General Synod Good Childhood debate

York, July 12th 2009
Monday 2nd February this year brought blizzards to much of Britain.  Making my way by train early to London from Leicester I became aware that just for a day I was living in a different country.  Schools were closed: children and adults were at play, parents couldn’t get to work and having abandoned their laptops and their cars were joining in the fun – building an array of ridiculous snowmen all the way through the Home Counties.  On a Monday morning in term time, mothers and fathers were playing with their children – and astonishingly civilisation survived!

 

The train journey, ironically, was to the launch of the Good Childhood Inquiry.  Sponsored by The Children’s Society, the inquiry was set up to produce an evidence-based report examining the conditions needed for a good childhood, what are the obstacles and what do we need to change to make life less difficult for many of our children?  The answers gave a voice to thousands of children whose evidence was received through polls and focus groups and BBC Newsround surveys.  The news coverage of the launch was remarkable – generating 64 stories on national TV and radio and some 70 national newspaper articles.  The report has been debated in the House of Lords and in 20 diocesan conferences.  Through this process children’s voices have been heard and the vision of a Good Childhood has been placed centre stage.

 

And the question for us, Madam Chair, is this:  Do we have the understanding, the imagination, the courage and the determination to keep it there?  Can we hear in the message of this report a voice calling us to take stock of our adult preoccupations for the sake of our children?  And can we discern the role that we as a national church need to play if we are to take our part in the attitudinal change which must be brought about if our children are to flourish?

 

Any glance at a newspaper reveal why.  We are schizoid about children.  We appear to regard them as menacing – a ‘generation of savages’ as the Mail on Sunday headlined a story recently, while becoming almost obsessively neurotic about a child’s need for protection against assault.  We require parental consent for a young person to marry under 18, while holding children criminally responsible at the age of 10.

 

We tend to be anxious about children, meaning we are less free to offer them what they tell us they most need from us, namely acceptance, respect and love.

 

The message of the 2007 UNICEF report, discussed at this Synod 2 years ago was that Britain ranked bottom of a league table of the world’s richest 21 countries – demonstrating that because of income inequality, family breakdown, addictions to drugs and alcohol and less healthy lifestyles, our children face a much more difficult world than those in continental Europe.

 

The trends are not promising.  32% of media articles today (according to MORI) associate children and young people with violence, crime and anti-social behaviour.  The proportion of children under 16 as a part of the UK population has declined from 25% in 1971 to 17% in 2001 and is predicted to be less than 15% in 2011.  Children are a smaller, less understood component of our society, in danger of increasing marginalisation.  What’s more, family structures have changed dramatically in 25 years, with the marriage rate falling consistently year on year since the 1970’s while the numbers of children in single parent households and step families is increasing (and correspondingly the number of dependent children in single parent families has increased).

 

This is a world in which the effects of advertising, consumerism, information technology and pressure succeed has made some aspects of growing up much harder than it was 50 years ago.

 

So what is the central message of the report?  It is that we have to reconfigure our understanding of childhood, and move on from the misguided principles of fear and protection, stifling children’s development while, at the same time, imposing adult values on their lives at an earlier and earlier age.

 

In seeking this change, it is not surprising that at the top of the list of the subjects the Inquiry highlights comes the Family.  Here the recommendations are clear and unequivocal.

 

·         A child needs parents who love the child and love each other.

 

·         Child rearing is one of the most challenging tasks in life and ideally requires 2 people.

 

·         Children learn to lover through seeing the love between 2 adults.

 

·         Continuity in parenting is generally crucial for the development of inner security.

 

·         When they have a child, parents should have a long-term commitment to each other as well as to the child.

 

And there is much more in this section – setting out clear, simple, evidence-based guidelines for building sustainable family life, and reminding us that fathers are crucial.  “If fathers are more closely involved with their children,” says the report “other things being equal, children develop better friendships, more empathy, higher self-esteem, better life satisfaction and higher educational achievement.”

 

The other themes of the report are described and discussed in GS 1744 which you have before you.  Running through these themes are three threads which bring us back to the change in attitudes the report is seeking to achieve.

 

First , it points to what it calls ‘excessive individualism’ – the belief that the prime duty of the individual is to make the most of their own life, rather than to contribute to the good of others.  (Individual freedom and self-determination can only exist if balanced by a proper sense of care and responsibility for others.)  Perhaps the report lays too much at the door of this concept – high family break-up, unprincipled advertising, too much competition in education and acceptance of income inequality.  These, of course, have other causes too, but Professor Michael Sandel supports the thesis in his Reith lectures this year, arguing that a new citizenship requires a politic that leans against the privatising tendencies of our age, and that a healthy democracy requires that we think of ourselves less as consumers and more as citizens.

 

Second , the report forces us to face up to increasing and unnecessary inequalities in this country, resulting in an exceptionally high proportion of children here living way below the average standard of living.  Children from poor families fare less well than others in terms of mental health, school achievement, substance abuse and teenage pregnancy.  Poverty in childhood is one of the most consistent predictors of subsequent disadvantage.  Visiting recently in one of our inner city schools in Leicester, where 42 different languages are spoken and 84% are on free school meals, I sensed the enormous challenges that the educational system faces to address these inequalities and the heroic efforts of hard-pressed and sometimes under-resourced teachers.

 

The third thread is that of collective responsibility.  It is our shared responsibility to work for change by pressing for further reform of the relentless educational testing regime, curbing advertising to children, resisting councils who allow building on play space, improving mental health care for under 16s and in many of the other areas discussed.

 

Madam Chair, the GS paper ‘Being Adult about Childhood’ offers practical suggestions about what we in the Churches can do about this – by supporting families, friendships, schools and communities, and I hope we shall hear about plans, projects and proposals in the debate which follows.

 

The Children’s Society has a major programme of action to encourage responses to the report, which include:

 

·         A well-being survey to be published in the autumn of this year to be followed up by setting up the first regularly updated national well-being index, taking into account young people’s views about what makes for their flourishing.

 

·         Establishing a commission on fatherhood in association with the Fatherhood Institute to identify the barriers that prevent fathers from playing a full and positive role in their children’s lives.

 

·         Creating the Good Childhood Conversation which (through facilitated events, led and hosted by churches with the wider community) will share key findings from the Inquiry: this is really the process which will focus our local actionacross the country to make childhoods better.

 

Madam Chair, there are some who have been disappointed in this report.  They had expected from The Children’s Society, an analysis which clearly sets the issues within the Christian tradition, drawing out how our understanding of and response to these issues sits firmly within a Biblical world view.  It will be a tragedy if the fact that the Inquiry chose not to do that renders the Church deaf to the very clear message which is her.  We need a movement, led by the Church, supported by The Children’s Society, our Board of Education and other partners to take this forward.  Our GS paper thoroughly relates this account of childhood to the values of the Kingdom, and the teaching of Jesus in the Sermon on the Mount. It draws out the connections to Augustine and Aquinas, through Schleiermacher and Von Balthazar.  It sets the story in the context of 20th Century teaching of Temple and Hauerwas.  Above all it reminds us that unless we change and become like children we cannot enter the Kingdom of Heaven.

 

And there is a deeper revelation here too.  It relates to the familiar story of the child Samuel, mistaking the voice of God for the old man Eli.  It was the time of the Judges when “the voice of God was rare in those days”.  “Everyone” says the Old Testament “did what was right in his eyes”.  Excessive individualism we might call it.  God’s way of speaking then was through the child Samuel.  Perhaps God’s way of speaking to us now is through the children whose voice (if we will listen) can be heard in this report and who can convert us to the values of the Kingdom.
