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AN INTRODUCTION TO Now & NEXT

BY KEITH J. WHITE

The prospectus was clear about the purpose of this international
gathering: “to do sustained and serious theological and missiological
reflection in which children and young people are seen as agents of
God’s mission, and lenses through which we find, with the help of the
Holy Spirit, new insights into God in Christ. We expect and pray that
the conference will open the way for new streams of theological
understanding of church and mission.”

There were eight organizations who joined together to organize
the event, and they had their own priorities and stories. CTM was
celebrating its 10th birthday; INFEMIT its 35th anniversary; the 4/14
Global Summit looked to Now and Next to deepen its theological and
missiological roots; it was a follow-up to Lausanne in Cape Town with
a specific focus on children. All supported the importance of the
theological focus and aim. Here are three examples from the welcome
given to participants at the front of their programme.

Wess Stafford, President of Compassion International wrote:

“it is so rewarding to see how a deeper understanding of biblical
and theological issues surrounding children is rising higher on
the agenda of many organizations, and especially in the
programs and curricula of many seminaries around the world.”

The Chair of the Child Theology Movement wrote:

“This is possibly the first international conference that has set
out to deepen our theological understanding of God in three-
persons and His Kingdom by focusing on little children as
signs.”

Geoff Tunnicliffe, CEO of World Evangelical Alliance (WEA)
wrote:



“The biblical narratives have much to say about the importance
of children. The narratives are often the vehicles of God’s
message of hope and judgment; they display the characteristics
of God’s Kingdom. Thus they challenge us to live more faithfully
the life of discipleship to which we were called.”

Shape

The overall shape of the conference, as seen in the programme,
was intentionally and unapologetically theological. The plenary
speakers were all sent a theological paper setting out a rationale for
the framework and anticipated movement of the event as a whole. It is
worth noting therefore that the process of which the conference is a
part, began long before the event itself. Pioneering new territory
requires exploratory work, and this paper sought to map out some
key theological landmarks and contours. The four main themes
around which the conference was organized follow a theologically
coherent progression.

The starting point is the action and teaching of Jesus when he
placed a little child in the midst of his disciples. Given this the
conference was invited to consider the theological implications for
every aspect of church life and mission, personal and corporate. So we
deliberately started with biblical teaching and action of Jesus as they
illuminate the relationship between God, children and the Kingdom
of Heaven. It is Jesus who marks the entry point to theological
reflection' on church, seminaries and Christian organizations. In
saying this it is difficult to articulate precisely what he does. In a way
he is teaching and providing new theological insights, but his aim (as
all through his ministry) was to get the disciples to change so they
would follow him and get into the Kingdom of God. Doing theology
and doing it differently was subordinate to this living process.

' The term “theological reflection” is crucially important because it
implies prior engagement, commitment and action in the name of Jesus.
Every participant, whether a teacher in a seminary or a “practitioner” could
do theological reflection, whereas not all were equipped to do systematic and
academic theological writing or lecturing.



What we sought to avoid was a programme that began with
church and mission, and then tried to see where children fit in. This
would have tended to replicate (though with a view to enhancing it)
the way things are. The sign of the child given by Jesus is intended to
challenge and disturb our existing understandings and practices, not
to reinforce or sacralise them. We cannot have an adequate
understanding of church until we receive the child placed by Jesus in
our midst. We cannot assume that the way we organize our mission,
however seemingly effective managerially, is in line with the ways of
the Kingdom. We dare not ask God to bless our endeavours without
first enquiring diligently what he is seeking to reveal to us about His
ways, His priorities, and His scale of operation and time-frame.

The Opening paper sets the scene with a summary of biblical
understandings of children and childhood and resources for church
and mission.

There are then four main themes:

1) Children as Signs of the Kingdom of God: A Challenge to us
all

2) The Church and the Child: A Challenge to the Church

3) Child Theology: A Challenge to the Seminaries

4) Children in Mission: A Challenge to Christian Movements
and Organisations

The overall movement is from our theological roots in the
Scriptures, always paying attention to children, through the church
and seminaries and towards mission for, with, alongside, by and to
children.

Discussion groups formed an integral part of each theme, and

summaries of points recorded in these sessions, are presented in the
report.

Content

Children have of course been part of the Judaeo-Christian story
and tradition from the earliest days, and there has been theological
reflection that involves children throughout the span of Christian



theology. Marcia Bunge’s book, The Child in Christian Thought,? is an
important document in that it charts some of the ways in which major
theologians have noticed children as part of their theological work.

What is more, Christians have been motivated to rescue, care for,
teach, nurse and support vulnerable children in the name of Jesus. It
is universally true that where the Gospel of Jesus Christ has touched
any land, there have been activities aimed at helping, educating or
caring for children.

In the last two centuries there have been many Christian
organizations whose focus has been the teaching, rescue, care and
evangelization of children. A substantial number were represented at
the conference, and particular mention was made of the historical role
and impact within and beyond the churches, of the Sunday School
Movement.

In some respects therefore the Now and Next conference was part
of a long tradition. How then was it intended to be different from all
of this Christian child-related activity and thought? The answer lies in
one of the major discoveries and themes of the Child Theology
Movement: despite all this reflection on, and activity for children and
young people, mainstream theology, and mainstream church have
commonly continued as if children were marginal or even invisible. It
is possible therefore to study major works of Christian systematic
theology, only to find children absent from the content and index. It
is equally possible (some would say probable) that Christian pastors
can complete their training without any contact with, or reflection on,
children and their place in church and mission.

This is curious for the simple reason that children are part of the
whole story, part of the church, and part of the biblical narratives.
Why should they be singled out for marginalization? Some would
respond by pointing to the way in which the poor, women, or those
from a range of ethnic groups have likewise been marginalized.

*> Marcia Bunge (ed), The Child in Christian Thought (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 2001).



Such a line of thinking only leads to a greater paradox: Jesus
made specific theologically-significant statements with children in the
midst of his disciples, or even in his arms. These statements, which
are found in all three synoptic gospels, are not primarily concerned
with urging adults to care for, teach (or venerate) children. They are
about fundamentally important aspects of Christian theology: the
Kingdom of God; greatness and humility; the change needed to enter
the Kingdom of God; how welcoming a little child in the name of
Jesus is a way of welcoming not only Jesus, but the One who sent him.

Without privileging children and childhood, or arguing from the
perspective of those who are engaged in the name of Jesus with
children (whether as advocates, evangelists, carers, teachers, doctors
and nurses), it is difficult to see how one can be a committed follower
of Jesus without paying careful attention to what he says about
children, and how he relates to them. If Jesus is Lord, then we are duty
bound not only to listen to what he says, but also to heed and obey.

Those who are committed to the well-being of children and who
do pay attention, find there is encouragement and inspiration both in
what the Scriptures in general teach, and also in what Jesus in
particular does and says. They find what might be called a theology of
children. A good example of this is Understanding God’s Heart for
Children.® The book is based on seven principles derived from a
reading of the Bible that should guide a Christian’s attitude to
children because they are seen as stemming from the nature of God.

This approach would seem unexceptional, but it is instructive to
realize that Christian organizations concerned with doing good for
children, are often so consumed by the urgency and scale of the need,
that theological reflection tends to take a back seat, or even to be
overlooked. It is only in the 21st century that many such
organizations are realizing how theologically thin their thinking is;
how rudimentary their store of theological knowledge and insight. In

* Douglas McConnell et al (ed), Understanding God’s Heart for Children
(Colorado Springs: Authentic, 2007).



such a context the Now and Next conference can be seen as a child of
its time.

There is however a point of wider theological significance:
children are by the very fact that they are children (not because of any
personal qualities they may or may not possess) signs of the Kingdom
of God. If we are to understand what God’s will on earth is, how
things are where He is welcomed and His way of doing things is
mirrored and lived out, then Jesus points to little children as keys to
unlock the door. One of the implications of this is that those who are
engaged with children are not only doing what the Scriptures urge in
many different places and ways, but are also privileged to have signs
of God’s Kingdom in their midst. They will see aspects of God’s
Kingdom that are hidden from those who do not have real, live
children as signs. And they have a (prophetic) responsibility to the
wider Christian community to draw attention to these signs.

The theological paper described above and shared before the
conference with all the plenary speakers and respondents was based
on the assumption that every participant in Now and Next is
welcomed and respected as a disciple or follower of Jesus, and active
in work that he or she believes to be significant in God’s Mission. We
know that the apostles were a mixed bunch, and served Jesus
inconsistently. This is true of us as individual disciples, and also of
our organizations. Our professed theology may not be up to the mark
of our calling, and that still leaves the open question of how adequate
our “operative theology” is. There were four principles that derived
from this:

1) Every participant is welcome as a disciple of Jesus: Each
person and every organization represented is committed to
serving God’s Mission. We have been called to this work.
That is clear from our professed theology (in our

denominational/ organisational statements).

2) We are all theologians: This is because we are followers of
Jesus Christ: we pray; we teach; we plan in His name; and as
Matthew 25 makes clear our actions are where God (and
possibly others) can see our operative theology most clearly.



(That they may see your good works and glorify your Father
in Heaven).

3) Theology is missiology: missiology is theology: We don’t have
two separate compartments in this conference. Whether we
think of all theology being missiological, or missiology being
an important part of theology, they are both theology,
indissolubly linked. We must allow conversations to develop
breaking down any barriers that may have grown up.

4) We all stand in need of forgiveness: This is because our
operative theology time and again, day by day, falls short of
God’s will. Therefore we are all keen to sit at the feet of those
who will expound the Scriptures, and open up to us fresh (or
time-valued) insights into the heart of the Gospel of Jesus
Christ and the Kingdom of God.

Rather than assume that our activities and organisations simply
need more energy, resources and/or synergy, we are intent on
listening carefully to the Word of the Lord in order that we might be
corrected, guided, chastened by God’s Spirit. This was seen to be what
a theological conference is about.

Providentially the conference began on the first day of Lent, and
one of the themes that ran through the event at all levels was that of
repentance. The plenary paper of Theme One, for example, was
punctuated by the words from Psalm 95: “Today, if you will hear His
voice, harden not your hearts.”

It was accepted, as in the forty days set aside for Lent, that it
needs time, corporate discussion, and the willingness of each and all if
we are to become humble like little children in order to welcome Jesus
and the One who sent Him, and to be attuned to the nature of His
Kingdom. It is God’s mission, not ours, and God’s Word to us is often
to wait until the Holy Spirit comes upon us. Waiting is not easy or
natural to us activists, but God is God, and His timing is perfect. The
Go Between God,* by John V. Taylor is an exposition of the close

*John V. Taylor, The Go Between God (London: SCM, 1972).



relationship between the Holy Spirit and Mission, and the importance
of waiting on God.

Thus the participants in Nairobi had come together willing to set
aside for a time their own agenda in order to see the bigger picture:
what was it that God might reveal in and through this
conference? This requires the readiness to be surprised by the Holy
Spirit. Frankly, not many Christians are ready to be surprised. In fact,
most of us would tremble in fear just to think about it. There are
many challenges to this task; and we are aware that it is also
doing battle in the spiritual realm.

Emerging Theological Themes and Questions

At the end of the report there are some concluding reflections
that explore possible developments arising from the conference
papers and responses. Here then is an attempt to note some of the
recurrent themes and issues.

Defining Child Theology

Right through the conference the term was used, by some for the
first time, and understandably there was a range of meanings attached
to it. For readers of the report seeking further clarification (other than
that found on the CTM website), the papers that may offer the
clearest expositions of Child Theology as understood by CTM are
those by Keith White, Bill Prevette, Victor Nakah, DJ Konz, Beth
Barnett. This was discussed in several groups during the conference
and the distinction between theology of children and child theology
was clear to some participants but not all. What was clear was that
HCD was not identical with Child Theology. CT does not intend to be
a separate or additional activity in seminaries: rather to bring light to
the mainstream of all theology. One metaphor went thus: Children
are a window into the Kingdom of God, not a prism through which
all light passes.

Children, Kingdom and Church
Child Theology starts with Jesus, and the Kingdom of Heaven.
The disciples among whom the child is placed by Jesus may be taken



to represent embryonic church (this would not be universally
accepted). Be that as it may, the question remains: how are we to
understand the interwoven relationships between children, Kingdom
and Church? Much discussion recognized that children are to be
received as signs of the Kingdom, but wrestled with the challenges
and practicalities of what that meant in churches. Is child to be read as
a sign of church? How applicable is entry to the Kingdom as a model
of entry to the church? Is the middle of the Kingdom the middle of
the church?

Bernard Boyo asks if children can be signs of many things to do
with the Kingdom, or only of what is meant by greatness. Is every
aspect of child involved, or only humility? And how universal are the
meanings that children reflect as signs in different cultures? We need
to do careful work to ensure that the meaning of the child in
contemporary cultures is consonant with that that Christ intended it
to have in his.

Constant conversion to the logic of God’s Kingdom

The call of Jesus to those who follow him to repent and change
did not fall on deaf ears at the conference, whether thinking of
participants as individuals, parents, pastors, practitioners, leaders of
FBOs, or lecturers in seminaries. What began to become clear
however was that this was more than a single act of turning or
stooping: it required a daily discipline of conversion. And one of the
ways in which that was seen to be helped or enabled was direct
contact with children, and welcoming or receiving them as children
here and now rather than treating them as objects of care, teaching or
investment. True parenting, teaching, pasturing requires children as
signs of the logic® of the Kingdom.

* The word “logic” made an impression on the conference. It is the word
used in Romans 12: “present your bodies as living sacrifices, for this is your
logical service”; it is also pivotal in the work of James Loder: The Logic of the
Spirit. In the plenary paper, Ruth contrasts child-like logic with the
deadening logic of power with its exclusive categories.



Humility

Starting at Matthew 18 it was inevitable that the conference
would be confronted by the call to become humble as the children. All
through there was a quiet recognition that this was a fundamental
challenge to the existing ethos and hierarchies of church and
Christian organizations. The prevailing models of leadership owed as
much, if not more, to contemporary or traditional structures and
values, than to the model offered and lived by Jesus, and the nature of
the Kingdom. Children provide a clue, but this clue needs careful
handling if it is to be read aright.

The call of Jesus is not that we should cease to be adults,
accepting our proper roles and tasks whether towards, church, society
or children in both. It is more to do with recognizing that as
Christians our only status is thanks to God’s grace, and His salvation
in Christ. There is no place for competition or for the belief that we or
our organisations embody or achieve the Kingdom of God. God’s
amazing grace on the one hand, and the overwhelming needs of
children on the other leave no room for pride or satisfaction. A sense
of wonder and awe at God’s love on the one hand, and an awareness
of our frailty and inadequacy on the other call us to our knees, to the
humus, ground level, where we find little children already.

One of the themes reiterated in Scripture, and embodied in the
cross of Christ is strength in and through weakness. When Jesus
stooped to wash the feet of his disciples (something specifically
represented in the closing session of the conference), and stooped to
receive little children, this was not a sign of weakness, but one of the
ways in which the Kingdom of God prefers to operate.

Formation of leaders in seminaries

It was by design that a significant amount of attention during the
conference was paid to the role and functioning of Christian
seminaries. There are several implications for the life and work of
these institutions if the child placed by Jesus is received as a
theologically important sign. One of the aspects of this topic that
threaded its way through the papers and discussion concerned the
qualities of leadership that were presented and modeled. How far
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were these qualities informed by the life, teaching and model of Jesus?
Seen from the perspective of a church that was open to receiving little
children many pastors seemed ill-equipped and ill-prepared to relate
to children and families appropriately. Such preparation was not
simply about the content of teaching, but the ethos of the institutions
themselves.

Real children and children as symbols

Jesus placed a real child in the midst, and we encounter real
children in our lives. At the same time we are invited to see them as
signs of the Kingdom or representatives of Jesus and the One who
sent him. It is more common for them to be seen or understood as
one or the other, rather than received in a more complex way as both
children qua children and also as signs. Practitioners tend towards the
former; biblical scholars and academics (who notice them) as the
latter. By focusing on theology it became clear that Jesus calls us to
hold them as it were in creative tension.

Gifts of the Spirit and children

The more we see children as persons, agents, human beings in the
here and now, the more we encounter questions about how far
biblical teaching that is assumed to be for adults should apply to
them. For centuries churches have wrestled with issues around
baptism, church membership, and Holy Communion, and these were
discussed at the conference. But theological thinking about the gifts of
the spirit and children is in its infancy. Is being a child in itself, a gift
of the Spirit? If so, then what is Spirit? There is much, hopefully
fruitful theological work to be done in this area.

Children and adults

A focus on any section or segment of humanity risks skewing a
view of the whole, and the relationships between that group and
everyone else. So it is that a concern for children may disguise the fact
that a child by virtue of being a child is supported by adults, cared for
by adults, and is on the way to being adult by virtue of their created
nature. Children bring in as it were the whole village that is needed to
parent them. Theologically therefore it is wise to avoid stark contrasts
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between adults and children as if children, though agents and human
beings, were autonomous. Child Theology derives from an interaction
between Jesus, a child and adults, and it will only serve theological
enquiry and church adequately if the three are held in mind in all
discourses.

A global patchwork

There was considerable attention throughout the conference to
welcoming each other in the name of Christ without attention to
status or rank. One practical expression of this was the way in which
discussion groups were chosen and worked. Despite this it became
apparent that it proved difficult to do sustained theological reflection
on grass-roots examples and models of church and Kingdom. The
plenary papers tended to deal with generalizations. The groups
allowed people to share their own experiences, but it was not possible
for the conference as a whole to reflect on them theologically together.
How do you connect a range of models, resources, knowledge,
networks, operating at very different levels? How do you recognise,
learn from, and affirm the strengths in context given a heart to learn
from each?
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BIBLICAL REFLECTION

Biblical Understandings of Children and Childhood:
Resources for the Church and Mission Today

Marcia Bunge draws together six ways of speaking about
children derived from the Bible'. At different times and in different
places one or more of these interpretations has predominated to
the exclusion of most of the others, with serious effects on children
and relationships with them. Professor Bunge urges Christians
whether as individuals, parents or representatives of churches and
Christian organizations, to recognize that there are inherent
ambiguities, even paradoxes, in being a child. For example they
are both fully human, and also still developing and in need of
instruction; they are gifts of God and sources of joy, yet also
capable of selfish and sinful actions.

The purpose of the paper is to provide Christians with
resources to inform the life and mission of the whole church. In
addition to strengthening child ministries and child advocacy there
are implications for the life including the worship of the whole
church, and the theological and ethical reflections in seminaries.

