THE CHILD IN THE MIDST OF BIBLICAL WITNESS

Paper for Quito CT Consultation   8th March 2007

Introduction to Child Theology

The simplest definition of Child Theology that I can give is:

“What does it mean for us today to follow Jesus by changing and becoming like little children in order to enter the Kingdom of Heaven?”

You will notice that this is not a set of beliefs, or a statement of practice, but a simple question.  That is why those of us who have been involved for some years in the process are so keen to sit alongside others as we are doing today in order to help us respond to the question.

And a sensible way to start is by searching the Scriptures.

When we do so with a particular group of people, or question in mind it is always a joy and encouragement to find that God is ready and waiting to greet us.  By His Holy Spirit has not left us without a witness.

In this unique collection of writings comprising 66 books compiled over 1,500 years God’s purposes towards a huge number of groups and situations is revealed.  Thus those in Latin America who sought to understand the place of the poor and oppressed in God’s kingdom were able to trace his commitment to them from the earliest pages and stories, especially in the liberation of the Hebrew slaves from Egypt.  So it has been with those enquiring about those seen as outsiders or others because of their culture, ethnicity, crimes, brokenness or gender.
  

One of the results of such a search is to read the Bible more comprehensively and sensitively.  Anyone who has tried to understand the place of women in God’s mission for example cannot fail to understand the Gospel of Luke differently to those who wrote commentaries a few decades ago.

In some ways the reading of the Bible that makes children the starting point for study can be compared to these other perspectives and movements.
  But one significant point of departure is this: Jesus took a little child (not a woman, poor man, gentile), and placed him in the middle of his disciples as a key to understanding the Kingdom of Heaven and the very heart of his calling and mission.

But that is to go ahead of ourselves.  Before looking at the place of the child and children in the Scriptures, we need to remind ourselves that at the very heart of the Bible we find God himself, revealed in different ways and at different times, but supremely and mostly fully in Jesus Christ.  Child Theology takes Jesus as its Alpha and Omega. However precious any part of creation is (and children are very dear to God’s heart) anything that displaces God will tend to become an idol.
 So I would like to stress that all of us must take good care never to think or act in a way that elevates children or childhood in such a way that God in Christ is relegated to the background.  And needless to say I will try to make sure I do not do so in this paper!

Children in the Biblical Witness

(1) Children (and young people) as children 

You will notice the title of this paper. More often people tend to think of “children in the Bible”.  And there is a big difference.  We can indeed look right through the Bible from Genesis to Revelation using a concordance and find lots of references to children and young people.  You can do the same thing with plants, mountains, rivers, women, colours, cities and so on.  You end up with an impressive list, and if you reflect on it you can work your way to some sort of biblical or even theological understanding of the category that you start with.  At best you will work towards a theology of children, plants, mountains, rivers, women, colours or cities.  And that has its place, because God who created all things delights in every part of creation and it is good to have our eyes opened to new aspects of his work of art or drama that we think of as the universe.

But biblical witness is about something more than this.  It challenges us to see the meaning of each part of creation; its testimony if you like.  What is it pointing to?  What is the message it is designed to convey to us?  And it doesn’t take us long to realise that the Bible itself is crystal clear that everything in creation is designed to point to God in Jesus Christ.  Everything is created to praise the Creator: whether trees clapping their hands, seas roaring, or babies crying. This means that in seeking to understand children as part of the biblical witness we are not merely trying to understand better how children are made, what they are like, how they develop (although there is so much that we can learn about these things), but to understand more fully what children reveal to us of God and his purposes and nature.

If you can make this distinction with me you will immediately grasp the difference between a “theology of childhood” and “child theology”.  This is not to say that they do not inform each other and overlap, but to point out the way in which Child Theology goes beyond the child as a child, in order to see the child in relation to God in Jesus Christ. It may be that a theology of childhood is a useful starting point.  An excellent reference book if you are looking for an encyclopaedia of children in the Bible is the book: Precious in His Sight, by Roy B. Zuck.
 

And if you want a summary of how Christian biblical scholars and theologians have interpreted all the references to children in the Bible I can commend to you the work of my friend and colleague, Professor Marcia Bunge in her paper “Historical Perspectives on Children and the Church” published in the Houston Consultation on Child Theology Report.
 She argues that the following categories need to be held in tension if we are to strengthen our commitment to children.  And I would argue that only if we hold on to them all can we begin to see deeper into the biblical witness to God and his faithfulness, justice and love.

Children in the Bible have been understood theologically as:

Gifts of God and Sources of Joy

Sinful Creatures and Moral Agents 

Developing Beings who Need Instruction and Guidance

Fully Human and Made in the Image of God

Models of Faith and Sources of Revelation

Orphans, Neighbours, Strangers in Need of Justice and Compassion

I think you can see that rarely do we manage in church and ministry to hold all of these together.  And it is not hard to see the problems that arise when we concentrate on only one of these perspectives.  If for example we see children as simply gifts of God and sources of joy, we will not take seriously the challenges of motherhood, and will tend to have a sentimentalised and romantic idea of children that does not do justice to the suffering and oppression of children worldwide.  If on the other hand see them simply as sinful, parenting and teaching may not be open to what children have to teach as we seek to care for and teach them.  There is work to do here for all of us, and these two resources are a real blessing as we set about this task.

