CHILD THEOLOGY

This time last year I had not heard of child theology.  Then Keith White recruited me.  Now I am like a toddler, enthusiastic but unsafe and needing to have my hand held.   All I can tell you is where I have got to with child theology.  

First, whatever it may be, child theology is Theology. 
·  talking and thinking (logos) about  God (theos).   That ‘about’ is troublesome, as it may too easily give the impression that God is an inert object about which the theologian speaks – the blank sheet on which we write our opinions,  the gold rings out of which Aaron made a calf for the people.   

Christians can only be what they are because God is the prime theo-logian.    

God speaks himself, for himself, in all creation.   The Word was God, the Word was made flesh.  God speaks himself in Jesus Christ by the Spirit.  Jesus the Word came proclaiming that the kingdom of God is near and inviting us to get ready to enter.   And at a critical point in his argumentative and creation-renewing ministry,   Jesus took a child and set him or her in the midst, a pointer to the kingdom of God  and a point of entry into the Kingdom.   Jesus the Word makes the child  one of God’s languages, a theological language

But a child is not a language in the specific way that words – vocables – are.  Like the Word, this language is more than the arrangement of sounds.   A child is a person who can be ignored, despised, made to stumble, ill-treated –  respected and received as a pointer to the Kingdom of God.   Jesus says that since the child is a pointer to the Kingdom of God, the child is a point of entry for us into the kingdom of God  - he who receives a child in my name, receives me and the Father who sent me.  

God’s word to us is never merely a piece of information about God, a piece of information to be possessed,  so that we beome  learned rather than ignorant persons.   God’s Word to us is always information which invites.   That is why it is so easy for the child to become a language God speaks.  For a child presents himself to us always as an invitation – sometimes an imperious urgent cry, like Dad! in the middle of the night when Nathaniel has just had a bad dream;  sometimes it is an implicit call for our intelligent care,  as when a child gets to a limit of their present capability and needs some support and guidance – then their vulnerability invites our engagement.  These are invitations to us to be true adults, not to use the command to be as little children as an excuse for running  from being mothers and fathers and elders, when God brings us to the stage in life when that is the proper thing for us to be.   (God wants children to be children in the time he gives them – God clearly wants children to become adult, because he built growing up into them.)  Sometimes the child is an invitation simply to look and wonder at the mystery of this new being, even an invitation to try a new way of being for ourselves, to become as a child.   The invitations voiced in the child are complex,  as wide as life and  as  the kingdom of heaven – but they are also down-to-earth, meeting  us in every day real life.

If God speaks in His word, or in the language of the child, we may ask – What does he say to us?  That is one question which generates theology.  Some tend to think it is the only task theology has – to explain in our languages what God says in His.   

But theology is formed as a responsible, honest and useful enterprise by asking a second question, and by thinking about both questions together.   The second question is:  How have we heard the Word of God?    What does our thinking and action suggest we have heard?    Does what we seem to have heard and what we make of it in practice correspond faithfully to what God says?   Have we received the information and the invitation accurately, and developed our life and identity through responding well?  Or are we the kinds of people we are because we have somehow

Not heard the  invitation or have 

Responded to it wrongly? 

We can ask these kinds of critical theological questions of ourselves, personally.   But they also need to be asked of our organisations and churches.   Do our churches and organisations attend to the child set before us by Jesus and do we so receive the child that we receive Jesus and the Father who sent him?   Or do we despise, ignore and obstruct children?  Or do we attend to them in exploitative and distorting ways – we want children to give the church a future, just as generals want children so that the army will have soldiers and we all want children to look after us or provide our pension when we get old?   What do we see when we look at our performance?   

It is useful to ask this question of our churches and organisations in their historical cultural situation.  And they are questions to be asked of our cultures and cultural histories.   We live in several different cultural histories – the history of Christianity is one, the history of the cultures of our nation,ethnicity or region is another, the culture of the modern globalising secularity yet another.   Cultural traditions work over long time spans, over centuries and millennia.  They are difficult to grasp because there is so much of them – which is one reason why we may retreat to the local and the personal.  But we have learnt that we cannot do that – local and personal are always in wider contexts which in-form them.  