Towards the end of her paper, Marcia Bunge draws attention
to a distinction between “theologies of childhood” and “child
theologies.” Discussion of the nature and relations of the two
continued throughout the conference. The former are focused on
Christian understandings of, and obligations to children; the latter
in addition to this, is committed to rethinking fundamental doctrines
and practices of the church using the lens of the child placed by
Jesus. Her primary concern was to build up the Body of Christ with
children seen as members, gifts, and active agents.

' This analysis of biblical material is also available in J. Collier (ed),
Toddling to the Kingdom (London: CTM, 2010), 98-113.
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BiBLICAL REFLECTION

BIBLICAL UNDERSTANDINGS OF CHILDREN
AND CHILDHOOD: RESOURCES FOR THE
CHURCH AND MISSION TODAY

BY MARCIA J. BUNGE, PH.D.

Professor of Theology and Humanities (Christ College, Valparaiso
University)
Director of the Child in Religion and Ethics Project

Introduction

We have traveled here to Kenya from many countries and
contexts. What brings us together for these three days? First, we all
share a commitment to Jesus Christ and to God’s Mission in the
world. Second, we all share a concern for and love of children. Third,
we all come to this gathering bearing gifts to share. We represent
diverse agencies, educational institutions, and denominations. We are
all active in various kinds of work that aim to serve God’s Mission.
We bring wisdom and experience from the diverse settings in which
we work and from our various places of responsibility. We are bound

to learn much from one another!

As a prelude to my remarks, let me tell you the brief story of my
own interest in children and my own places of responsibility that
bring me here for the first time to Kenya. My own academic
background is in the area of historical theology. I have a Ph.D. from
the University of Chicago in historical theology and spent several
years working on 19th century German theology. However, a few
years ago, my attention turned to the subject of children and
childhood for several reasons:

* Tam a professor at a church-related Lutheran university and
primarily teach undergraduate students (ages 18-22).
Teaching undergraduates has raised many questions for me
about the intellectual, moral, and spiritual formation of
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children and young people and the challenges they face in
contemporary cultures.

* Tam a mother of 2 children: Isaac, now 17, and Anja, now 10.
Having children has raised many questions for me about my
own priorities and the priorities of the Church and our
society, especially regarding the health, safety, and education
of all children.

* T am a scholar, working in the areas of theology and ethics.
When I looked at the work coming out of these fields, I
wondered why so much had been written on all kinds of
ethical issues (abortion, sexuality, cloning, etc) but so little
directly on children and our obligations to them. It was as if
addressing issues regarding children was “beneath” any
serious theologian or ethicist.

These kinds of questions led me to start a project called “The
Child in Religion and Ethics.” Its central aim is to explore the simple
question: What have the great religions of the world said, if anything,
about who children are and about our obligations to them (not only
the obligations of parents but also religious communities and the
state)? Since starting this project, I have edited or coedited three
books on religious views of children:

1) The Child in Christian Thought (Eerdmans, 2001);
2) The Child in the Bible (Eerdmans, 2008); and
3) Children and Childhood in World Religions (Rutgers, 2009).

I am now involved in a number of interdisciplinary, interfaith,
and international projects in the Academy and religious communities

regarding children.

My own work is part of a growing academic field of study called
“Childhood Studies.” This field is burgeoning in all areas and
disciplines of the academy. Just as “Gender Studies” and “Women’s
Studies” grew once scholars began to reexamine their work in the
light of gender, “Childhood Studies” has grown once scholars began
to reexamine their work in the light of children and childhood.
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In line with the growth of Childhood Studies in many disciplines,
scholars in diverse areas of biblical studies, religious studies, and
theology are also beginning to focus attention directly on children
and childhood.! Over the past fifteen years scholars in a number of
areas in religious studies outside religious education (the field most
commonly focused on children) are beginning to publish more work
on children and childhood. Furthermore, many interdisciplinary
initiatives and international institutes are examining the spiritual
development and experiences of children and adolescents in various
religions and cultures world-wide, such as the Search Institute? In all
areas of theology and religious studies, scholars are also finding many
more opportunities to present work on childhood at professional
meetings, such as at the American Academy of Religion and the
Society of Biblical Literature.’

Given my own academic setting and the kinds of gifts I can bring
to this consultation, I would like to share with you tonight some of

' For an overview of developments in these areas, see Marcia J. Bunge,
“The Child, Religion, and the Academy: Developing Robust Theological and
Religious Understandings of Childhood,” in the Journal of Religion 86.4
(October 2006), 549-579.

* For example, the Search Institute has opened a “Center for Spiritual
Development in Childhood and Adolescence” and recently published two
books on child spirituality: one focusing on social scientific research and the
other on religious perspectives primarily within Buddhism, Christianity,
Hinduism, Islam, and Judaism. See E.C. Roehlkepartain, P.E. King, L. M.
Wagener, and P. L. Benson, eds., The Handbook of Spiritual Development in
Childhood and Adolescence (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 2006); and K.-M.
Yust, A. N. Johnson, S.E. Sasso, E.C. Roehlkepartain, eds., Nurturing Child
and Adolescent Spirituality: Perspectives from the World’s Religious Traditions
(Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield, 2006). For more information on the project
and the Search Institute, see Search-Institute.org.

* In 2002 the Program Committee of the AAR approved a new program
unit, the “Childhood Studies and Religion Consultation,” which is now
providing a forum for a more focused and sustained interdisciplinary and
interreligious dialogue about children and religion. A program unit on
“Children in the Biblical World” was also established at the Society of Biblical
Literature (SBL) in 2008. For information on both the “Childhood Studies
and Religion Consultation” and “Children in the Biblical World Section,” see
the Web sites of the AAR (aarweb.org) and SBL (sbl-site.org).
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the insights gained from my project about biblical understandings of
children and childhood. My remarks are divided into three parts.
First, I would like to highlight briefly some of the challenges we see
children facing today. In the second and main part of my remarks, I
want to outline six central biblical perspectives on children that can
help us, as members of the Church, to address some of these
challenges. I hope these six perspectives can help prompt our thinking
during this consultation and provide a way of strengthening our own
work. Finally, I will draw some implications of these six perspectives
for the Church, its mission, and our work together.

The primary thesis of my remarks tonight that we can explore
and discuss further over the next three days is: Although Christians
today and in the past have often viewed children in narrow and
even destructive ways, the Bible expresses six insightful and central
perspectives on children; and by holding these six perspectives in
tension (rather than in isolation), we can broaden our conception
of children and strengthen our commitment to them in all areas of
the Church.

Part One: Selected Challenges

As all of you at this consultation know, although most people
believe we can and should support children, our actions—not only in
our societies but even in our churches—often reveal a lack of

commitment to and narrow understanding of children.

For example, many countries fail to meet even the basic needs of
children. Many children live in poverty and often are malnourished,
receive inadequate educations, and lack proper health care. Even
children in affluent families or countries often suffer neglect and
abuse and struggle with drug and alcohol abuse, suicide and
depression, and lack of sexual boundaries or sense of purpose in their
lives. Even in my own affluent country, the United States, 16% of
children live in poverty* and many children attend inadequate and

* For these and other statistics on child wellbeing, see, for example, the
State of America’s Children published annually by the Children’s Defense
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dangerous schools. Children are one of the last priorities in decisions
about budget cuts on the state and federal level; road maintenance
and military budgets take precedence over our children, even though
politicians pledge to “leave no child behind” in terms of health care or
education.

Although many in the church care for children and have created
beneficial programs for them, the church also often lacks a strong
commitment to children and treats them as “the least of these.” This
was witnessed, for example, in the child sexual abuse cases within the
Roman Catholic Church. The abuse of children involved is shocking,
as well as the ways in which financial concerns, careers of priests, and
reputations of bishops or particular congregations came before the
safety and needs of children.

Yet the church as a whole exhibits a lack of commitment to
children in other, more subtle ways. Here are just four examples (and
we could all share many others).

* Many congregations do not devote time or funding to child,
youth, or family programs. Even religious education
programs are often weak and fail to emphasize the
importance of parents in faith development.

* Asaresult, many parents within the church are neglecting to
speak with their children about moral and spiritual matters
or to integrate practices that nurture faith into their everyday
lives.

* In our seminaries and universities, many theologians and
ethicists consider reflection on children as “beneath” the
work of serious theologians and as a fitting area of inquiry
only for pastoral counselors and religious educators.
Consequently, systematic theologians and Christian ethicists
say little about children and offer few well-developed
teachings on the nature of children or why we should care
about and for them.

Fund (www.childrensdefense.org); and the State of the World’s Children
published annually by UNICEF (www.unicef.org).
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* National churches and agencies have also not been consistent
public advocates for children.

Lurking behind the lack of commitment to children in our
countries and churches are several simplistic views of children and
ethical obligations to them. In the United States, for example, scholars
have argued that in a consumer culture a “market mentality”
influences attitudes toward children. Thus, instead of seeing children
as having inherent worth, people in a consumer culture tend to view
children as being commodities, consumers, or even economic
burdens. We spoil our own children and neglect to help children in
need. We fail to see the ways our own life-styles and companies
exploit children and families in other parts of the world. Other
scholars note that, the media in our country tends to depict children
as either all good or all bad. For example, popular magazines or
newspapers tend to depict infants and young children as pure and
innocent beings to be adored and teenagers as hidden and dark
creatures to be feared. One can notice, too, in the church that
conservative Christians in the United States tend to speak of children
as “sinful” and in need of “discipline” while mainline and more liberal
church tend to see them as “cute,” innocent, or insignificant. In our
public and academic discourse, we tend to speak of children as either

«_ - . » <« »
victims™ or “agents.

These kinds of simplistic views diminish children’s complexity
and intrinsic value, and thereby undermine a commitment and sense
of obligation to them. These are just a few examples, but they reflect
common one-dimensional perspectives of children we can find in all
of our countries and all of our churches. Over the course of the
consultation, perhaps we can all reflect further on the questions: What
particular challenges do children face in our specific contexts? What
kinds of simplistic conceptions of children do we hold in our own
countries or our own churches and places of responsibility?

Part Two: Biblical Resources

Much can be done to overcome these simplistic views of children
and thereby strengthen the church’s commitment to them by
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retrieving a broader, richer, and more complex picture of children
from the Bible.

Although Christians today and in the past have often viewed
children in narrow and even destructive ways, the Bible expresses
six insightful and central perspectives on children; and by holding
these six perspectives in tension (rather than in isolation), we can
broaden our conception of children and strengthen our
commitment to them in all areas of the Church. Of course, the
Bible is teeming with references to children, and no one can
summarize “the” biblical understanding of the nature and status of
children. Nevertheless, Christians today and in the past have
emphasized some of the following six themes when reflecting on
central questions about children and our obligations to them.
These themes are not exhaustive but do help illustrate the complexity
of biblical understandings of children.

1. Gifts of God and Sources of Joy

The Bible and the Christian tradition often depict children as gifts
of God and sources of joy who ultimately come from God and belong
to God. Many passages in the Bible speak of children as gifts of God
or signs of God’s blessing and emphasize the joy that children bring to
families and communities. For example, Leah, Jacob’s first wife,
speaks of her sixth son as a dowry, or wedding gift, presented by God
(Genesis 30:20). Several biblical passages indicate that parents who
receive these precious gifts are being “remembered” by God (Genesis
30:22; 1 Samuel 1:11, 19) and given “good fortune” (Genesis 30:11).
To be “fruitful”—have many children—is to receive God’s blessing.
The Psalmist says children are a “heritage” from the Lord and a
“reward” (Psalm 127:3). Sarah rejoiced at the birth of her son, Isaac
(Genesis 21:6-7). Even in his terror and anguish, Jeremiah recalls the
story that news of his own birth once made his father, Hilkiah, “very
glad” (Jeremiah 20:15). An angel promises Zechariah and Elizabeth

* These six central themes built on previously published work in Bunge,
“The Child, Religion, and the Academy: Developing Robust Theological and
Religious Understandings of Children and Childhood,” 549-578.
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that their child will bring them “joy and gladness” (Luke 1:14). In the
gospel of John, Jesus says, “When a woman is in labor, she has pain,
because her hour has come. But when her child is born, she no longer
remembers the anguish because of the joy of having brought a human
being into the world” (John 16:20-21).

Many Christian theologians have emphasized this biblical theme.
For example, the 17th century Moravian bishop, theologian, and
educator, Johannes Amos Comenius, who emphasized a holistic and
innovative approach to education, said children are dearer than “gold
and silver, than pearls and gems.”® Martin Luther, the 16th century
reformer, also wrote about the joy and blessing of children.

2. Sinful Creatures and Moral Agents

Many, but certainly not all, forms of Christianity express the
notion that children, in some sense, are sinful creatures and moral
agents. The view of children as sinful is based on interpretations of
several biblical texts. For example, Genesis states that every
inclination of the human heart is “evil from youth” (Genesis 8:21),
and Proverbs claim that folly is “bound up in the heart” of children
(Proverbs 22:15). The Psalms declare that “the wicked go astray from
the womb; they err from their birth” (Psalms 58:3; cf. 51:5). Paul
writes that all people are “under the power of sin,” and “there is no
one who is righteous, not even one” (Romans 3: 9-10; cf. 5:12).

On the surface, this way of thinking about children can seem
negative and destructive, and as some historical studies have shown,
viewing children exclusively as sinful has often warped Christian
approaches to children and led in some cases to child abuse and even
death. However, for many Christians, the notion that children are
sinful corrects an equally simplistic and dangerous view of children as
primarily pure and innocent beings who automatically love God and

¢ The ideas of J. A. Comenius (1592-1670 C.E.) are influential far beyond
the Church, and he is often called the “father of modern education.” His
popular book, The School of Infancy (1633), points out the complex
sensibilities and development of infants and young children and the need to
nurture them at a very young age.
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their neighbors. Such a view leaves no room for appreciating a child’s
own growing autonomy and accountability.

Those Christian theologians who have viewed children as sinful
generally underscore two related points. On the one hand, they often
claim children are “born in a state of sin”; they live in a world that is
not what it ought to be. Their parents are not perfectly loving and
just; social institutions that support them, such as schools and
governments, are not free from corruption; and the communities in
which they live, no matter how safe, have elements of injustice and

violence.

On the other hand, theologians who speak of children as sinful
also claim that as children develop they carry out “actual sins” and are
moral agents who bear some degree of responsibility for their actions.
They can act in ways that are self-centered, unjust, and harmful to
themselves and others. This view of “actual sins” of children becomes
distorted if theologians mistakenly equate a child’s physical and
emotional needs or early developmental stages with sin. However,
when used cautiously and with attention to psychological insights
into child development, it has also strengthened the awareness of a
child’s growing moral capacities and levels of accountability.

It is also important to note that Christian theologians who have
spoken of children as sinful have often emphasized that infants and
young children are not as sinful as adults; they should be treated
tenderly. Furthermore, some of the Christian today and in the past
who have viewed children as sinful also radically viewed them as
equals and thereby shattered barriers of gender, race, and class. The
18th century German Lutheran pietist, August Hermann Francke, for
example, attended to poor children in his community by building
hospitals, schools, and orphanages to serve them and their families.
He emphasized the breaking of a child’s will and religious conversion,
yet these notions, set within the context of his broader theological
framework, fostered his humane and compassionate treatment of
children. Although he lived in a highly class-conscious period, his
theology led him to possess a deeper concern for the education and
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well-being of poor children than many of his “enlightened”
contemporaries, including John Locke.”

3. Developing Beings Who Need Instruction and Guidance

A third central perspective on children that is expressed in the
Bible and Christian traditions is that children are developing beings
who need instruction and guidance. Adults are to nurture, teach, and
guide children, passing on the faith to them and helping them to love
God and their neighbors as themselves. Several biblical passages in the
Hebrew Scriptures speak about these responsibilities. For example,
Christians, like Jews, refer to the famous lines from Deuteronomy 6:5-
7: “You shall love the Lord you God with all your heart, and with all
your soul, and with all your might. Keep these words that I am
commanding you today in your heart. Recite them to your children
and talk about them when you are at home and when you are away,
when you lie down and when you rise.” Adults are to “train children
in the right way” (Proverbs 22:6) and to tell children about God’s
faithfulness (Isaiah 38:19) and “the glorious deeds of the Lord” (Psalm
78:4b). They are to teach children the words of the law (Deuteronomy
11:18-19; 31:12-13) and what is right, just, and fair (Genesis 18:19;
Proverbs 2:9).

Other New Testament texts often cited by Christians regarding
the teaching of children use the terms “discipline” and “obedience”:
adults are commanded to bring up children “in the discipline and
instruction of the Lord” (Ephesians 6:4) and children are commanded
to “obey” their parents (Ephesians 6:1 and Colossians 3:20).

There are also many examples in the Christian tradition of
theologians who took seriously the spiritual formation and education
of children. They encouraged adults to pass on the faith to the next
generation and to help children reflect on their faith and to take up
particular religious practices that would strengthen their faith and

7 Marcia J. Bunge, “Education and the Child in Eighteenth-Century
German Pietism: Perspectives from the Work of A. H. Francke,” in The Child
in Christian Thought, ed. Marcia Bunge (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans,
2001), 247-278.
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enable them love and serve others. For example, John Chrysostom,
the fourth century theologian who is still highly influential in Eastern
Orthodox communities of faith today, wrote sermons on parenting
and the duties of parents to nurture the faith of their children.® He
viewed the home itself as “a little church” and ranked parental neglect
of children’s needs and their spiritual formation among the gravest
injustices.” Comenius also pointed out the complex sensibilities and
development of infants and young children and the need to nurture
them at a very young age.!” Luther and John Calvin also wrote
catechisms for use in the home to help parents teach their children.

4. Fully Human and Made in the Image of God

Although Christians have viewed children as developing, at the
same time, they have often emphasized that children are also whole
and complete human beings made in the image of God. Thus, they are
worthy of human dignity and respect from the start. The basis of this
claim is Genesis 1:27, which states that God made humankind, male
and female, in God’s image. It follows that children, like adults,
possess the fullness of humanity. Regardless of race, gender, or class,
they have intrinsic value. Although parents nurture them, they are not
made in the image of their parents but in the greater image of God.
The sense of the integrity of each person, including children, is also
grounded in a view of God who intimately knows the number of
“even the hairs of your head” (Matthew 10:30), forms your “inward
parts,” and “knit” you together in the womb (Psalm 139:13).

The notion that children are fully human and made in the image
of God has sometimes been neglected in Christianity, and some
Christians today and in the past have described children as “animals,”

» o« » o« » o« » o«

“beasts,” “pre-rational,” “pre-adults,” “almost human,” “not quite

¥ See, for example, John Chrysostom, On Marriage and Family Life,
trans. Catherine P. Roth and David Anderson (New York: St. Vladimir’s
Seminary Press, 1986).

