Children in the Way

It has become clear to me recently just how central the place of the child is in the Gospel story.  If we look in Matthew’s gospel we see that:

a. We have no chance of even entering the Kingdom unless we become like a child (18.2),

b. If we welcome a little child we welcome Jesus (18.5),

c. The lost sheep from the 100 in the flock is one of ‘these little ones’ (18.12),

d. Children are signs of the kingdom of heaven (19.14),

e. When Jesus heals a man in the Temple, the children praise noisily and the adults became angry (21.15).

For a long time I paid lip service to the place children have in the Kingdom of God, and therefore the place they have in the church too.

We have often treated children as ‘adults in the making’, and sometimes called them by the unfortunate phrase ‘the church of tomorrow’ when they are already the church of today.  Then, when we have referred to children, we have only emphasised characteristics such as ‘childlike trust’, loyalty’ or ‘obedience’, qualities that make us feel comfortable and in control having them around us.  

But there are other phrases that we could use to describe children; mischievous, cheeky, self-willed, exploring, demanding, questioning, growing, open and learning.  Jesus does not say which qualities he is drawing our attention to, but leaves us to work it out for ourselves.

Throughout our Biblical story there are children and young people who have played a pivotal part in God’s plan.  They include: the baby Isaac, Joseph as teenager, Moses and his sister Miriam, Samuel in the tabernacle, David as Israel faced Goliath, a captive slave girl who worked in Naaman’s household, and many others - until we eventually come to the child Jesus himself.  

For too long we have asked, “What can we do for children and young people?”, whereas may be we need to start asking, “What can they do for us, or teach us?”  Children have been on the receiving end of our attention and activity, but I believe the gospels are asking us to put ourselves on the receiving end.  St John was bold enough to use the radical language of needing to be born again, to start all over again like a child.

In this new (Jesus centred) understanding, children are seen as nearer the heart of worship, mission and ministry, and not just as hearers and learners – they are ones who teach and lead by their very presence.  The implication of this is that children’s ministry must not be seen as a separate and discrete area of church life.

The result of seeing children and young people in a different light will also result in us seeing ‘adulthood’ differently too – and this can only be good for all of us.

Graham Turner.

Further reading on this topic can seen at www.graham-turner.com. 
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