Halloween

The Witches and Goblins within Us

Background Notes

This assembly begins with information about the origin of popular Halloween traditions. It concludes with an activity and prayer related to three moods, or patterns of behavior, symbolized by three jack-o'-lanterns.

A high percentage of young people, along with the catechists and youth ministers who have frequent contact with them, come from some kind of dysfunctional family background. They have been influenced by patterns of substance abuse, emotional rigidity, religious extremism, or different kinds of physical and even sexual abuse. A prayer assembly like this is a creative way of releasing in a non-threatening way some of the tensions experienced by individuals in your group.

Catechetics and youth ministry of all kinds can be and in fact should be healing ministries. This does not imply that parish personnel and volunteers should attempt to function in a professional role that is not theirs. They might, however, make available information about confidential opportunities for the young people to share their stories and feelings.

Preparation

Have the young people prepare three jack-o'-lanterns. The faces of one should be obviously sad; another, angry; and a third, happy. Other moods might be included and written into the assembly. (If there is opportunity, the teens might prepare three batches of jack-o'-lanterns.) Some of the young people might prepare paper masks that symbolize the negative attitudes that young people sometimes act out (see Greg Dues, Seasonal Prayer Services for Teenagers, Twenty-Third Publications, 1991). During this preparation, invite the young people to discuss among themselves the moods they are trying to express in the carving and drawing. Encourage them to compete in the grotesqueness and boldness of their creations.

Decorate the assembly area with these jack-o'-lanterns and masks. Before the prayer assembly begins, turn all the "faces" away from the young people.

Volunteers prepare the following readings ahead of time.

Prepare the prayer poster for the Assembly Prayer.

Time to Listen

(Note: These first readings narrate the history and meaning of Halloween customs. They might be included in the preparation time of this prayer assembly, with Narrators 5, 6, and 7 being more directly related to scripture and prayer.)
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Narrator One

The celebration of Halloween is not directly connected to our Catholic Christian beliefs. Only the name is, taken from the holy day, "Feast of All Saints," which occurs the next day. In the old English language, the eve of All Saints was called "All Hallows Eve," or Halloween. Halloween customs go back to the Celtic people in Britain and Ireland during pre-Christian times. In those ancient times, around November 1, the burning of fires marked the beginning of a new year and the beginning of the season of winter.

Narrator Two

Those people believed that demons, witches, the souls of the dead, and all kinds of evil spirits roamed the world on this night. These creatures of the dark greeted their special season of darkness, the winter season of long nights and early dark evenings, by scaring people, playing mean tricks on them. In the simple beliefs of the people, these creatures of the dark wanted to take them into their kingdom.

Narrator Three

People bought their safety by bribing these creatures of the dark with sweets. Another method of self-protection was to dress like them and roam around without being recognized by these creatures. People still do this today. We wear horrible masks of demons, witches, ghosts, and monsters. And we roam from house to house, sometimes playing pranks, demanding treats with the threat, "Trick or treat!"

Narrator Four

The pumpkin "ghosts," or jack-o'-lanterns, with a burning candle inside, may have come from the Halloween-New Year fires of ancient times. Most probably, however, they came from Irish traditions. Children carved faces on potatoes, turnips, or squash, putting a candle inside to add to the festivities of the night.

Narrator Five

It is all right to enjoy these ancient pagan and earthy festivities because they are wonderfully human. Our Christian faith, however, adds a positive dimension to this time of the year. Tension between dark and light, for example, is very much part of our scriptures and worship. In fact, Jesus said: "I am the light of the world. Whoever follows me will not walk in darkness, but will have the light of life" (John 8:12).

Narrator Six

Jesus also said that we are light: "Your light must shine before others, that they may see your good deeds and glorify your heavenly Father"

(Matthew 5:16). How do we come across to our friends, family, and people around us? How does our light shine on others?

(The sad jack-o'-lanterns and masks are turned toward the assembly. Or one is placed on the Prayer Table. Wait until laughter and other reactions die down, then continue.)
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Is our light being disfigured by the witches, goblins, demons, and ghosts of our sadness, hurt, frustrations, despair, and depression? Is our light being dimmed by feelings that nobody likes us ... that we aren't as good as others? These moods prevent us from having a positive influence on others.

Narrator Seven

(The angry jack-o'-lanterns are turned toward the assembly or placed on the Prayer Table.) Is our light being disfigured by the witches, goblins, demons, and ghosts of unjustified anger? ... by our selfishness? ... by our jealousies.., our hostilities? ... our sullenness? These attitudes will have a negative influence on our relationships with others.

Response

Allow some time for reflection and for the young people to discuss causes of negative feelings. You might invite a speaker to talk about some of the support groups available to young people, such as Al-A-Teen.

Assembly Prayer

(The happy jack-o'-lanterns, in a prominent place, are turned toward the congregation or placed on the Prayer Table.)

Let us pray.

Lord, make us happy and give us peace.

Take away the witches,

goblins, demons, and ghosts of all

that is not good within us.

Give us strength to leave our addictions.

Give us the courage to maintain our emotional health and take care of ourselves.

Help our good light to shine from within us,
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shining toward all who come in contact with us. Amen.

                         Used with permission from Twenty-Third Publications