’ Vigen Guroian, “The Ecclesial Family: John Chrysostom on
Parenthood and Children,” in The Child in Christian Thought, 64, 73.

' Johannes Amos Comenius, The School of Infancy, ed. and intro. Ernest
M. Eller (Chapel Hill, NC: The University of North Carolina Press, 1956).
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human,” or “on their way to becoming human.” However, Christian
theologians who have reflected seriously on children, generally
recognize the full humanity of children, including infants. For
example, Cyprian in the third century, depicts infants as complete
human beings. All people, regardless of age or character, are “alike
and equal since they have been made once by God.” All share a
“divine and spiritual equality” and are able to receive God’s grace and
gifts. “For what is lacking,” he wonders, to one who “has once been
formed in the womb by the hands of God?”"!

The twentieth century Catholic theologian, Karl Rahner, also
asserts that children have the value and dignity in their own right and
are fully human from the beginning. Thus, he believes that we are to
respect children from the beginning of life. We need to see them as a
“sacred trust” to be nurtured and protected at every stage of their

existence.?

5. Models of Faith and Sources or Vehicles of Revelation

Several biblical passages depict children in striking and even
radical ways as moral witnesses, prophets, models of faith for adults,
sources or vehicles of revelation, and representatives of Jesus. The
Hebrew Bible includes stories of children and young people, such as
Samuel, who are called to be a prophets or messengers of God. Several
gospel passages turn upside down common assumptions held in
Jesus’ time and our own: that children are to be seen but not heard
and that the primary role of children is to learn from and obey adults.

' Cyprian, Letter 64.3; in Letters, trans. by Sister Rose Bernard Donna
(Washington, D.C: Catholic University of America Press, 1964), 217-218.
Although Cyprian is making strong claims for the spiritual and divine
equality of children, he does not draw implications for their social equality.

"> See Rahner’s “Gedanken zu einer theologie der Kindheit,” in Schriften
zur Theologie, 8 (Einsiedeln: Benziger Verlag, 1966), 313-329; trans. by David
Bourke as “Ideas for a Theology of Childhood,” in Theological Investigations,
8 (London: Darton, Longman & Todd, 1971), 33-50. For an excellent
discussion of Rahner’s views on children and childhood see Mary Ann
Hinsdale, “Infinite Openness to the Infinite’: Karl Rahner’s Contribution to
Modern Catholic Thought on the Child,” in The Child in Christian Thought,
406-445.
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In contrast, these New Testament passages remind us that
children can teach and challenge adults. They can prophesy and
praise God. They can be vehicles of revelation, models of faith, and
even paradigms for entering the reign of God. Jesus identifies himself
with children and equates welcoming a little child in his name to
welcoming himself and the one who sent him. “Unless you change
and become like children, you will never enter the Kingdom of
heaven,” Jesus warns. “Whoever becomes humble like this child is the
greatest in the Kingdom of heaven. Whoever welcomes one such child
in my name welcomes me” (Matthew 18:2-5). In Mark, the text states:

Then they came to Capernaum; and when [Jesus] was in the
house he asked them, “What were you arguing about on the
way?” But they were silent, for on the way they had argued with
one another who was the greatest. He sat down, called the
twelve, and said to them, “Whoever wants to be first must be last
of all and servant of all.” Then he took a little child and put it
among them; and taking it in his arms, he said to them,
“Whoever welcomes one such child in my name welcomes me,
and whoever welcomes me welcomes not me but the one who
sent me.” ... People were bringing little children to him in order
that he might touch them; and the disciples spoke sternly to
them. But when Jesus saw this, he was indignant and said to
them, “Let the little children come to me; do not stop them; for
it is to such as these that the Kingdom of God belongs. Truly I
tell you, whoever does not receive the Kingdom of God as a little
child will never enter it.” And he took them up in his arms, laid
his hands on them, and blessed them. (Mark 9:33-37 and 10:13-
16) [See also Luke 9:46-48 and 18:15-17].

Like the notion that children are fully human and made in the
image of God, the idea that children can be teachers, bearers of
revelation, or models of faith has not been emphasized and has often
been neglected in the Christian tradition and among Christians today.
However, throughout the tradition and today, we do find theologians
who have grappled seriously with these New Testament passages,
forcing them to rethink their assumptions about children and
“childlike faith” and challenging adults to be receptive to the lessons
and wisdom that children offer them, to honor children’s questions
and insights, and to recognize that children can positively influence
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the community and the moral and spiritual lives of adults. For
example, German theologian Friederich Schleiermacher (1768-1834)
emphasized that adults who want to enter the Kingdom of God need
to recover a childlike spirit. For him, this childlike spirit has many
components that we can learn from children, such as “living fully in
the present moment,” being able to forgive others, or being flexible."?
Christian theologians have linked many other qualities to a “childlike”
faith, such as dependence, purity, humility, trust, acceptance,
innocence, openness, wonder, tenderness, an ability to forgive, or
playfulness, and reflected on how adults might not only “become as
little children” but also learn from children themselves.

6. Orphans, Neighbors, and Strangers in Need of Justice and
Compassion

Finally, there are many biblical passages and examples in the
Christian tradition that emphasize that children are also orphans,
neighbors, and strangers who need to be treated with justice and
compassion. The Bible depicts many ways that children suffer and are
the victims of war, disease, or injustice. In addition, numerous biblical
passages explicitly command us to help widows, orphans, and
strangers—among the most vulnerable and voiceless people in
society—and show God has compassion for them. We read in
Deuteronomy, for example:

The LORD your God is God of gods and Lord of lords, the great
God, mighty and awesome, who is not partial and takes no
bribe, who executes justice for the orphan and the widow, and
who loves the strangers, providing them food and clothing. You
shall also love the stranger, for you were strangers in the land of
Egypt (Deuteronomy 10:17-19; see also Deuteronomy 14:28-29).

In the New Testament, Jesus also healed, embraced, and blessed
children. And the author of James claims:

B For an excellent discussion of Schleiermacher, see Dawn DeVries, “Be
Converted and Become as Little Children’: Friedrich Schleiermacher on the
Religious Significance of Childhood,” in The Child in Christian Thought, 300-
328; and Dawn DeVries, “Toward a Theology of Childhood,” 165-166.
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Religion that is pure and undefiled before God, the Father, is
this: to care for orphans and widows in their distress, and to
keep oneself unstained by the world... For if a person with gold
rings and in fine clothes comes into your assembly, and if a poor
person in dirty clothes also comes in, and if you take notice of
the one wearing the fine clothes and say, “Have a seat here,
please,” while to the one who is poor you say, “Stand there,” or,
“Sit at my feet,” have you not made distinctions among
yourselves, and become judges with evil thoughts? Listen, my
beloved brothers and sisters. Has not God chosen the poor in
the world to be rich in faith and to be heirs of the Kingdom that
he has promised to those who love him? (James 1:27 and 2:2-5).

These and other passages clearly show us that caring for children
is part of seeking justice and loving the neighbor.

Dangers of Not Incorporating These Six Perspectives

Whenever we as Christians retreat from this rich, complex, and
almost paradoxical view of children found in the Bible and Christian
traditions and focus instead on only one or two biblical themes alone,
we risk falling into deficient understandings of children and adult
obligations to them, and we risk treating children in inadequate and
harmful ways.

We can give many examples from the Church regarding such
dangers. For example, on the one hand, if Christians view children
primarily as gifts of God and as models of faith, then adults will enjoy
children and be open to learning from them; however, these adults
might also neglect the important role they should play in a child’s
moral and spiritual development, and they might minimize a child’s
own growing moral capacities. On the other hand, if Christians
perceive children primarily as sinful and in need of instruction, then
adults will emphasis the role of adults in guiding and instructing
children; however, these adults might neglect to learn from children,
delight in them, and be open to what God reveals through them.

Furthermore, the understanding of parenting and religious
education may be restricted to instruction, discipline, and
punishment. Focusing on children solely as sinful and in need of

instruction also has real dangers, since it has often been easier for

29



Christians who regard children solely as sinful to brutally punish
them or “beat the devil” out of them. Even when Christian parenting
manuals today emphasize that children are to be treated kindly but
continue to speak of children primarily as sinful, they neglect other
important lessons of the Bible and church tradition of enjoying
children, treating them as fully human, listening to their questions,
and learning from them.

We can find other examples in the context of child advocacy
work. One the one hand, if we perceive children as primarily victims,
then we might strive to help and protect them yet perhaps neglect
hearing their own voice or recognizing their own strengths and moral
capacities. On the other hand, if we perceive children primarily as
moral agents, then we might encourage them to use their gifts yet
perhaps neglect to protect and guide them.

In order to avoid these and other dangers, any biblically informed
approach to children must take into account at least all six
perspectives. It must incorporate a complex view of the child that
holds together the inherent paradoxes of being a child that are
recognized in the Bible, such as:

*  Fully human and made in the image of God yet also still
developing and in need of instruction and guidance;

*  Gifts of God and sources of joy yet also capable of selfish and

sinful actions;
*  Vulnerable and in need of protection yet also strong and
insightful;

*  Metaphors for immature faith and childish behavior and yet
models of faith and sources of revelation.

Part Three: Implications for the Church, Its Mission,
and Our Work Together

If we as Christians can appropriate and hold in tension all six
biblical perspectives of children, then we will certainly broaden our
conception of children, and we can strengthen our commitment to
children in many areas of the Church.
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For example, these six ways of speaking about children could
strengthen a congregation’s worship life as we as spiritual formation
and religious education programs. If children are seen as gifts of God
and sources of joy, then they will be included in worship services as
true participants and welcomed as full members of the church. As a
result, more joy and laughter will be incorporated into worship.
Furthermore, when children are perceived as sinful and in need of
instruction, then more substantial religious educational materials and
programs for children will be developed in the church. Christian
education programs that emphasize the importance of the family in
spiritual formation and faith development are more likely to be
created.

The growing moral capacities and responsibilities of children will
be more readily cultivated in many other ways, such as by:
introducing them to good examples, mentors, and stories of service
and compassion; including children in service projects and teaching
them financial responsibility; and helping them discern their
vocations and explore how they can best use their gifts and talents to
contribute to the common good. Finally, if one truly believes, as Jesus
did, that children can teach adults and be moral witnesses, models of
faith, and sources of revelation, then one will listen more attentively
to children and learn from them; structure worship services and
religious education programs in ways that honor their questions and
insights; and recognize the importance of children in the faith journey
and spiritual maturation of parents and other adults.

In these and many other ways, we would also strengthen specific
child, youth, and family ministries. Congregations could help support
parents by providing them with tools and ideas for helping to nurture
the spiritual lives of children not only at church but also at home.

The six ways of speaking about children could help the church
advance its child advocacy efforts nationally and internationally. If
children are viewed as having been made in the image of God, as fully
human, and as orphans, neighbors, and strangers in need of
compassion and justice, then we will treat all children, regardless of
age, race, class, nationality, or gender, with more dignity and respect.
We will attend to the needs of poor children in our own communities
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and around the world, and speak out more forcefully about the needs
of children. Church leaders will also no longer tolerate the abuse or
harsh treatment of children, and they will warn against equating
“discipline” with physical punishment. Furthermore, churches will
support local, federal, and international legislation that addresses the
basic needs of all children and families, such proper nutrition, health
care, and strong educational programs. Church leaders will also
become more engaged in public discussions and debates about child
well-being, and they will speak out in favor implementing important
and shared international goals outlined in the UN Convention on the
Rights of the Child.

For all of these reasons and more, the six ways of speaking about
children could help churches support more fully faith-based
organizations that work with children at risk.

The six ways of speaking about children could also strengthen
theological education at seminaries and colleges around the world so
that they include attention to children. There are many ways this
could happen. For example, given these biblical perspectives,
seminaries at the very least should ensure that all students know that
children (not just adults) are fully human, full members of the body of
Christ, and gifts to the whole Church. This simple recognition would
do much to enliven and renew theological education. Furthermore,
seminaries should also require and strengthen courses directly
addressing children, such as courses on religious education, child and
family ministries, child advocacy, and faith-based organizations that
serve children in need. Finally, if church leaders took these six biblical
perspectives seriously, then they would deepen theological and ethical
reflection to include attention to both theologies of childhood and
child theologies.

This distinction is just emerging among some Christian
theologians and practitioners, many of them here at this conference.
“Theologies of childhood,” on the one hand, primarily provide
sophisticated understandings of children and childhood and our
obligations to children themselves. On the other hand, “child
theologies” reexamine not only conceptions of children and
obligations to them but also rethink fundamental doctrines and
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practices of the Church as a whole, using the “lens” of the child.
Drawing on analogies to feminist, black, and liberation theologies,
child theologies have as their task not only to strengthen the
commitment to and understanding of a group that has often been
voiceless, marginalized, or oppressed--children--but also to
reinterpret Christian theology and practice as a whole."

Both theologies of childhood and child theologies can help
Christian theologians in a number of ways. They both help Christians
understand not only the needs and vulnerabilities of children but also
their gifts and strengths. Furthermore, they help the church express
more clearly the roles of parents, the church, and the state in
protecting and serving children. Strengthening both theologies of
childhood and child theologies also helps theologians contribute to
interdisciplinary discussions and Childhood Studies programs in
Academia and participate more fully in policy-making debates and
decisions about child well-being both nationally and internationally

There are many other implications of complex and biblically-
informed theological understandings of children. Just these few
examples show us that by appropriating a view of children that
incorporates these six central perspectives on children found in the
Bible and Christian thought, we can all take up more whole heartedly
and responsibly the Christian call to love and care for all children in
our diverse settings, whether in the areas of spiritual formation,
religious education, children’s ministries, child protection and
advocacy, faith-based organizations that work with children at risk, or
theological education.

Conclusion: Working Together as Members
of the Body of Christ

It is moving and inspiring to note, in conclusion, that all

movements, educational institutions, and organization represented

" The term, “Child Theology,” has been coined by Keith J. White,
Haddon Willmer, and John Collier, leaders of the Child Theology Movement
(see Part III for more information).
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here at this consultation honor and respect children. Together our
work reflects attention to the six primary biblical perspectives in the
Bible regarding children. Together we are able to attend to the
complex needs and gifts of children; to work on many levels, locally
and globally; and to share our work in many forms and types of
discourse. We can certainly honor and respect one another’s efforts
and gifts, and we can learn from one another here at this consultation,
for although we work in various settings and contexts, we are all
working together as members of the Body of Christ.

It is my hope that by appropriating a view of children that
incorporates these six central perspectives on children found in the
Bible, we can all take up more wholeheartedly and responsibly the
Christian call to love and care for all children in our various countries
and contexts.
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THEME 1: CHILDREN AS SIGNS OF THE
KINGDOM OF GOD — A CHALLENGE TO
USALL

Plenary Paper: Keith J. White

The plenary paper is based on Matthew 18: 1-14, a key
passage in the development of the Child Theology Movement, and
the paper itself is an example of how Child Theology goes about it
tasks. The Kingdom of God is a critically important and
fundamental doctrine of Christian theology. It is also to be the
ultimate priority of followers of Jesus: “Seek ye first the Kingdom of
Heaven” was one of his commands, and Christians are to pray,
“Your Kingdom come; Your will be done on earth...”

The meaning of the Kingdom of God is however elusive and
challenging, and the first section of the paper gives a brief survey
of some of the key theological understandings in the Jewish
Scriptures and the life and teaching of Jesus. Fully aware of the
Jewish expectations, Jesus chooses to gather a small group
around him, with no possessions, and sharing the good news as
they travel, deliberately avoiding political planning and power.

The second section considers how Christians are to prepare to
receive the Kingdom of God. This is by repentance. And that is a
challenge to all Christians and all Christian organizations without
exception. Unless we repent it will not be true that our motivation
and inspiration in all we do in the name of Jesus is God’s love in
Christ the crucified.

The third section seeks to understand how and why signs are
integral to the Kingdom of God. There is no place on earth where
we can experience or see the Kingdom in its fullness: so the best
that we will know on earth are signs. As followers of the Way we
are to notice and read the signs that God provides for us on our
journey. In His grace and generosity God has filled creation with
signs. But to read them and to stay on route requires humility. This
is the very same quality that characterized Jesus, and that we are
implored to have by Paul in Philippians, Chapter 2. There is much
to be humble about, both within the church, and as human beings.
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We do well to acknowledge that all our efforts combined are rather
like a drop in the ocean compared to the scale of the challenges
that the children of the world pose for us.

This leads naturally to the final section in which the child
placed by Jesus in the midst of his disciples is seen as a sign.
There are four of the discoveries that have been made during a
sustained study of this passage: (i) we know nothing of the
character of this little child; (ii) although the child is silent, Jesus
speaks, and it is Jesus, not the child who gives us the clue to the
meaning of the sign; (iii) Jesus does not link this sign with his own
birth or childhood; (iv) the child is a representative of Jesus, his
nature, his way, his calling and the cross.

One meaning of the sign is that the disciples are on the wrong
track as they try to make sense of the Kingdom of God in terms of
human greatness: the little child contradicts their whole project.
Another meaning is that the Kingdom and way of the cross are not
solely about sacrifice, but also hope, promise, potential growth and
a journey ahead. The child reiterates the message of the cross, as
a positive sign, like a new shoot or the dawn of a new day.

A primarily challenge of the sign of the little child placed by
Jesus is the call to humility. We must stoop to receive the little
child, and stoop to see and receive Jesus. Our God is the God of
small things, and His Kingdom is signed by small things. We recall
that the shepherds were given just such a sign of the Messiah: “a
baby wrapped in swaddling clothes and lying in a manger.”

Response Synopsis: Bill Prevette

This paper homes in on the uncertainty and ambiguity of
holistic mission with children in a world where God often seems to
be weak, and where it is not to be taken for granted that followers
of Jesus automatically know what the Kingdom of God means in
practice. Holism lives with the mystery, uncertainty and messiness
that characterise the lives and experience of those living on the
margins. Christian projects and leaders use terms such as
“transformation” and “community development” as if they lead to or
embody in reality the Kingdom of God, rather than being signs of
the Kingdom. This perspective underlines the appropriateness and
necessity of humility and repentance.

There is the constant risk that we may, in our pride and
ambition, be outside the Kingdom that Jesus came to reveal.
“Managerial missiology” (a term used by Orlando Costas)
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struggles with that which is surprising and disturbing, full of
personal pain and puzzlement. Our vocation as followers of Jesus
must involve the cross, and therefore fulfillment for Christians will
not mean the same thing as fulfillment as defined by society. We
are on a journey of discovery embracing tensions and
complexities, not a linear trajectory that guarantees achievement
or success.