Christians now who care for children are part of a modern cultural development, a vast movement or set of movements which share together a developing and historically distinctive child-culture.   This culture has been rising and spreading since the 18th century.   Before this time, Christianity had had great status in western societies, and a dominant influence on the way children were seen and treated for hundred of years.  Now that whole Christian period ran into criticism and its treatment of children was part of the criticism.  And by many people,  those Christian views of children and childhood drifted into obsolescence, faded away.   Christians have to reckon with a criticism of their record which has come to shape a great deal of the contemporary pro-child culture, its ideology and practice.  For people who are not christian, for secular and professional opinion,  Christianity is seen as offering little besides an outdated, discredited and pessimistic approach – a view which is not child-centred, or child-friendly.   So secular professionals often treat Christian engagement in child issues as dangerous or as ill-informed.  They are surprised when Christians turn out to be genuinely child-friendly, not exploiting or proselytising the children, and not treating them with paternalistic hostility.    Secular professionals either expect no good thing to come from Christian sources so they disregard them, or they set about instructing them in good secular practice.   

Romanticism, then, was much more influential as a body of ideas than as an active force in day-to-day child-rearing within the middle-class home.  Its importance was that it gave rise to ways of thinking about childhood, and ways of organizing the lives of children…. At its heart was a reverence for, and a sanctification of childhood which was at total odds with the Puritan emphasis on the child as a sinful being.  Romanticism embedded in the European and American mind a sense of the importance of childhood, a belief that childhood should be happy, and a hope that the qualities of childhood, if they could be preserved in adulthood, might help redeem the adult world.  In becoming child-oriented I this way, society had radically changed its ideas on the relationship between childhood and religion.  As Wordsworth wrote of the child,

Mighty prophet!  Seer blest,

On whom these truths do rest

Which we are toiling all our our lives to find.

They are lines which indicate the truly revolutionary impact of romanticism on thinking about childhood; from being the smallest and least considered of human beings, the child had become endowed with qualities which make it Godlike, fit to be worshipped and the embodiment of hope.  

Hugh  Cunningham  Children and Childhood in Western Society since 1500

(Pearson Education, 1995)  pp 77-78

This may not be quite fair to the Puritans and the long traditions of Christianity, Protestant and Catholic, in which they stood, but it may help us to see who and where we are.  Very few of us are like the Puritans.  We do not see the child significantly as a sinful being.  We do not care for children with suspicion that if they have not gone wrong already, they soon will do, so we had better have powerful preventative discipline, training and converting practice – for their own good, of course.  We are not suspicious or fearful of children.    Rather,  we in our Christian concern for children, in our reading of God’s Word and God’s heart, are much closer to the Romantics, even shaped by them, in their cultural mould.   We recognize the resonance between their vision and the spirit of Jesus:  he did not think children were ‘the smallest and least considered’;  he made them important, he wanted them to be happy and he spoke a saving message to adults in CHILD language.  We do not need to be ashamed of every aspect of our indebtedness to the Romantics or to refuse to cooperate within the ‘mind’ and cultural setting they helped to construct.   But can we simply say that Jesus is to be found amongst the Romantics, and that he has shaken the Puritan dust from his feet, because they so misrepresented him?   

I do not think Jesus is so simply on one side of this cultural choice.   It ought to ring theological alarm bells when the child is reckoned ‘fit to be worshipped’.   

We may well learn from Romanticism,  but we should not switch simply from a view of child dominated by original sin, to one which is so child centred, even child worshipping.   Child is a language for God, but child does not supplant God.   

Let me pursue one point where Christians cannot go quietly with the Romantics.  We need an appropriate understanding of sin and evil even to do justice to beautiful innocent children – a badly directed doctrine of original sin will not do, but we need something more adequate.

Jesus, the Crucified among the cross-bearers gives us a clue.    

Jesus does that the child is a victim of sin, and so a symptom of sin in the world, in its massive destructive cruelty.   Stumbling blocks are put in the way of little ones.  They are despised, their dignity and rights brushed aside.    The child is sinned against.  The child is sinned against not only by those who are cruel, malevolent, and cynical deniers of the value of human life.  The child may be sinned against by those who intend to be on the side of the child.   The child may be falsely educated – indulged by those who love the child with emotional warmth but too little sense,  The child may be misled by being given freedom in the form of  the absence of connection with others,   rather than helped to live freely in dependence on and obligation to others.  The child may be burdened by premature adultization in the name of respect and autonomy.  