(2) Children as partners in God’s mission 

A few years ago I read right through the Bible, but with a particular purpose in mind. I was looking to see how, where and why children figured in the Bible.  The result was a paper for a Cutting Edge Conference, “Rediscovering Children at the Heart of Mission”.
 It was a turning point in my whole ministry, and could be said to have given birth to what we now call Child Theology.  As I re-read the paper I am struck by how many insights I gained that had been hidden until that moment, but one that turned my whole understanding of children around was that children “performed some of his most significant acts and revelations through these children.  Their faith and actions are critically important in the unfolding and outworking of God’s purposes.” (Page 190) Until then I think I had tended to see children as precious objects of care, teaching and ministry.  They remain that still, but what I had missed was the fact that again and again the Bible tells how God used them as partners in His mission when adults and adult institutions had failed or gone rotten.

This insight helped me to see that it is necessary to ponder deeply the nature of God’s mission.  He takes the weak things of the world, and reveals his strength in and through weakness.  And I see that children are largely unconscious of the way in which God is using them: they are not trained agents of the Kingdom.  Perhaps God is using us as individuals and a church in ways that we are completely unaware of.  Do we stress conscious mission, objectives and outcomes, systems and models, when He prefers to work as quietly as yeast in the dough and a mustard seed in the garden?  So perhaps you can see how this discovery has led me both to see my relationship to children differently, and also to reflect deeply on what all this has to teach about God, Jesus and the Kingdom of Heaven. 

(3) Child and childhood as God’s way of seeing all humans

Once you start reading the Bible with children in mind you quickly discover that many if not most of the references to children are not actually about children as young human beings at all, but ways of describing adults and adult communities.  In the Jewish Scriptures there is continuous reference to “the children of Israel” for example and as we all know this phrase refers to the whole of the Jewish community, male and female, young and old.  Likewise in the New Testament followers of Jesus are often referred to as “little children”, for example in the letters of John.

This is not the place to develop this perspective, but we can note that it has some important implications.  One is that we must be careful in making distinctions between adults and children, lest we obscure the fact that God sees us all as his children.  What if childhood rather than being a temporary phase in human development before what we may think of as maturity or adulthood, is, from God’s point of view a description of the whole of our lives?  When you pray, say, “Our Father”: not just while you are little children, but as adult believers and followers of Jesus.

Allied to this is the recognition that some of the most important descriptions of what it is to be a Christian relate to processes that we usually associate with children and childhood.  Two obvious examples are Adoption and being Born Again.  Whatever Paul and Jesus mean when they use these symbols they are not calling adults to cease to be responsible adults; but at the same time it is clear that unless we hold on to the child in the midst we, as adults, lose a vital sign of the Kingdom of God. 

(4)  The Messiah as child

One of the umbilical links between the Old and New Testaments is the child foretold in the prophets notably, Isaiah, and the birth of Jesus, the promised one.  I invite you to ponder afresh the passages in Isaiah which speak of this child (Isaiah 7: 14; 9: 1-7; 11: 1-11) to see what they reveal of God’s nature and his Kingdom.  And then to read afresh the two birth narratives of Jesus in the Gospels of Matthew and Luke.  There is something distinctive and vital about the fact that God is revealing himself, coming among us, as a baby:  “This will be a sign to you: you will the babe, wrapped in swaddling clothes and lying in a manger.”

Jesus does not refer to his childhood in his adult ministry, and we must be careful not to build theology where he chooses not to do so.  But he does draw attention to the importance of the cries of newborn babies in Psalm 8: 2.  And although we know that salvation comes to us through the life, death and resurrection of Jesus, rather than through his childhood, we should be careful not to overlook Jesus the promised child.

When thinking about this in Malaysia a year or two ago, I preached on the subject “child in the midst” arguing that God had chosen to place a child in the middle of human history, and that the immediate reaction was that this divine child was placed in a manger because there was no room for him in the inn. Still I wonder whether we make sufficient room in our theology, biblical studies, worship, and pastoral work for the baby Jesus.

In very practical terms I am suggesting that Christmas is rightly seen as a very special festival, and that it should not simply be seen as a prelude to the later ministry of Jesus.  In this little baby God is revealing deep things about himself, and as we grasp them we will see both our Father God, and also little children differently.
  

(5)  Child as Representative of Jesus and Kingdom

As some of you know I have been working with my friend Professor Haddon Willmer for over three years on a book that expounds the encounter between Jesus and his disciples in Matthew 18 where Jesus places a child in their midst as a sign of the Kingdom of Heaven.  This has led us both to realise that neither we, nor our theological and biblical colleagues have given sufficient attention to what this child in the midst teaches us about Jesus, the way of the Cross and the nature of the Kingdom of Heaven.  Jesus is clear that there is a risk of his disciples missing out on the Kingdom all together if they do not heed the sign of the child, but subsequent church history does not suggest we have heeded his action, teaching or warnings seriously.