Response Synopsis: Joshua Banda

This presentation was not based on a written paper, but
accompanied by captions on Power Point. Joshua explained that
he had intended to write a response but that then tragedy had
struck. He had offered to withdraw his presentation, but the
organizers encouraged him to come and speak from the heart.
Their words were: “use your experiences as the basis of your
response.” As he did, so the words of Michel Quoist quoted near
the end of the plenary paper proved to have a whole new
meaning:

“If we knew how to look at life through God’s eye, we
should see it as innumerable tokens of the love of the
Creator seeking the love of his creatures. The Father has
put us into the world, not to walk through it with lowered
eyes, but to search for him through things events, people.
Everything must reveal God to us. All Life would become a
sign.”

He explained how his woes began with a painful tooth
extraction, which was followed by a computer crash. Then came
the news that his close friend and colleague, Bob Hall, had died in
a very cruel way. His toothache and the faulty computer now
seemed as nothing. He had sought to comfort Bob’s wife and
family, and had grieved with them.

And ringing in his mind were the words: “All life would become
a sign.” For him in this maelstrom this included people, events,
chaos, crises, and ordinary things.

Then he made a confession: “I must confess as the principal
of a theological college that | have not seen the sign of the child.”

Now he realized something of what he had been missing: and
his personal story and experiences prior to the conference had
given the sign a whole new poignancy and meaning.
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Response Synopsis: Genevieve James

Speaking from a South African perspective Genevieve sees
the plenary contribution was more of a pleading than a paper. She
therefore concentrates on three of the calls and cautions it
contains.

The first is the call to humility. Many countries in Africa are
littered with churches believe that the healing of the land will come
through big and expensive programmes and celebrities. This could
be seen as an understandable response to imperialism and
oppression, but it could well be that the power of the Kingdom of
God in Africa is its brokenness, scarcities and weakness.

The second is the call to little things and little people. Quoting
Douglas Hall she confirmed that all the metaphors Jesus used to
depict the community of withess are characterized by their
smallness. Africa is a continent of children so there is no
alternative but to focus mission, church and budgets on the little
people!

The third is the call to realignment. The plenary paper is a
warning about triumphalism. This recalls how in 1994 there was
euphoria in South Africa following the election of Nelson Mandela.
But at the very same time there was the genocide in Rwanda:
brutal and hellish. Triumphalism does not allow us to see the
bigger picture, and we must be careful about using words like
transformation and development as if they were the real thing. Can
we heed the call to abandon our appetites for power and title? As
Christians we have succumbed to them. Servants of Jesus
engaged in mission to hurting children are called executives and
directors. Could we begin with a radical re-naming of the parts?

In summary, the plenary paper, like the call of John the Baptist
and Jesus is to repentance: expressly of our desire for status,
reward and praise. Genevieve was candid with the audience: she
had been personally complicit in the distortion of the Kingdom of
God as signed by Jesus. An urgent review of the Kingdom
epistemology and praxis was required in Africa. And that begins
fairly and squarely with us.

Response Synopsis: Bernard Boyo

This paper, like the two responses before it, affirms the
importance of the call to repentance and humility. It focuses on
three aspects of the plenary paper.
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The first is the Kingdom of God. One of the challenges it
presents is to all of us in different cultural contexts. Ultimately we
must allow Christ to bring transformation and redemption not only
in, but to our cultures. Jesus sought to revolutionise the mindset of
his contemporaries and he challenges us to do the same today.

Second, there is the requirement for radical rebirth and
conversion if we are to enter this Kingdom. This call is embedded
is Christ’s incarnational mission.

The third aspect concerns children as signs of the Kingdom.
Bernard Boyo asks three important theological questions:

1. can children be signs of many things to do with the
Kingdom, or only of what is meant by greatness?

2. is every aspect of what we understand by child involved,
or only humility?

3. how universal are the meanings that children reflect as
signs in different cultures?

We need to do careful work to ensure that the meaning of the
child in contemporary cultures is consonant with that that Christ
intended it to have in his. What we do know is that the call to
humility is universal.

Group Response Synopsis

One group commented that every one of its members took to
heart the call not to let hearts be hardened, but rather to repent. If
we truly believe that children received in the name of Jesus are a
sign of the Kingdom then it follows that there must be a rethink of
priorities and resources.

A re-conceptualisation of a “child in the Kingdom” is needed. If
God is a god of powerful humility, not simply power, then God’s
servants should be humble enough to drop pre-conditioned
expectations, and formulations, in order to preach to children in
their childishness. This will entail play and conversation rather
than presenting them with the impression that our great big God is
always strong in His world, and that being on His side means life
without suffering or hard questions and choices.

Humility as signed by the child does need to be scrutinized,
because there are different meanings. It is possible to read
children as signs wrongly. Child Theology is a readjustment of the
lens through which we read Scripture.
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Starting small is a good principle. In Africa, and almost
everywhere else, the tendency is to focus on caring for children,
rather than seeing why Jesus placed them in our midst.

Churches need to rediscover the logic of the Kingdom: it is not
about power, competitions and programmes.

We must not lose sight of the author: Jesus. Another group
said: we agree that Christ is the centre and not the child.

Relationships are key to the whole process, not just the
application. We learn in relationship, we find the Kingdom in
relationships.
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PLENARY

CHILDREN AS SIGNS OF THE KINGDOM OF
GOD — A CHALLENGE TO US ALL

Matthew 18: 1-14

By KEITH J. WHITE
Child Theology Movement, UK

Introduction

How important is the Kingdom of God in Scripture? It is the very
heart of the life and message of Jesus Christ. If you take the Gospel of
Matthew you discover that this was the core message of John the
Baptist: “Repent for the Kingdom of God is at hand.” According to
Matthew Jesus continued this message with exactly the same words:
“Repent for the Kingdom of God is at hand.”> The whole Gospel is
saturated with teaching about, and references to, this Kingdom.’
When we turn to the second part of Luke’s writings, called the Acts of
the Apostles, we read that for the forty days between his resurrection
and ascension Jesus spoke about the Kingdom of God.* The first
chapter begins with the Kingdom of God, and the closing words
record that when Paul reached Rome he lived for two years in a
rented house where “he preached about the Kingdom of God and
taught about the Lord Jesus Christ.”

This should be sufficient to convince us all of the importance of
the Kingdom of God in Scripture: if not, what more evidence are we
looking for?! But we can go further and say that the whole Bible

! Matthew 3: 2
2 Matthew 4: 17

* See for example Keith J. White, “He Placed a Little Child in the Midst”,
The Child in the Bible, ed. M. Bunge (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2008), 354:
“one of the central and continuous themes in Matthew.”

‘Acts 1: 3
> Acts 28: 30, 31
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witnesses to God’s Kingdom: now and not yet. It testifies to Jesus, the
Son and the Father with the Spirit in their one history, within which is
our creaturely history. The Kingdom of God is a way of coming to
terms with this reality: our lives on earth, individually and
corporately, lived within the reality of God.

What is more we are to pray ceaselessly for the coming of this
Kingdom: “Your Kingdom come”® And however we choose to
describe the calling and mission of an individual disciple of Jesus, and
the body of believers that owns His name it will be a dynamic
equivalent of the Kingdom of God. Kingdom implies historical
obedience, mission on earth, towards “Your Kingdom come.” Note
well that we talk not of Kingdom, but Kingdom of God: in Christ,
only in the crucified.

It is therefore no wonder that one of the great mission-
theologians of the twentieth century, John V. Taylor wrote: “The
Kingdom of God is the very keynote of the faith of Jesus himself and
to understand what it meant to him is arguably the primary task of

any who claim to be his followers.” 7

The words of Jesus ring out among us today, as through Christian
history: “Seek first the Kingdom of Heaven and His righteousness”!®
And so now we strive afresh to do just that, singly and together.

The Kingdom of God Revisited

But we cannot simply take it for granted that because we seek to
follow Jesus we all know what the Kingdom of God means. The
Jewish Scriptures testify to the challenges of understanding it aright:
let alone walking in the way of the Lord!

¢ Matthew 6: 10

7 John V. Taylor, Kingdom Come (London: SCM, 1989), 16. He is also
author of The Primal Vision.

¢ Matthew 6: 33. Matthew uses the term Kingdom of Heaven where
Mark and Luke refer to Kingdom of God.
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Today we find in our conference people from around the world:
some live in kingdoms with a monarch, others live in republics. We
know that world history is littered with examples of human kingdoms
and other forms of government from the sometimes satisfactory to
the downright evil. But this is true not only of world history, but also
current events occurring both on the great continent of Africa, and
also on every other continent, East and West, North and South. We
read the biblical message and teaching of Jesus through such lenses.

It is not possible to speak of the Kingdom of God in a major
European language, for example, without bringing into play the
history of the conquest of other peoples around the world: the words
reino, kingdom, royaume and reich cannot be detached from their
historical realities. And those who hear these words in the rest of the
world are reminded of the insensitive and sometimes savage nature of

colonialism, and the mixed legacies it has left.

When Jesus taught about the Kingdom of God, his disciples were
hearing everything through lenses too. They knew all too well what
the Roman Empire was all about and wanted to get rid of the infidel
yoke! They also knew that their Scriptures taught that earthly kings of
Israel were something of a contradiction in terms: there was only one
King, Yahweh. Having a king was a compromise at best, and a
rejection of God’s authority at worst.’

In much of the history of Israel God does not appear as a ruler of
conspicuous power and authority. Today our worship songs often
resort to kingly language, and acclaim God’s greatness, power and
might; his miracle-working strength. But they cannot obscure the
truth that God often seems to be weak in the world, a king looking for
his kingdom: in disguise as it were in the enemy’s camp. Where are
the cries of anguish that erupt in some of the Psalms: “You are my
King and my God...but now you have rejected us” (Psalm 44: 4, 9);
“How long will the enemy mock you, O God? Why do you hold back
your right hand?” (Psalm 74: 10-11) “O God the nations have

°1 Samuel 8-12.
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invaded your inheritance; they have defiled your holy temple” (Psalm
79:1)?

We cheerfully plunder the joyful psalms for images of God’s
greatness, majesty, might, power, wonder, and yet are reluctant to
hold on to such honest utterances rooted in genuine life and history
of a fallen world: a world that is not fair; where justice does not “roll
on like a river”, nor righteousness “like a never-failing stream.”'
Some Christians fear that this is a serious flaw in the legacy that we
are handing to the next generation. Where are the new songs that will
provide a real or firm enough foundation or rock in times of trial for
tomorrow’s Christian leaders?

When we picture the Kingdom of David, which is common to the
Jewish and Christian heritages, we have a visionary one: a reign that
lasts forever, that stretches from shore to shore, and in which the
earth is filled with the knowledge of God as the waters cover the sea. It
embodies all the promises of God, and His character realized in ways
we can imagine. In historical reality David’s reign ended in a tawdry
way, but it was still seen as a token of true Kingly rule that was yet to

come in its fullness.

This led many to hope for the Messiah, great David’s greater son,
who would usher in an era of pure shalom under his rule. But human
history shows that the best we can manage on earth are periods in

particular places, often very local, that approximate to the Kingdom
of God.

The messages of the prophets, Jeremiah, Isaiah and Ezekiel are all
inspired by visionary understandings of this coming Kingdom.
Jeremiah sees it as a place where Torah is warmly embraced, covenant
written on the heart; Ezekiel as having a well-ordered holy precinct
where God’s holiness re-orders and enlivens every part of society;
Isaiah as a royal homecoming where a new reign represents unalloyed
holistic good news. They wrestle with particular terms and concepts,
both in Israel and neighbouring Kingdoms, when imagining how this

" Amos 5: 24
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new Kingdom will come in practice and what it will be like in daily
life."!

Jesus lived at a time when the Kingdom of Israel had been
destroyed, and he did nothing to support attempts to realize it as a
political reality. Yet at the same time he taught and modeled this
Kingdom of God in everyday life in ways that made a difference. He
taught that “the Kingdom of God is among you”'?, and to those with
eyes of faith then and ever since it can be seen that God’s rule broke
into human affairs like shafts of sunlight through the clouds, or
starlight in the dark night sky. The Beatitudes are a perfect example of
this: rooted in human experience with which can identify, yet
revealing another dynamic, a way of living by faith, that turns normal
assessments and rankings on their heads."

With great care Jesus chooses to model this Kingdom (“God’s
way of doing things”; or “where God has his way”) by gathering a
small group of friends who are travelling (on the road; on the way),
who own nothing between them, and who have no specific agenda
other than listening to and following their servant leader, and sharing
good news with those whom they meet on the journey. Where God
has his way, there is no concern, to impress or oppress, to build or
expand by human endeavour, economic, social or political planning
and power. If there is growth it takes place in a spontaneously and
naturally, like a mustard seed planted in a garden, or yeast kneaded
into the dough.™

You might wonder why it is that despite his acute, prophetic
understanding of the frailties and harsh realities of human Kingdoms
Jesus still used the term. The fact that he did so constantly, means that
what he meant by it is theologically significant. We must pay
attention to it, and wrestle with its challenges and consequences. As

"' See W. Brueggemann, OT Theology: An Introduction (Nashville:
Abingdon Press, 2008), 283-291.

2 Luke 17: 21
3 Matthew 5: 3-10
4 Matthew 13: 31-33
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we do we see that it points to God’s engagement with creation, law,
redemption. It is where heaven and earth meet; the Creator and His
creatures; God and His world.

Without holding on to the Kingdom of God there is always the
risk that we will be tempted to settle for a two-tier frame of reference:
the sacred and the secular; grace and nature. God is in His heaven,
and we are in the world. In this framework as believers encounter
appalling suffering and injustice, they imagine themselves into
another world where God rules supreme. In so doing they do not
allow the struggles of the Psalms or any theologians worth their sort
to detain or disturb them.'

Another way of coping is to focus on what we our doing in God’s
name, our work, our mission, our organisations, and to tell others of
the success, the blessing we are having. Some have gone so far as to
claim that their organisation, or church is the Kingdom of God: co-
terminous with it! If they don’t claim it openly, sometimes they live
assuming it and conveying this message to others. Many of the
European conquistadores really believed that they were bringing the
Kingdom of God to South America! This sort of proud thinking
shows that the message of the Kingdom of God has become seriously
adulterated, or to change the metaphor, squeezed into other moulds.

The Kingdom of God brings together two realities, two
dimensions. In doing so it creates tension and requires serious
theological study and debate for all who live in the world, but who are
not of it.'

The Kingdom and Repentance

So, assuming we will not seek to deny the tensions or avoid the
challenges by such predictable and well-tried means, how do we begin
to adjust to the demands and responsibilities of the Kingdom of God?

' For example Miroslav Volf's remarkable book Exclusion and Embrace
(Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1996). This work wrestles with the meaning of
the Gospel amidst the horrors of war in the Balkans.

'“John 17: 15-17
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The Scriptures are clear: we prepare for it by repentance. Repent for
the Kingdom of Heaven is at Hand. What does this mean? That we
must be on our guard lest we have accepted or compromised with an
alternative or substitute, and lulled ourselves into thinking that we
have arrived and are fully paid up members of the Kingdom, by our

sacrifices and commitment to a Christian church and organisation.

The disciples had responded to the call of Jesus that the Kingdom
of God was nearby leaving all to follow him."” But there were two
errors in their thinking. First, they had been seduced by the dream of
a Kingdom of greatness with its grandeur, territory, great institutions,
like a temple and palace and its other glories. Second, they were
grasping for a notable place or rank in the supposed pecking order of
that Kingdom, despite the fact that this involved competition with
others.

Put simply: they expected special places and special rewards for
following Jesus. In their heart of hearts they were no different from
those who set their sights on earthly prizes and power.

Sadly it is all too possible to reject worldly power and then to
recreate our desires in our quest for positions in church and Christian
organisations. Full-time Christian service can become modelled on
earthly Kingdoms: management theory, hierarchies, pay differentials,
the rich serving the poor but remaining rich, and charity rather than
justice being the norm. And giving to, and serving, the little ones
actually make us feel rather good.

Now you may see this as rather stark, or unduly harsh. But
whatever it says on the labels we wear, we gather here in Nairobi first
and foremost as disciples of Jesus. As providence would have it this
conference began on Ash Wednesday, the first day in Lent. As we
recall the forty days that our Lord spent in the wilderness, let us hear
the familiar words of Psalm 95 drawing our attention back to the
wilderness years of the Hebrews: “Today if you will hear His voice,
harden not your hearts...where your fathers tested and tried me...for

Y For example, Matthew 19: 27
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forty years I was angry with that generation: I said, ‘They are a people

whose hearts go astray, and they have not known my ways.”*®

Surely we know that confession and repentance is always the
starting point of a renewed relationship with God: that the Kingdom
of God is not something that we can accommodate to the way we are
living and thinking! That it’s not a matter of a minor adjustment to
the tuning of our car, but a major overhaul, or rebuild. And surely we
know that it is pride alone that would convince us that our hearts
never go astray, and that we have not known God’s ways. So the call
comes afresh to us today to follow God’s way in Jesus: “Today if you
will hear his voice, harden not your hearts.”

The history of Christianity and Christian mission is full of
examples of people and organizations that have been attracted to big,
mighty, impressive manifestations of the Kingdom. The disciples were
among them: “Who is the greatest?” they asked. A while ago someone
wrote to me after having been at a large conference I had encouraged
him to attend and he said wistfully: “It was for the big people and
large organizations: we are too small. None of the platform party was
interested in us.” Is this something that surprises you, shocks you, or
leaves you indifferent? Knowing the quality of life of my brother in
Christ and the way his Christian community among the poor
operated I was profoundly sorry and disturbed. I still am. If that is
how our Christian brothers feel in such settings, what about the little
ones they are seeking to serve?

May it be that this gathering is characterised by a respect for each
and everyone here, without rank or status; insider or outsider; them
and us.

Brothers and sisters, I beseech you “in the bowels of Christ™* to
join me in admitting that our own understandings may need re-

aligning. It was perhaps two books, The Upside-Down Kingdom by

'8 Psalm 95: 7-10 (NIV)

" This phrase is taken from the speech that Oliver Cromwell made on
August 5th 1650 to the General Assembly of the Church of Scotland: “I
beseech you, in the bowels of Christ, think it possible you may be mistaken.”
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Donald Kraybill,®® and Philip Yancey’s What’s so Amazing about
Grace?”! that opened my eyes to aspects of what the Scriptures had
been saying about the Kingdom of God and to which I had previously
been blind, and the need for change.”* The one thing we cannot do is
to carry on as we are assuming there is no need for a revised course.

