Faith at the Crossroads: The Lent Lectures 2010
3 March 2010- How do we teach values to our children?
Preparing for this talk tonight, I glanced at Sunday’s newspaper headlines.  In just ten seconds of searching I found the following three:

· ‘Top Comprehensives blocking out pupils from poorer backgrounds’


· ‘Take away ban near schools to help fight child obesity’


· ‘Lord knows what children are taught in our faith schools’


Children make headlines.  Their schooling, their diets, their lifestyles, their behaviour, and even their patterns of consumption are of constant interest to the newspapers and presumably to their readers.  If you look at the cards for sale congratulating a parent on a new born child, you see a highly idealised, sentimental view of childhood – all rose petals and pink teddy bears.  Within ten or twelve years, if we rely on the newspapers, these beautiful innocent babies have somehow been transformed into sinister, menacing hoodies patrolling our shopping malls and endangering law abiding adults.  We seem to either idealise children or be terrified of them.  Either sentimentalise them or demonise them.  We create evermore elaborate procedures for protecting children, while reducing their age of criminal responsibility so that they have to answer for themselves in the criminal courts at the age of ten.
We are in short a society a little troubled about our children and more than a little confused about them.  So today I want to explore what a Christian view of childhood might be, how does the Bible help us to understand that and what does it say about our responsibility both as Christian citizens and our responsibility as a church?

I’ve called this lent series ‘Faith at the Crossroads’.  I spoke about how we stand at a crossroads as a society, and I think that is particularly true in relation to our attitudes to children.  Let me try to explain why.

First, as I mentioned last week, we live in an age where secularist voices are becoming evermore strident.  The Secularists feel that faith is irrational, irrelevant, and therefore to teach faith to children is manipulative.  So faith schools have become especially contentious in relation to sex education or teaching about abortion, for example.  In the Secularists view of the world, the current guidance from the Department for Children, Schools and Families represents the deepest wisdom on these subjects, and should not be subject to any critique from an ancient religious tradition!  There must be a publically accepted values system, dictated by Government to which all children should be exposed in the public education system and which should not be critiqued by any faith values system.

Secondly, we seem to be at a crossroads in terms of the politicisation of children.  In the run up to an Election politicians are apt to make the teaching of values to children hot political topic.  Only a week or two ago the headlines were all about the sale of padded bras to young girls aged around twelve or thirteen.  And last week the issue arose again as a one day debate around the sexualisation of children.  And if the politicians are not raising issues in a slightly headline grabbing way, then the newspapers will always make front page copy out of the more lurid and dramatic stories about children, whether it is the recent desperate case of a child starved to death by her parents, or the two boys torturing their victim which recently came to Court.
And then there are significant issues making the headlines at the moment about child poverty.  After the USA, Britain is one of the most unequal of the rich countries and this impacts directly on our children.  Children living in poverty lead very different lives from other children – they go without holidays or school trips, many live in cramped living spaces, they have fewer safe places to play or opportunities to go out, they feel some shame and embarrassment when then are unable to dress like their peers, with the stigma of being ‘free school dinner’ children.  At the extreme end they often try to protect their parents from their own feelings of disadvantage including sometimes hiding their hunger.  And these children are especially prevalent in some minority ethnic groups, amongst disabled children, children living with a disabled parent, Traveller children, children living in lone parent households.  And this kind of poverty is related to many of the other indicators of disadvantage such as poor mental health, poor school achievement, substance abuse and teenage pregnancy.  
And then we are also at something of a crossroads in terms of understanding what we mean by ‘a child’.  For example, the minimum age at which a person can marry without parental consent is currently 18, (this age was set as late as 1929, before which date a person was considered sufficiently mature to adopt the responsibility of marriage at the age of 12 in the case of a female or 14 in the case of a male.)  So this age of responsibility has gone up dramatically.  On the other hand the age of criminal responsibility has been reduced in the last fifteen years from 13 to 10 years.  It’s simply one example amongst many of our highly inconsistent attitudes to children.
Now the total effect of many of these uncertainties was summarised in a report by the international children’s charity UNICEF, published three years ago.  The report shocked many by revealing that the UK came bottom of the ranking order in children’s wellbeing, when compared with other rich countries.  The report measured material wellbeing, health and safety, education, family relationships and subjective wellbeing.  The report ranked UK last out of 21 countries behind the US and a number of less wealthy countries than our own.  This has led to The Children’s Society (which I Chair the Board of Trustees) to develop a Children’s Wellbeing Index in order to measure how children are doing and how they feel about their lives on a regular basis.