The child may be sinned against by being over-protected from some truths about our common human situation – that we are flawed and precarious people, that we are not in a position to pray shamelessly as the Pharisee did, but that our lives may well bring us into the dark corner where we cannot lift our eyes to heaven and we pray – God be merciful to me, a sinner.  Children are sinned against if this story is kept from them, if they do not receive its light early in life.  The purpose of this story is not to accuse the children.  We sin against them if we try to get them to see they are sinners on the grounds that they are merely naughty, disturbing the peace and convenience which the adults around them impose.   Being mischievous children is not the same as being sinners, it is not even a good clue as to what it is to be a sinner.   So we are not to try to get children to behave like the publican, untruthfully fitting themselves into our religious moral pattern for their spiritual development.   But it remains the truth: children are sinned against if the truth of human sin is hidden from them, as much as if they are falsely or inappropriately encouraged to think of themselves as special wicked sinners, when in truth they have not yet had a chance to do anything serious.  

Some children are terribly sinned against.   For example, they are abducted and made into soldiers as children.  And to make them soldiers they are often required to do terrible things – to kill other children or other people.  They are inducted into the whole world of soldiering without restraint – and because of what they do, they are not simple victims.  They are not only sinned against – they are sinners.  I do not say they are criminally culpable, and should be dealt with by criminal court procedures.  Theologically, we think primarily not of what courts might do, but of  what people who have been so sinned against have to live with and carry in themselves, in the presence of God.  They have to live with and from,  not only what was done to them, but what they have done.   If we live as whole, honest human beings with ourselves before God,  we cannot play one off against the other – as though because I was sinned against, I can ignore what I was involved in doing and have been shaped by doing.   What I have lived through, a compound of what was done to me and what I did,  cannot be ignored.   I have become the person I am today because of what I have been through and what I have seen.  Children are sinned against when they are made to see sin from an insider’s position, sharing in the doing of it

The child soldier is sinned against by being forced to participate in evil, not only as an observer or hearer, but as a bodily agent.   And thus the evil and cruelty is forced upon the attention and into the memory of the child in ways which may be hard and slow to heal.   It is forced into the life of the child, so that the child loses its childhood, its adolescence – those periods of significant change which are very hard, if not impossible to replace if they are misused.   

The purpose of our having an adequate doctrine of sin is not so that we might be able to frame a charge against the person, the child, a charge which will stick.  It is needed in order that people can recognise the truth of what they have shared in, of what they have become, and of the world they are part of.  It is true that in confessing sin, we do not make comparisons with other people,  excusing ourselves by accusing others.  But that does not mean that we look at ourselves and our sin as though we are utterly private, sealed off from other people and the world, as though the truth about ourselves, which we must confess, is what is true when we are utterly alone.  What we confess is what we have seen and come to know and been shaped and marked by – the sin of the world which has been sin against us, and which then becomes our sin, because one way or another we cannot escape sharing in it.   And that is why true confession is not enabled by shame which drives us into a privacy, where we feel burdened by a strictly private guilt, in a world of judges who will have no understanding or hope  for us – confession is a knowing of sin as power and perversion of the world.  In our confession of sin, we confess the sin of the world, but not as though it is purely out there, out of myself.   Rather we confess how it involves and overwhelms us – sinned against and sinning.  

This is the sin of the world which Jesus bore in his own body, and which God takes away by his sacrifice and overcomes in his resurrection and in the coming of the Spirit as the first instalment of the promised salvation, the new world of the kingdom of God.  

We need to confess sin in the presence of God, in the light of Christ, crucified for the sin of the world, if it is to be true confession of sin as sin.   Never think about sin apart from Christ.  Never think about it simply as sin against Christ.  Think about it as sin overcome and carried away by the sacrifice of Christ.    Sin does not have dominion – God in Christ does.  That is a principle for thinking theologically – as well as for practical living.  Never think anything in theology which seems to hand over lordship or dominion to anything other than God in Christ.   No matter how much your self-centredness, your self-importance, or your sensitive conscience or your broken heart or near-despair makes you feel that sin is in the saddle and rides the world,  do not be give way to it.  Do not become a sinner even more by giving sin the lordship.    Let your confession be led and shaped by the Lord who died to take away sin, who died to forgive, not led and shaped by the power of sin to destroy and distort.  