And we must allow ourselves to be drawn to and motivated by
love: shaken and stirred, touched and moved by God’s grace and
mercy. Some of you know that I fell in love with mountains while I
lived in Scotland. I had always dreamt of visiting the Himalayas, and
when my son was in Nepal with UMN I finally realized my dream
(not climbing Everest, I hasten to say) and saw them with my own
eyes. I am still amazed at the sheer scale of these great ranges. And in
my mind I always associate these great natural mountains with the
greatest range of Christian theology: Paul’s Letter to the Romans.

After eleven chapters describing God’s love, grace and mercy, he
turns to urge his readers to live life God’s way (one of his ways of
referring to the Kingdom of God). This is what he says: “I beseech
you, in view of God’s mercy, to present your bodies as living sacrifices
holy and acceptable to God, for this is your logical service””. Why is
such an unthinkable way of living logical?** Surely it goes against
every human reflex, hope and ambition! It is logical “in view of God’s
mercy.” One we have contemplated the sheer scale of God’s love,
grace and mercy, no sacrifice that we can make is “illogical” or

* Donald Kraybill, The Upside-Down Kingdom (Scottsdale: Herald Press,
1978).

*' Philip Yancey, What’s so Amazing about Grace? (Grand Rapids:
Zondervan, 1997).

** Matthew 18: 3. The word used by Jesus in Matthew 18 is to “change”
(and become humble), also translated as “be converted” or “turn”, and is
close in meaning, though not the same word in Greek used for “repent.”

# Romans 12: 1

** The Greek word, logiken, is translated in different ways, but its root
meaning is indisputable.
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misplaced. “Love so amazing, so divine, demands my soul, my life, my
alll”®»

We are motivated by, inspired by and drawn to God’s love in
Christ the crucified, not by criticizing and rejecting the ways of
others, nor by hope of reward save that of knowing that we do His
will, that we live in a way that pleases Him.

The Kingdom as Signs

Hopefully we have arrived at the point where we glimpse the true
reality, the bedrock on which the Kingdom of God is founded: there is
a God who rules, and makes Kingdom. Human Kingdoms are lenses
through which we glimpse this Kingdom, but they are never to be

confused with, let alone identified with it.?

Even as a concept, the
Kingdom of God may not be identical with its true reality: the God
who rules, and how things are when He has his way among us. The
concept has a history and comes and goes; it proves useful, more in
some contexts than in others and for various purposes. Jesus had to
argue for a certain understanding of the Kingdom of God against
other plausible readings. And that argument is perennially necessary.
History moves on and the very nature of the Kingdom of God means
that we must constantly take new bearings from the Rock of our
Salvation: others who went before us, or who are in different locations
cannot plot the course for us.

This is where we come to a crucial observation: the Kingdom of
God is necessarily and only in signs now. We cannot, we dare not
point to a person or a place and say: there is the Kingdom in full and
practical reality. No church, organization or denomination; no

Christian embodies the Kingdom of God in its fullness.

So our task as disciples of Jesus, followers of the Way, is to read
signs, to make signs, to live with signs, by faith not sight, in frail little

* Charles Wesley: When I survey the wondrous cross on which the prince
of glory died.

* Matthew 20: 25-28
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beginnings, and hints. It is now, but not yet. We see it reflected and
refracted, but not face to face in its entirety and full reality. One day
we believe and live in the hope that we will not only see, but
experience God’s presence, His way of doing things, and will then
know what shalom is in all its fullness. Meanwhile we are on a journey
and we are given signs.

Earthly kingdoms of whatever sort boast of their real greatness
with cities, walls, conquests, armies and military power. They set out
to establish institutions, impressive buildings like the Tower of Babel.
Their centre, their metropole is static, a base for conquest and
dominion. The world is covered with the remains of formerly great
kingdoms and empires. God’s Kingdom, by way of contrast, is
represented by elusive examples and signs for those who are seeking
to walk in God’s way. One of the challenges that Jesus faced in his
ministry was to do with His miraculous power. People were drawn to
him because they delighted in seeing more of this astonishing power
in action: to see real evidence, marvelous evidence that they could
touch, even eat or drink. But Jesus constantly referred to such actions
as signs. If they were seen merely as physical realities, then His actions
had been misinterpreted: for they were given as a means of signing
our journey of faith.

And what is the key that unlocks the door to the Kingdom of
God? It is humility. In essence repentance is an act of humility. In
baptism, for example, there is public humility, risking shame. But this
is not just a key to entry: it is part of the very mode of being of the
followers of Jesus. “By grace are we saved through faith, not of works
lest anyone should boast: it is the gift of God.”” “What does the Lord
require: to act justly, love mercy and walk humbly with your God.”
“The Son of Man did not come to be served but to serve...”” We are

called servants or slaves of our Lord Jesus Christ.**> We would rather

*” Ephesians 2: 8,9
* Micah 6: 8
* Matthew 20: 28

*% Paul begins his “Himalayan theology” in Romans with the words:
“Paul, a slave of Jesus Christ” Romans 1: 1.
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be “a doorkeeper in the House of the Lord. Humility is the
hallmark of the life and character of Jesus. This is the very mind that

we are to have.?

If we want to be reminded of what to eschew: it is the hubris of
earthly kingdoms. These are imbued with a spirit of pride, ambition,
domination and status: the exact opposite of the Kingdom of God.
This is why Jesus used them as examples of how not to live.”

But on the other hand this world is God’s creation. And so it
follows that everything on earth can be a sign of the Kingdom of God,
although not that Kingdom in all its fullness. If we turn for a moment
from nation-states and corporations, from communal and tribal
struggles for power, we are surrounded by potential signs of the
Kingdom: they will “flame out like shining from shook foil.”** Some
of us have been blessed by the model of praying described by Michel
Quoist: underlying it is a spiritual discipline that always looks on the
world around us for, and as signs of the Kingdom of God. The signs
include a banknote, a wire-fence, a tractor, a funeral, eyes, posters, a
brick and so on. If we knew how to look at life through God’s eyes “all
life would become a sign”!*

It was by careful design and intention that Jesus taught in
parables. They are completely consonant with the nature of the
Kingdom of God, not just in their content but as a genre. They are
elusive, and must be re-read, re-heard and understood afresh as we
journey. They continue with us: they seem to grow up with us. Just as
the parables are signs so our lives, our Christian groups can at best be
signs: not the real thing in its perfection and infinite duration. The
disciples seek certainties and always tend to ask for clarification and
something more definite and concrete. If you re-read any Gospel in

*! Psalm 84: 10

*2 Philippians 2: 5-8

* Matthew 20: 25

** Gerard Manley Hopkins, God’s Grandeur.

* Michel Quoist, Prayers of Life (Dublin: Gill and Macmillan, 1963), 14-
32.
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this light you will see immediately that Jesus is signing the Kingdom
of God in parables as one of the primary ways of revealing it.

How often have we talked as if, given sufficient resources we or
others could create the Kingdom of God on earth? We use words like
transformation and development, and we describe projects as if they
were the real thing! We tend to revere individuals and groups: we seek
to replicate their methods as a way to successful Christian living, but
in the very process if we are not careful, we idolize them. And when
an icon becomes an idol it ceases by definition to be a sign. It has
attracted the attention and adoration that belongs alone to God.
Notice how meticulous Jesus was in not accepting praise: why do you
call me good: there is only one who is good, God. We are so willing to
settle for lesser standards.

Why can’t we be humble enough to admit that there are
weaknesses and failings? Will it let our organization down? What
government admits to weaknesses? “I thank you Lord that I am not
like other organizations”, we seem to imply. “God be merciful to me a
sinner” is something we would never say in public. I recall a meeting
when I was giving news about Mill Grove, the place where I live. I
talked of ways in which we had come short of the very best that God’s
nature and character demand and inspire through Jesus Christ.
Someone wrote to me afterwards saying he was taken aback at my
comments. He had never heard the leader of a Christian organization
admit to failings! How come?

And humility is not something that requires us to gaze at our own
navels and to look only within to admit the fault-lines in our own
personalities and groups. If we lift up our eyes and try to take in what
is going on in the world, and in the heavens above we will find

t3¢ and

ourselves reminded of our relative insignificance. The Psalmis
Job* both discovered this from contemplating, or being confronted
by, the scale and grandeur of the universe and creation and the

Creator. But we also find it if we are taking in the scale of human

* Psalm 8: 3, 4
7 Job 38-40: 6
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suffering. Say we work for the good of children in the world. What is
the comparison between what we are all doing together and the scale
of the total problem of children poverty and suffering? Could I offer
you the metaphor of a drop in a bucket for starters?

The biggest of our organizations are like pebbles on a vast
seashore, while the ocean of undiscovered suffering lays before and
beyond us. How many cries of children in the world go unheard?
How much of their suffering goes on in lingering and frightening
isolation? What have we to say about the Kingdom of God when
arising from every part of the earth are the unheard cries of little
children, rich and poor? What is there to boast about? Recently in our
parish in the UK we had one of the Chilean miners speaking. It was a
great and uplifting event. There had been a miraculous rescue: God
was vindicated. We rejoiced with exceeding joy. But the unheard cries
of the families of the miners in New Zealand went unremarked.’

If we take in human history, there is much to be humble about.
Can we not see that Jesus did not attempt to eradicate human
suffering and poverty with a programme of economic, social and
political action? In fact he specifically resisted such ideas as

temptations.*

He chose instead to bring comfort, healing and
forgiveness to individuals and local groups. They were signs of God’s

Kingdom.

The best that we can offer are not final solutions to human
suffering, injustice, oppression and sin, but signs of hope, intimations
of a better way. A sign of the Kingdom is a precious gift from God.

We look to a coming Kingdom and a coming King, not to the

creation of heaven on earth by our own plans: “Thy Kingdom come,

»40

thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven™’. Meanwhile our coming

King has given us rich signs and revealed himself in so many ways,

** 29 miners lost their lives in November 2010 after a series of explosions
at the Pike River Mine in Atarau in New Zealand’s South Island. A month
earlier 33 Chilean miners had been rescued.

¥ Matthew 4: 1-10
40 Matthew 6: 10

54



most fully of all in Jesus his beloved son, our Lord and Saviour, and it
is to Him that we turn for the final part of our exploration this

morning.

The Child Placed by Jesus as Sign

Everything we have considered so far serves as a preparation for,
or background to, this moment. Given all this, and in this context we
return to Matthew, Chapter 18. The disciples were arguing about
relative greatness in their idea of the Kingdom of God. If we think we
can understand it better than them, then those who are without sin
can cast the first stone in their direction!

What does Jesus do? How does he counter their mistaken ideas?
Does he point to his miracles, to himself either as a man, or a baby?
No, Jesus offers his followers a little child as a sign of the Kingdom of
God.

At this point, and having spent ten years seeking to understand
and communicate what this passage is about, could I draw attention
to four things? Although this is, as it were, in parenthesis, it is vital
that we do not overlook these details.

First we know nothing of the character of this child: we don’t
even know if the child was male or female. So let us dismiss any
interpretation of the sign that assumes the child is dependent,
trusting, vulnerable and so on. We do not know, so “whereof one

cannot speak, one must pass over in silence...”*

Second, although the child is silent, the sign is not simply the
child in the midst, standing in splendid isolation. The child has been
placed by Jesus, and Jesus speaks about the child and explains how
this little child is a sign of the Kingdom. We have no mandate from
this passage to look at children and see in them qua children a sign of
the Kingdom of God per se. There are of course very precious insights
that we can gain from genuinely receiving children, accepting them

* Ludwig Wittgenstein’s final words, propositon seven, in Tractatus
Logico-Philophicus.
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with sensitivity, listening to them, being attuned to their way of
thinking and so on. But paying attention to children alone is not the
sign that we are offered.

Third, Jesus does not, either here or at any other time in his
ministry, refer to his own childhood. Theologically we will want to do
so, and we will find signs: there are deliberate signs in the Gospel
records, but that is not what Jesus does here.*?

Fourth the whole event is emptied of its power as a sign unless we
see the child as a sign of Jesus: Jesus has placed a representative of
himself, of his nature, his way, his calling, and the cross in the midst
of the disciples.

To see and experience the Kingdom of God as the way of the
cross means we walk in a pilgrimage of signs, and no more than signs:
but we do not like that, and we prefer to see world as real and final,
and our achievements as solid. We grasp at that greatness, and are not
content to live in signs, not content to walk with Jesus, and so it is
highly possible that we will overlook the true nature of the sign of the
child placed by Jesus in our determination to find what we are looking
for, to see the sign through unreconstructed lenses, and to find that
which is definite and clear.

This said, and as we draw to a close, what then does this action
sign?

It signs first and perhaps foremost that the disciples are on the
wrong track for the reasons that we have already noted. And this is
where the surprise, even scandal comes in: the little child is a sign or
model of entry into the Kingdom of God! But how can this be: surely
if anyone is in this Kingdom then they are?! What a sobering, if not
ridiculous thought. If the travelling band of twelve is not in the
Kingdom of God, then surely there is no hope: there is no point in
continuing the journey with Jesus.

* T have attempted to deal with this point in “He Placed a Little Child in
the Midst,” in The Child in the Bible, ed M. Bunge (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
2008), 358-9 (and footnotes).
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I have tried this message out in various places, most memorably a
Christian seminary and a strict Baptist Church. Reading the passage
and looking people in the eye, (they included the principal of the
seminary and the elders of the church), I challenged them to repent
and become humble in order to enter the Kingdom of God. The
reactions were the same: not spoken, but if I understood them aright,
in eloquent and indignant, if not dismissive, body language: you do
not know who we are, for if you did you would realize that we are
right at the heart of the Kingdom of God. You should take the
message to other seminaries (I have been given names!) and other
denominations (even more names!): you are wasting your time
preaching to the converted.

Do you get the point? Is it the same this morning? Why are we all
being challenged with that which would be far more relevant spoken
elsewhere and to others (whom we know very well)? The very
moment we think like that, we have betrayed the truth of the
situation: we may be inside our own idea of the Kingdom of God, but
we are not inside the Kingdom that Jesus has come to reveal! I
continue to be moved by the way Christians who are farther along the
spiritual journey with Jesus than me convey without ever speaking
about it directly, the quality of humility that Jesus exemplified.
Pandita Ramabai, as some of you know is one; Lesslie Newbigin
another.

You could add to the list. Karl Barth once preached a sermon on
the subject: “Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners of whom
I am chief.” He was preaching it in a prison and to convicted
criminals. Yet what did he say? “I am the chief of sinners this
morning!” Just what the Apostle Paul knew to be his own situation. If
you and I were preaching the sermon, what might we have thought,
even if we did not say it? Once we even think for a passing moment
that we are more deserving (better) than others we have shown
ourselves to be at that very moment outside the Kingdom. It has no
rank or status, except that its Lord serves and gave his life a ransom
for many. There is no competition in this Kingdom.

But there is a second aspect to the message conveyed by the sign.
It not only deconstructs errant understandings of the Kingdom of
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God, it also gives a clearer picture of the Kingdom of God. We do not
have an old rugged cross placed by Jesus and standing in the midst;
we do not have the Law revealing how far we have fallen short; we do
not find ourselves being offered a hair shirt, or a programme of denial
and fasting. No we are given the sign of a little child. This unknown
child is placed by Jesus and is a sign of hope, of promise, of a journey
ahead, of potential growth, of discoveries and learning.

All children, with the exception of those who are dying, embody
these things. In place of the sacrifice and denial that the disciples have
in the forefront of their minds as they think about rewards, Jesus
offers a sign of life, and of encouragement. The disciples are to
continue to dream, to long, to hope to experiment (and no doubt to
fall over and have to start again) on their journey of faith. This is a
positive sign, like the new shoot on a branch, a newborn lamb, the
dawn of a new day.

A Challenge to Us All

This brings us to our gathering today: we are followers of Jesus,
disciples, and we have left certain things to follow him, and we must
also admit that there have been some rewards. But do we need to
repent? Are we outside the Kingdom? Do we need the little child as a
model of how to enter?

The single clue that Jesus gives about the meaning of the sign of
the child is the word humility. This word comes from the same root as
humus: that is soil, or compost. It is a call to get right back to our
roots: we are from dust. We are creatures, frail children as dust and
feeble as frail. The Kingdom of God reminds us that God is God; we
are his creation. The Greek word for humble in Matthew’s Gospel is
the very same one that Paul uses to describe the nature and action of
Jesus: “He who thought it not robbery to be equal with God, became
obedient and humble.” He calls us in the little child to follow him.

And that requires stooping low. I pray that each one of us here
uses well and values highly that shortest and perhaps greatest of
prayers so beloved by my mentors in the Orthodox Churches: “Lord
have mercy, Christ have mercy, Lord have mercy.” If you have not
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welcomed and embraced this prayer now may be the time to do so,
the kairos moment.

The Kingdom of God is always a call to repent: we will always
tend to be off-beam, off-line; off-song. On the walk with Jesus we are
prone to wander off track, to stumble, to become proud, and to look
with pity on others: always the prayer is waiting for us. Lord have
mercy. Or of course: “Father forgive us...as we forgive those who sin

against us”*: we “know not what we do™*.

One of my discoveries in life is that there are general temptations
and particular temptations. A version of the latter that we may have in
common in such a gathering as this is that we are respected, even
admired by others because of the work that we do. We are working
alongside little children, we seek to love them, to nourish them in the
name of Jesus: we are their faithful advocates. (There are variations on
this temptation in other fields of Christian service.) If we are not
careful we will accept some of the praise ourselves that belongs only to
our God and Father: the giver of all good gifts.

But there is another temptation: we can so focus on children and
their needs, potential, even spirituality, that we see them as solely as
objects of care or respect, rather than as signs of the Kingdom. And
we get so bound up in our work, our organisation and our
programme that we tend to mistake our vision and achievements for
God’s Kingdom. If so, people including children, may look to us
rather than to Jesus and the One who sent Him.

Yet God is always calling us with those visionary signs that we
recognize as Christ-like, and true. We are citizens of that Kingdom,
and this world is not our true home. We love it, and seek to care for it,
to improve it, but our calling is from and to beyond.