So where are we to look for guidance in thinking through our responsibility as Christians and our responsibility as a church for children?  Perhaps the place to begin is with the Bible.  The familiar story of Samuel in the Old Testament is of a child growing up in the Lord’s service under the guidance of the old priest Eli.  In chapter 3 of the first book of Samuel, we read this:
‘In those days the word of the Lord was rarely heard and there was no outpouring of vision.  One night Eli, whose eyes were dim and his sight failing, was lying down in his usual place, while Samuel slept in the Temple of the Lord where the Arc of God was.  Before the lamp of God had gone out, the Lord called him, and Samuel answered, “Here I am” and ran to Eli saying, “You called me here: here I am.”  “No, I did not call” said Eli, “Lie down again.” So he went and lay down.  The Lord called Samuel again, and he got up and went to Eli.  “Here I am” he said.  “Surely you called me.”  “I did not call my son” he answered, “Lie down again”.  Samuel had not yet come to know the Lord, and the word of the Lord had not been disclosed to him.  When the Lord called him for the third time, he again went to Eli and said “Here I am you did call me”.  Then Eli understood that it was the Lord calling the boy; he told Samuel to go and lie down and said, if someone calls once more say “Speak Lord your servant is listening”.  So Samuel went and laid down in his place.’

That story of the Word of the Lord coming to a child is set in the context of the period of the Judges when, as the Bible tells us ‘everyone did what was right in his own eyes’.  It was a time of the fragmentation of society, the collapse of the moral order – not so unlike our own day.  Indeed the Good Childhood report sees this kind of individualism as the one greatest threat to a flourishing childhood.  So the report put it this way:

‘By excessive individualism we mean the belief that the prime duty of the individual is to make the most of her own life, rather than to contribute to the good of others.  Of course, some degree of individualism is necessary for survival, and individual choice and self-determination are vital ingredients of a good life.  But individuals will never lead satisfying lives except in a society where people care for each other and promote each others’ good as well as their own.  The pursuit of personal success relative to others cannot create a happy society, since one person’s success necessarily involves another’s failure.’

And in the Old Testament it is through speaking to a child, one who was not implicated in the politics of his day, and therefore not part of a competitive, individualistic culture, and one who had no position of power or influence.  It was the very innocence of Samuel’s life which enabled him to speak the Word of the Lord to his people and be recognised in due time as a Prophet of the Lord.
A similar idea informs the pictures of childhood in the New Testament.  Jesus’ teaching in the Gospels appears to turn contemporary concepts of childhood on their heads.  The child is the model for greatness, the possessor of the kingdom, the example for adults to follow, the ones who see and respond to Jesus in ways that adults do not.  Listen to these familiar words from St Mark, chapter 10:
‘They brought children for him to touch.  The disciples rebuked them, but when Jesus saw it he was indignant, and said to them, “Let the children come to me; do not try to stop them; for the Kingdom of God belongs to such as these.  Truly I tell you: whoever does not accept the Kingdom of God like a child will never enter it.”  And he put His arms around them, laid His hands on them, and blessed them.’

All of this is in line with Jesus’ teaching in the Sermon on the Mount where He tells us that the kingdom belongs to the poor or the poor in spirit.  In St Matthew’s Gospel he identifies himself with the hungry, the thirsty, the naked, the stranger, the sick and the imprisoned.  So Jesus is placing children among the groups whose condition must be addressed in the name of social justice.  The instruction to change and become like a child is not an instruction simply to be immature, but to be ready to share their low status, for children are those who are more likely to obey Jesus’ instruction to the rich man to give up his possessions.  The focus of Jesus’ teaching is not so much on the attributes of children but on our attitudes towards them.  The world that the Christians seek to create is a world modelled upon Jesus’ teaching about the Kingdom and is therefore a place that must be ordered and defined by children.  And this will include how we think about childhood itself.

So part of the Gospel, the Good News, which the church is called to share with the world, is its understanding of the significance of children in God’s scheme of things.  The American theologian, Stanley Hauerwas, argues powerfully that contemporary cultures understanding of children as the possessions of their parents is deeply disordered.  Instead, he says, the church is called to be the kind of community which shows trust in God through its collective care for children.  He wrote this:
‘Christians, single and married, are parents.  Parent names an office of the Christian community that everyone in the community is expected faithfully to fulfil.  The goods and burdens of that office cannot be restricted just to those that have children.’

So our understanding of the Bible and of the church leads us to the view that Christians have a responsibility for shaping a world which is welcoming to children other than their own.  This means that Christians need to shape their involvement in the world of politics and social relationships of all kinds so that children are not neglected or damaged by their experience.  

This point was made by a former Archbishop of Canterbury, William Temple, writing his book ‘Christianity and the Social Order’ in 1942.  He described six key points of Christian Social policy, and three of them related to children:

1. ‘Every child should find itself a member of a family housed with sufficient decency and dignity so that it may grow up as a member of that basic community in a happy fellowship, unspoiled by underfeeding or overcrowding’


2. ‘Every child should have the opportunity of an education till years of maturity so as to allow for his particular aptitudes and make possible his full development’

3. ‘Every citizen should be secure in possession of such income as will enable him to maintain a home and bring up children in such conditions as are described in para 1 above’

Nearly 70 years later, many of these requirements for a good childhood remain to be fulfilled.