Let me give you a flavour of our exposition.  We see the disciples engaged in an argument which is essentially theological.  And it is about arguably the most important matter of all: what the Kingdom of Heaven means.  That is what it really means to follow Jesus all the way with integrity and commitment.  Jesus has tried to explain the nature of the Kingdom and the way of the Cross in a number of different ways: stories, signs, examples, actions, and specific teaching.  But they have not even grasped the most basic idea of this Kingdom.  So as he begins his final journey to Jerusalem and the Cross he places a child in their midst to provide a completely unexpected clue or key to the Kingdom.

As we have considered this deeply and at length we have come to believe that the passage has considerable insights for us all into the heart of God, the way of the Cross and how we are to relate to children and to Jesus.  

One crucial discovery for us concerns the use of the term “representative”.  Others have talked about the way Jesus identifies with little children in this and a later incident when he took little children in his arms and blessed them.  And clearly there is a close link between children and Jesus.  We have come to see the word “representative” as crucially important here.  And this has led us to see in a fresh way how Jesus represents us on the Cross.  He holds the space open for us so that by his Spirit the time comes when we are really “in him in his death”, and therefore raised with him to newness of life.  The child and Jesus are not interchangeable, any more than Jesus and his followers are interchangeable, but they and we are representatives.

I think I will need to leave it at this point, but would of course be happy to discuss things with you, and hope it will not be too long before this book is available in print.

(6)  The Child and Systematic Theology

At this stage in a seminar you do not want me to introduce another huge topic, so I will be very brief.  Our biblical reading depends on a framework of theological understanding that is often called systematic theology.  However hard you try you can’t get away from it.  This was what Calvin the great biblical scholar meant when he penned his Institutes.  Rather than keep on repeating himself in every commentary he tried to sum up some of the truths that underlay everything he was finding in the Scriptures.

Those of us who have studied systematic theology with a child in mind find that children are usually marginal if not completely invisible in virtually everything that has been written so far. (Others have noticed before that the poor, women and black people have also been noticeably absent in what is written and have started to put that right.)

As we begin to re-read this theology we find that new insights are dawning and new questions arise about: Creation, the Fall and Sin, Redemption, Church, Christ, the Kingdom of Heaven, the Resurrection, the Last Days and so on.  The most obvious example is the way in which a child helps us to understand the “now” and “not yet” of the Kingdom of Heaven. This is a big enterprise but we are making a start.  We do not know what we will find, but taking our clue from Jesus we know that we can do no other, so help us God.

Marcia Bunge and I have been discussing the possibility of a book by international writers looking afresh at a number of key theological issues with a child in the midst of their thinking. We are looking as I speak for those from South America who might be willing and able to join others from every continent in the enterprise.

Our response to children

As we close let us draw out the meaning of Matthew 18 for us all, whether theologians, pastors or parents and children’s activists.  Child Theology is not interested in part-theology: it is determined to facilitate practical/operative theology. So here is a summary of some of the practical implications of the journey so far.

A richer and fuller understanding of the nature of children and childhood

So those working as teachers, advocates have a more theologically informed framework in which to work.  This includes a more holistic understanding of “child development”.

New understandings of church and mission

Children are seen as nearer the heart of worship and ministry and not just as hearers and learners, but as those who teach and lead by their very presence.  This is good news for those working alongside children because there could be a sea-change in the understanding of the people of God about children’s ministry.

A prophetic role for those engaged in children’s ministry

Our engagement with children of all sorts leads us to discover truths that must be share with the wider Christian community.  Children’s ministry must not be seen as a separate and discrete area of church life.

Rethinking education and faith formation

Those engaged in Child Theology have begun to look with critical eyes at some of the taken for granted assumptions we have about the nature and purpose of education, and how children learn whether about life or faith.  The significance of the cries of babies and infants tends to be overlooked in church and school.

Parenting

It takes a village, a church community to parent.  This includes us all.

Adulthood 

Perhaps one of the greatest contributions of Child Theology is that adulthood (the nearest word in the Bible is “adultery”) is seen differently!

Conclusion

This is work in progress and I hope you will have much to add by your suggestions and critical observations.  The process of discussion and conversation is vital to all that Child Theology is and does.  That is how we believe it began when Jesus entered a theological discussion, and this consultation is part of the very same conversation that others have joined around the world.  The starting question has opened up some very big issues.

Dr Keith J. White
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�  I personally remember the time when as a sociologist I read Jacques Ellul’s great book The Meaning of the City which traced the place of cities in God’s unfolding purposes from the very first chapters of Genesis to the last pages of Revelation.


�  It is not the right place here to do so, but I am working on a booklet that compares and contrasts Child Theology critically with some of these movements. There are some striking similarities and also differences.


�   This point has been made carefully in Introducing Child Theology and so I do not need to labour it here and now.  


�  Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 1996.


�  London: CTM, 2005, pages 38-45.  


�   Now published in Celebrating Children (Carlisle: Paternoster, 2003), pages 189-199.


�  I commend to you the book by David Jensen, Graced Vulnerability (Cleveland: Pilgrim Press, 2005) which takes this as one of its starting points.
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