This is a sign and challenge not only to us all who are gathered
here, but also the whole church: ministers, leaders, seminarians,
missionaries, evangelists. Over the course of our time together we will
be exploring the child placed by Jesus as a sign to church, seminaries

4 Matthew 6: 12
“ Luke 23: 34
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and Christian organizations engaged in mission and ministry. One of
the challenges we will face, as we always do, is to remain focused on
the theological framework for our lives and service. At other times
and in other places we do and must engage with other discourses and
perspectives, but here our purpose is to ask above all else what God
reveals to us by signs that provide a clue to how we should change in
order to be in tune with His Kingdom, and therefore fit partners in

His mission.

Because we are privileged to be alongside children (those who
Jesus has placed in the middle of our lives) we are uniquely situated to
receive little children as signs and models of the Kingdom of God, and
to communicate something of this revelation to others. It is unlikely
that this message is best conveyed by shouting from the rooftops, but
by living lives inspired by God’s revelation of His Kingdom, and
modeling a new way of living in the tensions and messiness of life,
political, economic, social and emotional: a sign of the Kingdom, if
not the Kingdom in all its fullness. Better to light a candle in the
darkness.

People will be inspired by different Christians who they see as
embodying the Kingdom of God in ways and contexts that they can
understand. I have already mentioned Pandita Ramabai. Let me just
say this about her this morning: everything she did and said was in
tune with this teaching of Jesus. You may say no one can achieve this.
And I must admit that she would be shocked to hear me talking of her
in the same breath as her Lord and Master!* Yet she was refined and
purified beyond human understanding until she was like a diamond,
able to reflect God’s ways and His Kingdom first in her “sadan” in
Pune, and then at Mukti on a piece of waste land.

In both places she welcomed rejected girl children and created a
place for them where all were welcomed irrespective of merit, and
where everything she did was a sign. It is still there for us all too read,
but many, if not most, find it hard to stoop so low as to visit such a

* She did not want her name to be associated formally with her work at
Mukti, for example.
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small place and to learn by sitting on the ground with children, the
blind and the least and lowest. Perhaps it is given to others to see that
our God is “The God of small things”*, while we are still attracted by
delusions of greatness and grandeur!

Are we ready for the Kingdom in all its fullness? A lamb upon the
throne? With little ones always beholding the face of the Father?
Perhaps we still need to hear the words of Michel Quoist: “If we knew
how to look at life through God’s eye, we should see it as innumerable
tokens of the love of the Creator seeking the love of his creatures. The
Father has put us into the world, not to walk through it with lowered
eyes, but to search for him through things events, people. Everything

must reveal God to us. All Life would become a sign.”

Strange that followers of Jesus who accept that the sign given to
the shepherds that the Messiah had come was “a baby wrapped in
swaddling clothes and lying in a manger”, should still overlook little
children, little people and little things: some of the chosen signs of
their Lord and Master!

* Arundhati Roy, The God of Small Things (Delhi: Indialnk, 1997).
¥ M. Quoist, Prayers of Life, 14.
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RESPONSE 1

READING THE SIGNS — KINGDOM AND CHILD
THEOLOGY FOR PRACTITIONERS

BY BILL PREVETTE
Oxford Centre for Mission Studies, UK

It might be a bit unfair for me to respond to Keith’s paper as I
have some ‘vested interest’ in the reception of his presentation. I first
met Keith at a Viva Cutting Edge in the UK in 1999 and remember his
presentation at the Cutting Edge of 2001 titled “A Little Child Shall
Lead Them: Rediscovering Children at the Heart of Mission.” As
Keith points out in today’s paper, he has spent much of the last ten
years seeking to ‘understand and communicate’ what it means to
think about Child Theology. When Keith and Dr. Haddon Willmer
introduced me to ‘Child Theology’ I had never heard the term. Now I
find myself serving with Keith as a trustee of the Child Theology
Movement (UK) and also trying to communicate what we are
learning as we journey towards the Kingdom. I appreciate Keith’s fine
treatment of ‘God’s way of doing things’; I want to offer some
feedback as an ‘operative theologian’ and mission practitioner. I
reflect on a few of the ways Child Theology can help us embrace
uncertainty and ambiguity in mission with children, especially when
we speak of ‘holistic’ mission.

Recently, I was asked to present a paper at a conference in the
Republic of Moldova for organizational leaders ministering to
children and women caught in human trafficking. The organizers sent

me a theme that reflects much personal experience in ministry:

We hear repeatedly, from the practitioners, that the messiness
and chaos of what we’ve “signed up for” can do us in, unless we
have a clear understanding of who we are in the midst of it all,
know how to balance out our lives—and ultimately leave the
outcomes up to God.

I agree with Keith that ‘God often seems to be weak in the world,
a king looking for his Kingdom: in disguise as it were in the enemy’s
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camp ...", we work and live in ‘a world that is not fair, where justice
does not [always] roll on like a river. I think this statement is
important: ‘we cannot simply take it for granted that because we seek
to follow Jesus we all know what the Kingdom of God means.’

In over 29 years of working with people living on the margins,
responding to people caught in trafficking, street children, crime,
gangs, living in Thailand, Cambodia and Romania, I have learned that
both ministry and life at the margins are often unpredictable.
Organizations, practitioners, churches, missionaries, and theologians
have to accept limits. It seems there is no escape from living with
mystery, uncertainty, and precariousness where we are cast upon God
and looking for the coming of His Kingdom. Opposed to, as Keith
suggests, being sure that we ‘have it’ or are ‘in’ it. In this context,
holistic mission takes on a deeper meaning. Holism lives close to the
reality of the Kingdom of God, works in the freedom of the Spirit, and
holds to responsible relationships between persons where word, faith
and life are closely, intimately and messily intertwined. We are
encouraged to see the ‘action of Jesus in placing the child in the midst
of the disciples as a hopeful sign.’

Can this theological move help us make better sense of the
unpredictability and uncertainties of ministry and practice?

White states, ‘the best we can manage on earth are periods in
particular places, ... that approximate the Kingdom of God.’ This
implies that we accept limits. Willmer puts it this way, ‘the already in
the Kingdom of God and in Jesus is not the holistic transformation of
the world or humanity ... the already Christ includes much pain, and
suffering.”!  Christian organizations and practitioners should
acknowledge dependence on God’s grace: the transformation the
Bible speaks of is dependent on the mercy and action of God.

I too have found that many practitioners and leaders of
organizations use terms as ‘transformation’ and ‘community

development’ to describe their projects, models or interventions as if

! Haddon Willmer, “Review: Mission as Transformation,” in
Transformation, vol. 16(1):13-17.
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they were the ‘real thing” We need to be careful that our work,
models, and methods do not become idols - they are better
understood as signs and pointers to the Kingdom. The temptation is
to believe our own press, that is, what others might say about us, what
we have, what we do is actually a measure of our worth (Nouwen).
No, we are all children of God and must not mistake our vision and
achievements for God’s Kingdom. We must continue to wrestle
theologically and practically with how we use these concepts; Child
Theology offers us one way to do so.

Jesus’ action (Matt. 18) is to place the child; this serves as a
‘theological clue.” The child seems to point to something the disciples
have yet to understand and grasp about the Kingdom. Like the
disciples, we assume we have certain truths and assurances in God.
Could it be that those we serve - the lowly, the broken, the abused,
those that we see as recipients of our ministry - could they be pointers
to something we have yet to understand in the Kingdom of God? The
passage points to humility and repentance: that is a ‘radical turning.’
Humility is not generated or given to us by being brought down, but
rather by standing before the future, and recognizing that the amazing
generous grace of God comes to us.

In other translations ‘unless you change’ is translated as ‘be
converted’, ‘turn around’, ‘return to square one’, and ‘begin again.” As
we begin each day, we do well to remind ourselves that we are at the
mercy of the living God. ‘There is no creature hidden from His sight,
but all things are naked and open to the eyes of Him to whom we
must give account’ (Heb. 4:13).

Much of our language, speech, practice and action for God
assumes that we know the Kingdom of God and are in line with it.
Activist practitioners and organizations claim to represent and
present a confident Biblical Christianity; references to the Kingdom of
God are frequent. Whether seminary leaders or activist missionaries,
many find it hard to imagine that have ‘yet to enter.” Indeed, it may be
that many of us are inside our ‘own ideas of the Kingdom of God, not
inside what Jesus came to reveal” So we ask, are our seminary or
denominational versions ‘confident enough to imagine the massive

and rich contemporary Christian world as a circle of disciples who
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struggle with what exactly the Kingdom of God is and so argue about
who will be greatest in it??> Are we confident enough to imagine
ourselves as longing to bring the goodness of the Kingdom, while at
the same time acknowledging our tendency to miss the target? God
help us so that our pride, ambition, domination and status do not

become ‘pointers in the wrong direction.’

Keith suggests that ‘fulltime Christian service can become
modelled on earthly Kingdoms: management theory, hierarchies, pay
differentials’ or what Orlando Costas called ‘managerial missiology.’
The action of Christ in placing a child should remind us that mission
is not always a strategic and linear endeavour, but more times than
not, it is both surprising and disturbing.’

We grasp at realities, strive for greatness and achievements, but
we are reminded that many of these ‘realities’ can masquerade as
illusions. We are asked not to focus on the individual child in the
midst, but to see the ‘child as sign’, to think of Jesus placing ‘a
representative of Himself, His nature and His way.’ In this sense, the
child might be more acceptable to us than Jesus placing a cross in the
midst of the disciples. But much of our work with exploited or ‘at risk
children’ leads to personal pain and puzzlement.

Shortly after ten aid workers were killed in Afghanistan on
August 6, 2010, Ajith Fernando wrote To Serve is to Suffer.* I link his

* From a personal email exchange with White and Willmer, referring to
the scope and scale of global movements that aspire to ‘reach all the children
of the world’ with the Gospel (March, 2010).

* God surprises and disturbs; this is one of Barth’s points in his
exposition of Romans 12:1-2: ‘Once again we are confronted with this
sidedness of the whole course of our human existence.... our life and will and
acts are brought into question. For the freedom of God, the ‘Other sidedness’
of His mercies, means that there is a relationship between God and man, that
there is a dissolution of human ‘this sidedness’ and that a radical assault is
being made upon every contrasted, second, other thing.” Karl Barth, The
Epistle to the Romans. Tr. E. C. Hoskyns. 6th ed. (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1968), 427.

* See Fernando’s article in Christianity Today,
(www.christianitytoday.com/globalconversation/august2010/index.html
accessed September 20, 2010).
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thoughts with those that Keith has given us about signs and pointers
in the Kingdom:

Vocational fulfillment in the Kingdom of God has a distinct
character, different from vocational fulfillment in society. Jesus
said, “My food is to do the will of him who sent me and to
accomplish his work” (John 4:34). If we are doing God’s will, we
assume we will be happy and fulfilled. But for Jesus, and for us,
doing God’s will includes the cross. The cross must be an
essential element in our definition of vocational fulfillment.
Paul’s theology emphasized the need to endure frustration
patiently as we live in a fallen world awaiting redemption. Paul
said that we groan in this frustration (Rom 8: 18-27).

When we have a faulty understanding of fulfillment in our
practice we can become deeply frustrated. This is seen in projects and
with caregivers who experience ‘unrealized horizons of expectation.’
In these situations frenetic activity can act as a ‘cover’ for unresolved
anxiety. The NGO/FBO® emphasis on efficiency and measurable
results makes frustration even harder to endure.

Biblical fulfillment includes both joy and pain; the cross is both
vertical and horizontal. In this way, I have learned to see children
(especially those in crisis) as ‘pointers’ to God in the midst of pain and
suffering. We are to read and discern the signs, one day we will see
and experience God’s manifest presence, and there will be no more
pain and sorrow. But for now, we are on a journey that sometimes
requires we embrace suffering and pain without offering certitudes
and platitudes. This means interrogating our theological assumptions
to learn if they are adequate for the day. Theologically we must be
open to learning what best expresses comfort, healing, and
forgiveness - signs of hope while not denying the pain and

frustration.
Practitioners are like the disciples, we long for ‘certainties and

tend to ask for clarification and something more definite and
concrete.” We face a dilemma in ministry because we have a hunger

* Non-government Organization (NGO) and Faith-based Organization
(FBO) here I am speaking of Christian FBOs.
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for certitude! But the gospel is not so much about certitude as it is
about fidelity, that is, the faithfulness of God towards us. In our effort
to control, we try to translate fidelity into certitude because fidelity is
an open, relational category and certitude is a flat, mechanical
category. ‘We must acknowledge our thirst for certitude and
recognize that if we had all certitudes in the world, it would not make
the quality of our life any better. Fidelity is like having a teenager in
the house, we never get it settled for more than three minutes, and we
have to keep negotiating.”

Practitioners need God’s revelation of His Kingdom, they work
embedded in the tensions and messiness of ministry, their work is
‘lighting candles’ or learning to sing in the darkness. Child Theology,
as suggested by this paper, offers an invitation to learning, imagining,
discovering, and embracing tensions and complexity in mission and

ministry.

¢ These notes came from a conference for emerging leaders by Walter
Brueggemann in 2005. He argues that the categories of the enlightenment
tempted theologians and Christians to ‘out-science’ science and they built
systems concerned with establishing ‘proof and ‘evidence that demands a
verdict’ and left little room for ‘uncertainty.’
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RESPONSE 2

By JOSHUA H. K. BANDA
Northmead Assembly of God

This presentation was not based on a written paper, but
accompanied by captions on Power Point. Joshua explained that he
had intended to write a response but that then tragedy had struck. He
had offered to withdraw his presentation, but the organizers
encouraged him to come and speak from the heart. Their words were:
“use your experiences as the basis of your response.” As he did, so the
words of Michel Quoist quoted near the end of the plenary paper
proved to have a whole new meaning:

“If we knew how to look at life through God’s eye, we should
see it as innumerable tokens of the love of the Creator seeking
the love of his creatures. The Father has put us into the world,
not to walk through it with lowered eyes, but to search for him
through things events, people. Everything must reveal God to
us. All Life would become a sign.”

He explained how his woes began with a painful tooth extraction,
which was followed by a computer crash. Then came the news that his
close friend and colleague, Bob Hall, had died in a very cruel way. His
toothache and the faulty computer now seemed as nothing. He had
sought to comfort Bob’s wife and family, and had grieved with them.

And ringing in his mind were the words: “All life would become a
sign.” For him in this maelstrom this included people, events, chaos,
crises, and ordinary things.

Then he made a confession: “I must confess as the principal of a
theological college that I have not seen the sign of the child.”

Now he realized something of what he had been missing: and his
personal story and experiences prior to the conference had given the
sign a whole new poignancy and meaning.
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RESPONSE 3

BY GENEVIEVE JAMES
University of South Africa

Introduction

Keith White’s article Children as signs of the Kingdom of God
offers a pertinent exploration of the signs of the Kingdom of God, in
the light of our 21* century presence as the disciples of Christ. I read
the article as a powerful and compelling critique of a prevailing status
quo in the Christian world. I realized that our smug self-importance
belies an allegiance to a Kingdom other than God’s. White’s
submission is more than a paper, it is a pleading. The “we” in the
paper refers to us and the “you” in the paper refers to me and you.
Reading this pleading I was stretched, uncomfortable, perturbed, and,
eventually repentant.

In my response I will focus on significant calls and cautions
which I have drawn from White’s paper. The points listed below are
necessary considerations in our service to God and the children of the
world.

The Call to Humility

White (2011:7) expressly advocates humility as “the very mind
that we are to have” since it is the “hallmark of the life and character
of Jesus”, the one we are supposedly following. Humility as Bosch
(2000:484-485) suggested is a crucial characteristic in the mission of
the church. Humbling ourselves is the condition for the healing of our
land and our children. For White (:7) it is the key that unlocks the
door to the Kingdom of God.

In South Africa, and many other countries in Africa, the
landscape is littered with churches that are convinced that the healing
of the land will come through the western inspired size-fixation, fancy
programmes, Christian celebrities and big budgets. It is indeed time
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to re-vision the practice and presence of the Church and mission in
Africa.

On the other hand, in Africa one could argue that after years of
imperialism, oppression, poverty and pain that some Christian pride
would do well to mend the wrecked and deflated image of African
people. But, to what extent is pride a soothing balm to subjugation
and woundedness? Perhaps White is right. Perhaps the wonder of the
Kingdom of God in Africa is not that it has contributed to the shift of
the centre of gravity of Christianity!, or its impressive masses, or
mighty presence, perhaps, the power of the Kingdom of God in Africa

is in its brokenness, scarcities and weakness.

The Call to Little Things and Little People

>

White reminds us that “our God is ‘the God of the small things”
(:13). Instead of our grand gestures he calls us to light a candle in the
darkness (:13). Further to this he carefully explains:

Where God has his way, there is no concern, to impress or
oppress, to build or expand by human endeavour, economic,
social or political planning and power. If there is growth it takes
place in a spontaneously and naturally, like a mustard seed
planted in a garden or yeast kneaded into the dough (:4).

Hall? (2003:189) carefully points out that all the metaphors Jesus
used “to depict the community of witness are metaphors of

smallness.”

Little things that perform some essential service for bigger
things- salt, yeast, a candle, a little town on a hill in a dark night,
a pearl, a mustard seed. He speaks of his “little flock”, which he
sends out “as sheep into the midst of wolves” (Matt.10:16). He
assumes that the missionary vocation of this koinonia will

' See Philip Jenkins, The Next Christendom: The Coming of Global
Christianity (Oxford University Press, 2007).

* Douglas John Hall, The Cross in Our Context: Jesus and the Suffering
World (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2004).
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involve excruciating isolation, rejection, and suffering - should
not the disciple follow the master? (Hall 2003:189).

The imagery contained in these metaphors of smallness point to
the power and possibility contained in the small, less obvious, or
seemingly insignificant.

On to the little people - we now know that Africa is a continent
of children. We therefore have no alternative but to reconsider our
ambitious mission and church plans and budgets in order to focus on
the little people who make up the vast majority of the continent.
White (:14) finds it “(s)trange that followers of Jesus ...should still
overlook little children, little people and little things: some of the
chosen signs of their Lord and Master!” The call to acknowledge the
little people of our continent is imperative, pressing and compelling.

The Call to Realignment

In our call to realignment we would do well to heed to what I
perceive as White’s warning about triumphalism. I remember how in
1994 many South African Christians were triumphant that the
Kingdom of God had come and vanquished its foes. The glorious new
presidency of Nelson Mandela and the first democratic election after
years of cruel apartheid atrocities was surely God’s people ushering in
the New Jerusalem to South Africa and Africa at large. At the very
same time, elsewhere on the continent the people of God, in a far
from triumphant Rwanda, were in the grips of a hellish, brutal and
sadistic genocide. Triumphalism does not allow us to see the bigger
picture!