So, in child theology we should not hold on to the old theologies which stressed the sinfulness of the child, or treated the child as insignificant on this earth, as merely an adult in waiting or a candidate for an early flight to heaven, through death.  But nor should we be at ease with the romantic tendency to take the child as endowed with godlike qualities, fit to be worshipped.  Real children are in more complicated sombre dangerous situations.   As Cunningham points out, Romantics rarely did much caring for children.  The mothers who did had many practical anxieties, and they found the books by Romantic and other experts on children could be more confusing than helpful.   It was mothers (who might stand for all those organizations who care for children) who brought their children to Jesus – to be blessed.  What were they expecting?  That  Jesus would kiss their babies because they were so beautiful and godlike?  Or that Jesus would receive them and pray for them in the way Jesus taught us to pray – as though the children, and we along with them, desperately need God to see to it that his Name, Father, is honoured (rather than sinned against and blasphemed).  Concretely and historically, God’s Name is to be honoured  in the coming of his Kingdom, in the doing of his will in the present world, in the provision of daily ordinary necessities of life – which so many lack – like bread, and the forgiveness of sins, which so often we do not offer to others.   These prayers are encapsulated in a prayer which confronts a basic fear – that it might be futile praying and hoping like this, because there is no God to bring the Kingdom.  So we pray not to be brought to the time of trial, where we are overpowered by the temptation to give up praying this prayer:  Deliver us from evil!   

  The Gospel writers do not tell us in what terms  Jesus blessed the children,  but he did say to the disciples, let them come, for of such is the Kingdom of heaven.  We might say - The children are in themselves the Lord’s prayer:  they are living towards its coming in its down to earth, basic realities.  They are vulnerable to its delay and to all the cruelty and evil that stands against it and so the prayer, deliver us from evil, is inseparable from their precarious existence.   The blessing of the Lord’s Prayer meets the reality.

All who work for children in any way are like the mothers who brought their children to Jesus.  They wanted a blessing – but what the blessing is, is not for them to define or prescribe.  Jesus does that.  And Jesus does it still reaching out through the necessities and caring of our earthly life towards the kingdom of God yet to come.  

All our child care, in so far as it is genuinely relevant to the service of children and  is not organisational confusion and empire building,  works through the necessities and caring of everyday life.  When you care for one child in need individually, and when you care for all children by framing a convention on the rights of the child, you are doing that – and Jesus welcomes and affirms what is being done.  But beyond that there is still the Kingdom for whose coming we pray, and of which children are a sign – God’s story has not finished with us.   

Conclusions 

I hope it begins to loom through the fog of this disquisition how child theology is more than adding a specially large and emphatic or even a sentimental chapter  to a  conventional statement of christian theology.    Child theology reshapes conventional theology in distinctive ways.

Further, I hope we see that in child theology we are working in critical but real partnership with some of the best movements and tendencies of our time -  we can see how we can cooperate with others who are concerned for children even though their  ideologies may be secular or non-christian or even anti-christian in some respects.  Child theology gives us the permission in the name of Christ to welcome the overlaps and to be able to handle and live with the differences calmly.  Child theology enables us to articulate Christian positions which do not give the impression to outsiders that Christians cannot be for the child in intelligent and consistent ways.   

I hope it also becomes clear how the distinctive rereading of conventional theology in child-theology is a deepening and enriching of Christian faith, not a dilution of it.

I hope in the discussion of sin that it is evident that we have not abandoned the serious sense of sin, which is one characteristic of traditional Christianity which has become problematic to many modern people, including many child-friendly people.  This sense of sin arises from contemplating the sufferings of children, sinned against so that they are incorporated into sin,  being bound to sin.   The sinfulness of this sin is measured against the righteous will of God for the redemption of all his creation and the fulfilment of his purposes of love, which is revealed not least in the way Jesus welcomed children as pointers to the kingdom of God and points of entry into it.  
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