s). 
 
There are tons of ways to approach music for children in church.  A lot of my colleagues use the 
Royal School of Church Music (RSCM) as a children's choir in their parish.  I think this is the 
most intense approach and requires the most commitment.  With RSCM, children explore 
church music and liturgy and become active participants in worship. RSCM also works on 
leadership, and there are levels at which the children can grow and become leaders within the 
choir. Starting an RSCM choir can be intimidating, but for the right parish, this could be a great 
assist. More information about RSCM can be found on their website at www.rscm.com.  
 
There are other approaches.  My favorite way to utilize children as a choir is in smaller rehearsal 
commitments.  Children these days are very busy, and weekly rehearsals become very difficult for 
them to attend every week.  So, let's say you want a children's choir on the 2nd Sunday of 
Advent.  First, plan your music that you want to use that Sunday, and if possible, make a 
recording of the music where the children can practice at home (please obtain permissions to 
make a recording of copyrighted music, this is usually as easy as contacting the publisher). 
Second, set your rehearsal time.  Three or four rehearsals should be enough to ensure the 
children have enough time to learn the material and feel comfortable to perform in it the worship 
service.  Third, communicate clearly with all the parent(s)/guardian(s) at least four weeks before 
the first rehearsal where they have time to plan their schedules and commit to the block of time 
needed to fulfill this obligation.  If you do these sessions two to four times a year, I think you will 
find great success with attendance and participation.  
 
My third suggestion would be to check around in your community and see if there is currently a 
community children's choir.  If not, maybe your parish could sponsor a community children's 
choir.  I have done this and have been very successful with it, but this is different than a church 
children's choir.  We sing all types of music, and I emphasize attention to community. Children 
of all kind of backgrounds participate, and I try my hardest to do music that speaks to them all. 
Starting the Peoria Children's Choir was a great joy of mine, and the group has proven to be a 
vital resource for the parish and the community.  I recently had the group sing at our All Saints' 
Sunday Service, and it was a huge success.  We also sing two concerts a year. 



 
Overall, I think we all can agree that children are vital to our story and our future, and they must 
be included.  I challenge you to ask yourself how are you involving children in your programs 
and evaluate if you are doing enough or if you should give more attention to children's music 
ministry.  
 
I am only one person, and this article is based on my experiences.  We would love to hear from 
you about your experiences with children's choirs and other children's musical ministries. 
 
Peace, 
 
Westley Hodges 
Co-Editor 
Church Music Forward 
whodges@westleyhodges.com 
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Variation II - "Rank on rank the Hosts of Heaven"
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Variation III - "At His feet the six-winged Seraph"
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