Hall (:17) describes triumphalism as;

The tendency in all strongly held world-views, whether religious

or secular, to present themselves as full and complete accounts

of reality, leaving little if any room for debate or difference of

opinion and expecting of their adherents unflinching belief and
loyalty...

White’s article warns about the danger that lies in the
susceptibility to triumphalism which creates a distortion of reality. He
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explains, “(w)e use words like transformation and development, and
we describe projects as if they were the real thing!” (: 8)

Further to the warning about triumphalism we are also cautioned
about Christian power, ambition and the corporatization of Christian
witness. I wonder do we have the nerve to relinquish our ambition to
do “grand” things? Do we have the moral and spiritual fiber to
abandon our appetite for titles, adulation, pomp and pageantry? Do
we dare as I heard urban theologian John Vincent once call for the
followers of Christ “to submit to becoming vile?” Keith White
reminds us that we have indeed succumbed to the great seduction of
power, title and ambition. Unlike the one whose nail scarred hands
bear testament to the experience of the ultimate condescension, we,
like Lady Macbeth, may soon look at our hands and see the dammed
spots of our ambition.

White explains that “Christian service can become modeled on
earthly Kingdoms” (2011:5). In our mission with and to the hurting
and broken children of the world, how can we still adopt our
designations from the world of commerce? How can it be that the
servants of Jesus now see themselves as mission “executives”, and
“directors” sitting on mission “boards” engaging in “strategic
planning sessions”? Could obedience to the call to humility begin with
a radical re-naming of the parts? We insist on being called by our
titles as though those titles define who we are. Does what we do really
define who we are?

Conclusion: A Call to Repentance

White’s paper begins by reminding us about the call of John the
Baptist and Jesus to repent for the Kingdom of God is at hand (:1).
Further to this White specifically dedicates a portion of his message to
us on the subject of the Kingdom and Repentance (:4-6). We are
expressly required to repent for our thinking, and believing, that
great, powerful, big and rich is equal, to the Kingdom of God. The
Kingdom of God makes no concession for our delusions of grandeur.
Every human desire for status, reward, praise, power and strength
cannot be satisfied in the Kingdom of God as taught by Jesus. As I
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read this article it seemed as though White kept saying to me: apply
this to you. The more I read White’s article the more I realized my
personal complicity in the distortion of the Kingdom of God as taught
by Jesus. The more I recalled that the cross draws attention to the
suffering servant, the Lamb of God that takes away the sins of the
world. At the cross strength is manifest in weakness.

White’s call for a major overhaul is urgent (:5). The 21 century
Christian presence in many places is in contrast to the Kingdom of
God as taught by Jesus. A review of our Kingdom epistemology and
praxis is in order. Can we read the signs? The sign that the church in
Africa is growing in leaps and bounds cannot be read as a triumph,

not just yet. This growth, in some cases, is just a sign of the Kingdom
of God.

White does not permit us to pass the significance of his message
to anyone else. We are explicitly warned against this (:11). I don’t
know if the body of Christ is ready to take White’s pleas seriously, if it
did, we could witness a drastically different Christian presence in the
world in the 21* century.
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RESPONSE 4

BY BERNARD BOYO
Daystar University, Kenya

Introduction

The paper by Keith White brings out quite succinctly a very
significant theological subject that, as far as I am aware, has not been
addressed in any significant way within the framework of theological
discussions and conferences. The centrality of children as signs of the
Kingdom in the teaching of Jesus is indeed a challenge to us all. The
motif of the Kingdom of God is not only the central focus of Christ’s
teaching but indeed the epitome of messianic expectation drawn from
the Old Testament. Keith is right in drawing the focus of Christ and
the Christian faith as a whole to the Kingdom of God through the
lenses of a child. Children as “signs of the Kingdom” brings about a
sobering call to reflect on our individual Christian pilgrimage, even to
demand that we all go down on our knees in humility before the king,
our Lord and savior Jesus Christ.

The Kingdom of God Revisited

The centrality of the Kingdom of God in the life and ministry of
Jesus cannot be overstated as Keith has brought it out. Jesus’ teaching
focused on the parables of the Kingdom which were authenticated by
miracles. We deduce from the New Testament teaching that the task
of Jesus entails among other aspects the fulfillment of Old Testament
anticipations of predictive utterances. The gospel of Matthew for
instance uses the term “fulfillment” more as a concept that places
Jesus squarely within the Old Testament Jewish Messianic prophetic
expectations. It is in this light that Jesus, as the embodiment of the
Messianic-king personae, extrapolates the truth about the Kingdom in
culturally relevant images yet in a paradoxically radical manner.

In his teaching on the Kingdom, Jesus utilizes the available
“illustrative sample” to elucidate his teaching regarding entry into the
Kingdom when he says in Matthew 18:3, “Truly, I say to you, unless
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you turn and become like children, you will never enter the Kingdom
of heaven.” In the book of Mark, he does the same while bringing out
another lesson where “He sat down and called the twelve. . . .And he
took a child and put him in the midst of them, and taking him in his
arms, he said to them, ‘Whoever receives one such child in my name
receives me, and whoever receives me, receives not me but him who
sent me.” (Mark 9:34-37). The child it can be argued becomes, to the
disciples, the pointer to their understanding of the Kingdom of God
as taught by Jesus. The Kingdom, Jesus argues, belongs to the children
and those like them. Consequently then, children are intrinsically
intertwined with the Kingdom.

Keith also brings out a very significant issue regarding the
manner in which the disciples heard and possibly interpreted the
teaching of Jesus. He says, “When Jesus taught about the Kingdom of
God, his disciples were hearing everything through lenses” (:2). This
aspect is critical as it helps us be cognizance of the presuppositions
exemplified by the disciples and thereby the validity of Jesus’ signage
while at the same time placing Jesus above their cognitive level. It
might be necessary for us to note that Jesus himself is a byproduct of
the same milieu as a Jew-the Davidic king and therefore well-versed
with their cultural values and structures. We need however to
underscore the fact of Christ’s nature in which he transcends culture
and thereby brings transformation and redemption.!

Significantly also we see Jesus’ teaching about the Kingdom
revolutionizing the mindset of his contemporaries who anticipated
his messianic claim to fulfill their anticipations in accordance with
their thoughts and structures. Jesus however brings in an upside-
down perspective of the Kingdom that by and large adopts their

' The subject of Christ and Culture is covered by Richard Niebuhr in his
book Christ and Culture where he looks at five key aspects which place Jesus
at the center of the Cultural framework within the human sphere. There are a
number of critics to Niebuhr’s approach which include John Howard Yoder,
“How H. Richard Niebuhr Reasoned: A Critique of Christ and Culture” In
Glen H. Stassen, D. M. Yeager, John Howard Yoder (co-authors), Authentic
Transformation: A New Vision of Christ and Culture (Nashville, TN:
Abingdon Press, 1996).
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narrow scope of thinking in a radically different manner. In the
passage discussed by Keith, Jesus does not deny the fact that there is
greatness in the Kingdom neither does he fault the disciple’s concern
with greatness in the Kingdom but he turns around and points their
quest to the humility exemplified by children. In essence then the way
to ascend the ladder of greatness in the Kingdom is by coming down,
according to Jesus, which as brought out by Donald Kraybill in The
Upside down Kingdom. A closer look at the demands of the Kingdom
beckons us today to read and re-read the biblical text for ourselves so
that we can be able to re-think our faith and thereby re-evaluate our
theology accordingly.

The Kingdom and Repentance

This revolutionary thinking and engagement with the Kingdom is
such that it calls for action on the part of the subjects. Keith brings
this out clearly when he looks at the Kingdom and repentance. The
Kingdom call to repentance and faith should not be seen as a timeless,
self-evident summon but should be grounded on the efficacy of what
has taken place - “the time has come” and what is still impending -
“the Kingdom of God is near.” The now and the not yet dimensions
of the Kingdom are critical pointers to our understanding of Christ’s
call to enter the Kingdom.

The transformation demanded by the Kingdom call to repentance
is embedded within Christ’s incarnational mission. This is the
Kingdom transfer, from the dominion of darkness to the Kingdom of
light, wrought by the new birth that Jesus demands of Nicodemus in
John 3.2 This new birth is effected through repentance of sin and
dependence on self to submitting fully to Christ’s lordship. Entering
the Kingdom of God is not done by the standards of the world. It

? Cranfield points out on this encounter between Jesus and Nicodemus
that: “Nicodemus has to learn that he cannot enter the Kingdom of God as a
learned theologian and highly respected religious leader; if he has to enter at
all, it must be the one who is helpless and small, without claim or merit.” C.
E. B. Cranfield, The Gospel according to St. Mark (Cambridge: The University
Press, 1966), 324.
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comes only through a radical new birth which we know of as
“Conversion.”

The Kingdom as Signs and the Child as Sign

Keith engages with what the Kingdom entails and how we are to
relate with it. He juxtaposes the idea of “children as signs of the
Kingdom” and “the Kingdom as signs.” The disciples are to become
like children but in contrast they are not to take after the patterns of
earthly Kingdoms. He argues that “Human Kingdoms are lenses
through which we glimpse this Kingdom, but they are never to be
confused with, let alone identified with it” (:6). The pattern of life and
leadership in human Kingdoms is anthropocentric rather than
Christocentric in nature. Personal interest and gain dominate the
corridors of governments all over the world. This is contrast with the
Kingdom of God which is characterized by humility exemplified in
the character of children.

It is in this context of discussion that Keith embarks on the focal
point of his paper on Children as signs of the Kingdom where he
brings out the point that “the Kingdom of God is necessarily and only
in signs now” (:7). He also demonstrates the significance of signs as
pointers to the Kingdom by relating the Kingdom as taught by Jesus
and the co-terminus earthly Kingdoms which as he argues are in
contradistinction from the lowliness that the parables depict of the
Kingdom.

One aspect that Keith does not clearly discuss is the definition or
meaning and significance of “signs.” This is critical first because of the
hermeneutical implication that one may be tempted to arrive at which
might impact on the total implication of the text in discussion. To
what extent should the reader stretch the usage by Jesus of children as
referents to the Kingdom? Should the reader employ any or every
conceivable understanding of what a child entails or should it be
limited only to Jesus’ response of the disciples’ question on greatness?
For instance does the use of children as a pointer to the Kingdom
necessarily entail every aspect of who a child is? In other words is it
the children who are the focus here or is it their characteristics of
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humility and lowliness or even their innocence?’ Other related
hermeneutical issues would include our understanding of children
only as signs beyond which their existence as children is
depersonalized. Keith captures this well in saying: “We have no
mandate from this passage to look at children and see in them qua
children a sign of the Kingdom of God per se” (:10).

The cultural perspectives that we have about children and how we
look at them, as novices from whom we can learn nothing, need to be
re-evaluated. Most African cultures tend to think of children only as
immature and thus contributing less to society until they grow up.
Often children are regarded to be leaders of tomorrow. What Jesus
does is rather challenging in that the child becomes the example of
leadership in Jesus’ economy of the Kingdom.

The other implication that the meaning of sign would bring out is
more cultural in nature. It would be difficult to assume a universal
usage and understanding of the referent of children as signs. Does the
deduced implication of humility and lowliness by the use of a child
reflect a universal understanding? Could there be instances where the
usage of child may have an alternative or even negative connotation?
The diversity of our cultural views, especially with regard to how we
read and draw meaning out of objects of reference, would also be a
crucial area of consideration. We also may not want to think of
children existing only as signs and thereby lose the essence of Jesus’

message.

* I have a Pastor friend who loves to associate with children. He met one
young boy with whom he struck a friendship. The boy was so excited that he
took it upon himself to let his parents know that he has a friend who needs
prayer. During the family evening prayers, the boy always reminded his
parents to pray for his friend without giving details. This happened for a
couple months. One day the pastor found the boy sitting by the stairs with a
gloomy face. The boy readily told the pastor: “you are not my friend
anymore.” The pastor prodded the boy and after some time the boy opened
up and told him: “We have been praying for you as we did my auntie when
she had a big stomach and she soon came home with a baby. As for you, you
have not brought the baby and your stomach has not gone.”
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In his analysis of the child placed by Jesus as a sign, Keith isolates
four things that shed light on our identification with the use of the
child. The character of this child is unknown, the child is silent, Jesus’
childhood is not in focus, the child is only a sign by Jesus. In this
sense then we can deduce that the child is a teaching material from
which the disciples are to draw out the intended lesson of humility. In
this regard, Jesus points to the aspect of humility which Keith clearly
analyses as denoting the characteristic quality of Kingdom life.

As we consider the foregoing discussion, we are challenged to
reflect on how we often fail to identify with Christ in his call for us to
be humble. The lessons drawn by Keith in this paper are indeed a
challenge to us all as we seek to reflect the character of Christ and
become like children.
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THEME 2: THE CHURCH AND THE CHILD
— A CHALLENGE TO THE CHURCHES

Plenary Paper: Vinay Samuel

Sadly Vinay was not able to deliver his paper: one of his
relatives had died suddenly and he had to return home. His paper
was therefore read to the conference by Corneliu Constanteanu.

Vinay seeks to reassert the “high view of the church in the
New Testament.” In his view this is inadequately represented in
much Evangelical activity and thinking because it assumes the
primacy of the Kingdom of God over church. His paper is in three
parts.

First he outlines a theological understanding of church drawing
from the people of God in the Old Testament, and the confessing
community which is the family of God in the New Testament.

Second he then moves on to explore how he sees the relation
between the church and the Kingdom of God. Countering
understandings that see the church as interim, he believes that it
has an eternal existence, and groans for heaven. The Kingdom by
way of contrast is not a future reality for heaven: it operates in its
fullness in heaven now. The church is a sign of the Kingdom of
God on earth.

In the third section of his paper he focuses on the well-being of
the child. The child, who is naturally turned to the Kingdom, is a
fully representative symbol of Jesus and God, particularly in
relation to love and grace. Vinay argues that the significance of the
child as a sign of the Kingdom is not apparent in the teaching of
the rest of the New Testament. Rather it focuses on the place of a
child in the Christian family or church. Yet the child’s subject-hood
should be shaped by church living out the life and order of the
Kingdom.

In this section he raises the important and interesting question
of how churches can make space to children to explore the gifts of
the Spirit. The child is not just an object of nurture in the church,
but a person with spiritual subject-hood which is an asset to the
community of faith.
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Response Synopsis: David Ramirez

This paper affirms the main themes of the plenary paper, with
an emphasis on seeing children and young people included in “the
poor” for whom God has a preferential option. David Ramirez
notes that the Lucan (mission) and Pauline (salvation)
understandings of the role of the Spirit are complementary. He
stresses the importance of the small, local, communitarian,
polycentric, church as against mega-churches. He sees the church
that is “comfortable with its marginality” (M. Volf) called to provide
an alternative micro-model of community for the societies of the
world. The community of faith is to live out Kingdom values.

In the final section of his response, mirroring the plenary
paper’s shape, David says that while there is evidence in the New
Testament that the church placed a value on children in general,
this is at risk in today’s churches (including those in Latin
America). Here the influence of consumer culture means that little
value is attached to those who are seen as contributing nothing to
church or society.

By way of contrast children should be seen as subjects, and
the true stockholders of mission.

Response Synopsis: Dietrich Werner

Rather than continue to debate the relationship between
church and Kingdom of God (important though it is), Dietrich
Werner seeks to concentrate on the place of children in mission
and church. Jesus does not speak of the transformation of child to
adult, but rather calls adults to the perspectives and values of
childhood. He stressed the importance of holding together the
mental process of getting converted, with the physical process of
having an actual child in the centre.

Children have been put in the centre of church from earliest
times (for example baptism and catechisms); churches made the
care and education of children a priority in mission; and this has
influenced the development of a general transformation of
attitudes to children in society. On the other hand the
acknowledgement of children as full human beings came relatively
late in Protestant Christianity, and pioneers in pedagogy have only
relatively recently been welcomed into the shaping of children’s
work in churches.
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Another historical insight is the way in which churches
combined to work together in something as significant as the
worldwide Sunday School movement. There seems to be some
evidence that where there is commitment to this movement, there
is also commitment to mission.

The paper summarises the role of children and children’s
issues in the WCC, and concludes with an invitation to design a
new curriculum on Child Theology, perhaps in the form of a
resource book, and to make contribution to the WCC Assembly in
Busan, Korea in 2013.

Response Synopsis: Rosalee Velloso Ewell

This response concentrates on three themes: Israel as the
chosen child of God; the church as the family of God; and children
as a challenge to the churches. The context and overriding
concern is to consider how Christians do church and mission in a
broken world where children suffer.

Rosalee sees the concept of childhood as providing insights
into what it means for Israel to be a chosen people. Hosea 11: 1-
11 can be seen as a description of what it means from God’s
perspective to have a child like Israel. The focus here,
significantly, is on God’s story and his feelings as the parent of a
wayward child.

Jesus is the link between the children of Israel and the church
as the family of God. As children of God how can Christians live in
such a way that the world sees their parent (their Heavenly Father)
as the one true parent? One key dimension is hospitality: how do
children (and “strangers”) experience the life of the church? Are
they received and welcomed? Do children who experience
violence in their families find the family of God a caring and
respectful safe space?

The challenge of children (and young people) to churches can
be seen as similar to the challenge of mission and missionaries to
the life and witness of church. The leadership is made up typically
of men who struggle with the idea of letting go of power. What
would church look like if the leaders listened more closely to
children, and concentrated on being present with them and part of
their world rather than trying to make them more like us? Children
in the Scriptures are not only signs of the Kingdom: they are also
often bearers of God’s word to us. This is not in an
instrumentalised manner, but because God gives them an

83



importance that we have often forgotten. Thus they challenge us
to live once again as children and as disciples of Jesus.

Group Response Synopsis

Theology cannot be separated from doing and doing can only
occur in context. This will involve more than statistics and
terminology: it must be done with real, live children. The plenary
paper was left hanging and needed practical, useful insights.
Children are part of families and communities and so care must be
taken to avoid a dichotomy between children and adults that
minimizes the role of adults in the nurture of “children of faith” in
the Bible.

Children are inheritors of the Kingdom of God, and are
complete human beings with “full personhood.” Recognising the
tension between Kingdom and church it was still necessary to
explore the context: where is the child in all this? We need to hold
in balance the place for children within the family of God and the
child’s place in mission within the family of God. Children are a
challenge not only to church, but also to families.

There was a welcome of the way the Sunday School
movement brought some churches together. The invitation of
WCC should be accepted. The influence of Robert Raikes on
social change in Europe reminds us that this could happen today.
If we are looking for great change we need to be alongside
children not adults.

The thought that children are recipients of the Holy Spirit
merits more discussion, and we must bear in mind that the
spiritual rights of children are not stressed in the UNCRC.

Children merit trained teachers in the church on a par with
those who teach the adults, and they should be included in church
life and worship (for example Holy Communion) in such a way that
they experience the fullness of the grace of God. This will mean
“unlearning some things.” The message is not for others but for us.

The church must be a loving community where children feel
part of the whole. A proper knowledge of Scripture is lacking in the
17-35 age group: discipleship in the Bible is therefore necessary.
There is a need for more men in children’s ministry.

Unless we influence children in the period of character
formation we will not have model Christians. Adults have already
been shaped by the world.
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A distinction was made between age-appropriate biblical
teaching, and shared worship and ritual in which there was
learning about God together. Children’s presence, and their
questions, is perhaps the most precious gifts they bring to the
church.

What does hospitality mean for children in churches? There
were concerns, for example in N. America, that churches were
affected by the fear of abuse and being sued, so that safe space
where children are nurtured an encouraged as adults interact with
them is at risk.

There is teaching in the New Testament that insists pastors
should be good husbands and parents: is this something we have
neglected? What if we focused all of our pastors’ teaching and
preaching to adults (whether parents, aunts, uncles, football
coaches, mentors, grandparents) equipping them, empowering
them to raise our children? What would we get? Maybe:

1) adults who weren’t so self-obsessed, and more servant
hearted;

2) children who are more engaged in the life of faith and the
church, nurtured and mentored by adult disciples who
are also disciple by them.

To bring today’s children into the centre/midst of church is to
engage with cyber internet, with challenges to marriage, gay
lifestyles, because this is where young people are. Facebook is
alive in Kenya, and will be a factor in change, as young people
reconfigure the way politics (and church) are done. Some criticize
Facebook because it communicates in little chunks and
comments: but don’t adults read the Bible in the same way?

The “church” is a very broad category and concept. When
broken down into real, tangible expressions, it is sometimes an
obscuring sign of the Kingdom (for example priests who abuse
children).

The third section of the plenary paper presented problems for
some. What is the theological basis for well-being? How does this
section relate theologically to the child placed by Jesus in the
midst? For some “well-being” is a common default position for
activists, consonant with prevailing nostra, but theologically
uncritiqued.

Gifts of the Spirit are seen here conventionally as special out
of the ordinary spiritual things, which are given in and to church to
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distinguish it from ordinary humanity. This is the Pentecostalist,
charismatic, supernaturalistic model. We need to think about
natural-supernatural categories and how they relate to child,
especially child as placed by Jesus. Child there, as converting sign
of Kingdom of God, is just child, not at all gifted by Spirit, in the
post-Lukan, post-Pauline conceptualities.

This way of argument treats child as ‘asset’ to church, and
thus prevents child being sign of the call to church to stop trying to
make something of itself, and to seek the Kingdom of God.

There was discussion of how far children in today’s world are
valued. This is a complicated matter: consumer cultures see
children as very significant now (and future). Care is needed when
using terms such “asset” and “stockholders” to describe children.
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PLENARY

THE CHURCH AND THE CHILD — A
CHALLENGE TO THE CHURCHES

BY VINAY SAMUEL
Oxford Centre for Religion and Public Life, UK

Introduction

Much has been said about the “ecclesial deficit” among
evangelical, bible believing Christians. Evangelical commitment to
evangelism, to leading individuals including children to a personal
faith in the Lord Jesus is paramount. In the past forty years, there is
also the focus among many committed to evangelism to move ahead
and plant churches, that is, worshipping and fellowshipping
congregations. However, the main goal of church planting is often
described as reproducing more churches like themselves through
evangelism. The planted churches are to be primarily evangelistic
action groups drawing on a theological conviction that the more
unbelievers are made believers the closer the parousia gets.

A recent doctoral dissertation at the Oxford Centre for Mission
Studies identified how the literature evangelism agency “Every Home
Crusade” (EHC) was embarrassed by the spontaneous formation of
believers’ worshipping groups through individuals and families
accepting Christ by reading the literature given to them. EHC for a
number of years made no provision to support these groups, as they
did not feel called to church planting. One must pay tribute to the
church planting movements that made church planting, at least, as
important and even more significant than leading individuals and
groups to Christ.

However, biblically exploring and understanding what this entity
planted is did not get priority. The planted church may worship,
fellowship, teach the bible but its main goal is to replicate itself. This
missed the high view of the church in the New Testament.
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Jesus promised that the Church would be something that the
gates of hell cannot overcome (Matthew 16:18). For Paul, it is the
entity “built on the foundation of the Apostles and Prophets with
Christ Jesus himself as the chief cornerstone . . . And in him you too
are being built together to become a dwelling in which God lives by
his spirit (Ephesians 2: 20-22). The New Testament ends with the
ringing affirmation of the church’s eschatological destiny. “The Saints
will dwell in God and the Lamb, just as God and the Lamb will dwell
in them.” Revelation 21:22.

Much of evangelicalism has an instrumental view of the church. I
believe this is due to its focus on the Kingdom of God. In the Gospel
of the Kingdom, the church has only a supporting role and is not at
the centre of our mission engagement. Such a stress on ‘basileia’ over
‘ecclesia’ leads to a much weaker understanding of the church in
God’s plans of salvation, in the Kingdom of God and the New
Creation. Unless that is addressed, we will not be able recognize the
place of the child in the church properly.

In this paper, I will address the following questions. First, what is
the Church? Second, what is the relationship between the church and
the Kingdom of God, and third, what is the place of the child in the
church?

What is the Church?

From its beginning in the outpouring of the Holy Spirit on
Christ’s disciples at Pentecost (Acts 2), the Church is seen as that
gathering of believers of Christ where Christ is present. Moroslav Volf
in his seminal work on ecclesiology After our Likeness: the Church as
the Image of the Trinity, writes “the Spirit unites the gathered
congregation with the triune God and integrates it into a history
extending from Christ, indeed, from the Old Testament saints, to the

eschatological new creation.™

' Volf Miroslav, After Our Likeness: the Church as the Image of the
Trinity (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), 129.
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The reaction to the Protestant Reformation led the Roman
Catholic Church to stress that the true church is a fully visible society
comprising of three elements: profession of the true faith,
communion in the sacraments, and the submission to the legitimate
pastors®. Scholars have noted that the focus of Vatican II was on what
it means to be church in the contemporary world. Vatican II
recovered and highlighted the description of the church as the People
of God. A common understanding of the church today considers it as
a people called by God to be his people and in communion with one
another in Christ and by his grace. Among churches in the catholic
and orthodox traditions, the communion and life of the church is
primarily expressed in “sacramental and juridical structures.” Among
those of the protestant and Free Church traditions it is expressed in
the praise and worship of Christ, listening to God’s word and
ordering one’s life according to the Bible (Volf op cit page 130).

The people of God in the Old Testament

The people of God in the Old Testament are identified by their
call and by their covenant with God.

God’s call constituting a people to him begins with his call to
Abraham (Genesis 12). In Abraham and his descendants God
promises to bless all nations. That promise is the basis of his unique
covenant with Abraham and his descendants who become the People
of Israel. The people of God in the Old Testament are a called and
covenanted people. This is clearly laid out in Deuteronomy 4 & 7
where the people of God are reminded that freely and in love God
called and chose Israel as his people. The distinction between Israel
and other peoples is expressed in the use of “laos” for Israel and
“ethnos” for others in the Greek translation. God also institutes the
covenant at Sinai (Deuteronomy 4: 7) that constitutes Israel as his
people.

Embedded in the idea of peoplehood are the concepts of a
parental relationship between God and his people, the eternal future

* Avery Dulles, Models of the Church (New York: Image Books, 2002), 9.
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of this people in relation to the Day of the Lord and their particularity
as the objects of God’s election and choice.

In the Major Prophets the covenant with Israel becomes a key
theme. The Psalms affirm that God remembers and guarantees the
Covenant (Psalm 105: 8; Deuteronomy 26: 17-18). The prophets
stress the promise of the everlasting covenant God enters with his
people. Recognizing the dismal failure of Israel to keep the covenant
they look forward to a new and everlasting covenant (Jeremiah 3: 3;
Isaiah 61:8). Embedded in the idea of covenant are the themes of
shalom - peace and wholeness (Ezekiel. 37:26) and the theme of
God’s order - law and obedience to it. Covenants are to be kept not
just enjoyed (Hosea 6:7; Malachi 1-3).

The New Testament view of the church

At the end of the New Testament we find this affirmation “The
Saints will dwell in God and the Lamb as God and the Lamb will dwell
in them.” (Revelation 21: 22). We have a very high view of the church
in Revelation 21: 1 to Rev. 2: 5.

In the Gospels, the church is the community that gathers in
Christ’s name. “Where two or three are gathered in my name, I will in
their midst” Matthew 18:20. It is a gathered community, an assembly
gathered for a specific purpose in a specific place. This is also seen in
Paul’s usage in 1 Corinthians. 16: 1, 2 Corinthians 8:1, Galatians 1: 2.

It’s a called and gathered community in the Gospels. The Gospels
also see the church as a confessing community. It confesses the
messiah ship and lordship of Christ. It is communio fideluim - a
community of faith gathered by Christ, called by him, chosen by him
and confessing him. These marks describe the church in the Gospels.

In the teaching of Paul, the key metaphor is the church as the
body of Christ (1 Corinthians 12:27). This identifies the relation
between Christ, the Spirit of Christ and Christians (1 Corinthians 12:
12-30). It is a non-organic understanding of the body of Christ. This
relationship is further stressed in the metaphor of the Church as the
Bride of Christ (Ephesians 5: 22-33).
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In the Body of Christ, men and women relate in a covenant
relationship that stresses the spiritual communion of Christians with
Christ but also with one another. This communion reflects the
communion in the Godhead and is a foretaste of the communion in
heaven. While it is a communion through the Spirit of Christ it is also
a communion in common submission to Christ. Law and love are
integrally connected in the covenant relationship of the Body of
Christ.

Paul also describes the church as a structure, a building built on a
foundation of normative truth witnessed to by the apostles and
prophets (Ephesians 2: 22-23) and built by the Holy Spirit into a holy
temple, the dwelling place of God the Spirit. The presence of God in
Christ through His spirit in the church lifts the church from a mere
historical institution to one formed in history but existing eternally.

In 1 Corinthians 10: 1-11, Paul describes the judgments that befell
of the Old Testament people of God. He concludes in verse 11 by
saying on the present church the fulfillment has come. The church is
the new people of God. While Paul continues to affirm in Romans 9:
11 that God has not rejected the Jews, he is clear that there is now a
new people of God, a new Israel (Romans 9:25 and Galatians 6: 16).
The church as the people of God is the description in 1 Peter 1: 1, 2: 9,
10). 1 Peter 2:5 also describes the church as a spiritual household, the
household of God. In 1 Peter, the use of the church as the people of
God is the recognition that the church is the promised eschatological
people of God of the Old Testament prophets.

The description of the people of God focuses on the unique
calling of the church to come out of darkness into light and declare
the praise of God, to live distinctly as a holy people, as a spiritual
household and be a community of priests to the world.

Paul’s teaching on the Charismata of the Spirit and the Church
identifies the church as a polycentric community. Miroslav Volf
writes “It’s a model of life with a polycentric participative structure (1
Corinthians 14:33). All in the church are called and all are endowed
with gifts by the Spirit (1 Corinthians 12:7, Romans 13:3, Ephesians
4:7, 1 Peter 4:10).” There is no mention of children endowed with
gifts but gifts are not limited to adults. The interdependence of the
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charismata in the church goes with the mutual subordination of its
members (Ephesians 5:21). The work of the Spirit in the church
ensures a distribution of power. The church’s unity is maintained not
by coercion but by freedom in the Spirit.

In summary the New Testament describes the church as a
community of God’s people, a family of God. It is a love shaped
community, a faith confessing community, a rule based community
and a mission driven community.

What is the Relation between the Church and the Kingdom
of God?

The Kingdom of God is both a present reality and a future hope
in the teaching of Jesus. The recovery of Jesus’ teaching of Kingdom
of God in the church and particularly in the evangelical movement in
the past 50 years has in some instances saw the church as provisional
in contrast to the eternal nature of the Kingdom, Karl Rahner wrote
“the church is living always on the proclamation of our own
provisional status and her historically advancing elimination in the
coming Kingdom of God towards which she is expectantly traveling
as a pilgrim.”® Hans Kung sees the church as finite and of the present
and the Kingdom as of the future and end time. For him and those
who see the church as existing for the Kingdom and till the
Kingdom’s consummation Ecclesia is the work of man and Basileia is
the work of God.

It is my contention that much of contemporary evangelicalism
has this Kingdom understanding and so suffers from an ecclesial
deficit. As mission shaped communities evangelicals understandably
draw on the Kingdom framework and see the church essentially as the
agency that witnesses to the Kingdom. In his excellent paper “The
Kingdom Master Plan: The Ecclesia” Bambang Budijanto appears to
recover the significance of the church but so defines it by Kingdom

* Quoted in Dulles, op cit.: 95
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language and terms that suggest the church’s provisional and
temporary status till its dissolution in the Kingdom.

I wish to contend that the New Testament teaching on the
church, while showing an integral relationship between the Kingdom
and the church, views the church as not only existing in history but
beyond history is heaven.

Avery Dulles quotes the Swedish biblical scholar Harold
Reisenfed to affirm that the term Ecclesia is an eschatological term.
The idea of “the People of the Saints of the most high God, upon
whom, according to Daniel 7: 27, power and glory are to be restored,
lies at root of the thinking of Paul, the Synoptics and presumably even
Jesus concerning the church.”™

In 1 Corinthians 6: 1-3, Christian’s share in God’s judgment, even
over the angels. Jesus taught that the little flock of his disciples, the
proto ecclesia would share in the messianic supper in heaven and sit
on thrones. Jesus prepares a place for his disciples in his Father’s
house in heaven. In Paul the church is the temple completed and
consecrated at the end of history (2 Corinthians 6: 16, Ephesians 2:
22) the church is the bride perfected and presented in heaven (2
Corinthians 11:2, Ephesians 5: 22, Revelation 19: 7, 21: 2, 22:17).

While the Kingdoms of the world will become the Kingdom of
our Lord and King at Christ’s return, the Church that is the bride of
Christ, the New Jerusalem, the holy temple, will also reign with him.

So we cannot collapse the church into the Kingdom. She has an
eternal existence. And it is this church we are part of on earth and in
history.

What then is the relationship between the church and the
Kingdom?

The church reflects the reality of the Kingdom in history, in the
lives of its members, as a community in the world and through the
way it orders its life in the world. The Kingdom is beyond the church.
Its boundaries are not coterminous with the church. Yet, the church

* Dulles op. cit 96
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has a distinct existence within the reality of the Kingdom and has a
particular place and life in history and an eschatological future.

The Holy Spirit, as the eschatological gift is particularly poured
on the church and the spirit’s gifts for the church are unique and not
available beyond the church.

The church orders its life as a divine institution in human society.
It is the body of Christ in institutional form. Its members have certain
callings and gifts that go with them. Its relationships reflect equality,
mutual submission and support. It has defined functions and orders
and codes of behavior and discipline. All these are part of its faith, life
and order and distinct to its life. In the biblical teaching on the
Kingdom of God, there is very little of such order laid out and
authorized. The talk of Kingdom ethics and values tends to displace
the distinct calling of the church to follow the pattern given to it as
the Body of Christ and as the People of God.

The above and below nature of the Kingdom is evident in the
Lord’s Prayer. “Your Kingdom come on earth as it is in heaven.” The
Kingdom is not a future reality for heaven. It operates in its fullness in
heaven now. Its operation in history is to draw history to its
fulfillment. It is real and not an imperfect Kingdom. On earth it is
anticipatory and not complete. On earth it is provisional as to our
understanding of it and even our expression of it, for we see in a
mirror shadowed by history. But even its provisional expression
strives and strains for its perfect fulfillment. The church meanwhile, is
endowed with the Holy Spirit and the deposit of the faith given to the
Apostles and the Holy Scriptures as the norm by which it lives as a
source of the truth that leads to salvation and transformation.

The church recognizes its incompleteness and sin and groans for
heaven. Yet it is called to witness to truth that is not provisional, live
by the confidence of the truth if not complete is certainly adequate
and bear witness to it boldly in the world. While conscious of its
frailty and sinfulness, the church is still called in history to live by the
confidence of the truth given to it.

The pre-eschatological life of the church makes it a sign of the
Kingdom of God and the New Creation. It lives out its life as the sign
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empowered by the love that the Holy Spirit pours into its life. This
love will enable it to develop a mode of conduct and character that
conforms to God’s moral law. God’s moral law must shape the
church’s life as much as God’s love.

The pre-eschatological life of the church makes it a space for the
expression of the life of the new creation deeply conscious that it is far
from its full realization. The space shaped by the love poured into the
church by the spirit is the space for the spiritual formation of its
members.

What is the Place of the Child in the Church?

Child well-being is at the centre of child policies of governments
today. The discourse in child well-being shapes education, social care,
family life, and the work of development agencies in developing
countries.

We will first examine the different conceptions of well-being that
shape public life today and secondly present biblical perspectives on
child well-being.

Conceptions of well being

Professor Nicholas Wolterstorf in his recent book Justice: Rights
and Wrongs® - suggests that there are three different ways of
conceptualizing well-being.

a) One conception focuses on an “experientially satisfying life.”
Its home is in the modern utilitarian tradition. Most
economists, social scientists and social planners employ it.
James Griffin presents this position in his work on well-
being. Well-being is good for a particular person, is seen as
valuable by the person who lives it. Another influential
scholar, Robert Adams describes human well being as that
which is good for a person. What that good is not explained
except to say that it is good as long as one enjoys the

* Nicholas Wolterstorf, Justice: Rights and Wrongs (Princeton: University
Press, 2007).
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excellent. Enjoyment is the key aspect of well-being, the
central good.

b) The Aristotelian “Eudaimonist” tradition has shaped
contemporary conceptions of well-being particularly through
the work of secular philosophers like Martha Nussbaum. It
sees well being as the good life that is well lived. Happiness
characterizes the good life and it consists mainly of activities
that together make a well lived life. Not wealth but what do
you do with wealth. So it is not about the greatest desire
satisfaction. It is agent oriented, I must choose from an array
of options.

c) Wolterstorf himself suggests a third approach to
understanding well-being and calls it the life that goes well. It
includes living well and flourishing. He draws it from the
biblical teachi