If then, it is the role of Christians to guard a space for children so that they can flourish and grow, what is our understanding of the growth of children that should shape our responsibility for them?  Rowan Williams in his writing about childhood speaks of it as a special time in a human being’s life before responsible decisions have to be made.  To protect such a space for people requires a confidence that society as a whole has the resources to live alongside people who do not participate in our social exchange.  It’s not that a child doesn’t have a share in society, but rather that a child does not have the same kind of negotiating role in society as the adult.  That’s why we have rites of passage, Bar-mitzvahs, or Confirmations, or an 18th birthday party – some sort of celebration of the time where a child begins to take on adult responsibility.  And one of our key responsibilities is to protect this space for children so that they are not prematurely asked to take on responsibility, not prematurely turned into consumers or objects of sexual attraction.  Rowan Williams argues that every human being needs this childhood space when they can discover, by trial and error what they can be seriously committed to, what they are ready to answer for.  And that’s something that a child can only learn by taking the risk of getting it wrong and learning from mistakes.  If those risks are denied to children and that space is removed from them they cannot reach full maturity.  That’s why the best kind of children’s literature opens up a space for children’s fantasies – a place where they can explore, play, experiment, risk, and do all that in an environment where adult power and presence is not visible.  That’s why Enid Blyton (even though she’s criticised for her style of writing, her class prejudice, and her stereotyped characters) has been so popular with children for so long.  The ‘Famous Five’ books tell stories of children, separated completely from their parents, solving some kind of mystery, usually in a mildly exotic setting.  They are very much about the freedom to try out a sort of adult identity.  Of course it’s all unreal, with the children living unsupervised lives in a space where they can imagine new and unrestricted identities.  
Roald Dahl also produces stories which give free reign to fantasy in a world from which ordinary adults are largely absent.  Dahl presents us with monstrous or subhuman adults, tyrants and fools, often doing fairly monstrous things!
The point about these stories is that they appeal to children’s need to imagine what life might be like if they took the risk of being adult, without having to bear the responsibility of that.  And the really saddening thing about what we have done to childhood in an over commercialised world is rob it of its innocence, and pressurise children to live in an adult market driven world of choice.   Children have to make real choices about exams, about clothes, about relationships, about their futures at an increasingly early stage.  

This point was explored in the report entitled ‘ A Good Childhood’ produced by The Children’s Society last year.  The report said this:

‘Fifty years ago most young people left school at 15 and went to work.  They had little money of their own, and gave much of what they earned to their parents; they lived throughout in a world dominated by adults – first their parents and then their employers.  

Today by contrast most teenagers have money which they spend on themselves: there is now a massive teenage market.

Teenagers also have more leisure.  Most of them continue their education longer and few of those who have left education are in work.  Young people spend much of their free time with people of their own age, and they are in many ways less dependent on adults.  As deference of every kind has declined, so has the deference of teenagers to both parents and teachers.  

Moreover, the IT equipment which has brought so many blessings to their lives was unknown to many of their parents, and as a result for a first time in history most children are better at many tasks than their parents.  This IT gives access to a whole media world of wealthy celebrities, pop stars and football heroes, which provides role models far removed from their own existence and from their parents’ experience.   

Thus the culture in which teenagers live is more different from that of their parents than ever before.  It’s not surprising that many adults are apprehensive.  But is the apprehension justified, or are human beings so adaptable that we need not worry?’
So if this is a picture of the world in which children live, how then do which teach them the values by which we want them to live?

First, it is clear from the Good Childhood Report and much other research, that in spite of living in an intensely material culture, children still feel themselves to be poor if they live lives without love.  The church of course has special resources to express what love is.  The particular message of Jesus is that the scope of the obligation to love extends to everybody, especially those who are our enemies.  The best summary of it of course is from St Paul in the first letter to the Corinthians:
‘Love is patient, love is kind.  It does not envy, it does not boast, it is not proud.  It is not rude it is not self-seeking, it is not easily angered, it keeps no record of wrongs.  Love does not delight in evil but rejoices with the truth.  It always protects, always trusts, always hopes, always perseveres.  Love never fails.’
A good childhood therefore requires loving relationships between parents and their children, with the wider family, between friends and with the community as a whole.  In these close relationships children can experience the unconditional love that research shows forms their brains, their personalities and their futures.  For children whose situations may appear complex and challenging, even unsolvable, sometimes we may overlook the possibility that the single most significant thing we could do would be to help them to identify and nurture a relationship in which they’re truly respected, valued and loved – perhaps for the first time.

And what can the church do about all this?  There are several challenges which The Good Childhood Inquiry poses for the church:

a) How do we model family?  Is the church a community in which families can explore their faith and learn to pray together?  Is this an area of the church’s ministry that has been downgraded or forgotten?  Where and when is the church a source of good parenting advice?  What happens to fathers in church and what kind of ministries support them best?  

b) And then how does the church help children and young people to make friendships that allow them to talk, play and have fun without constant adult supervision?  How can the church promote and support children and young people in developing and sustaining positive friendships?  How do we model and value friends and how can we create space and time for friendships to be expressed, grown and learned?

c) And then there are the wider questions that face church and society.  Individuals, however loving, cannot bring about a good childhood alone.  In the words of the African proverb: ‘It takes a village to raise a child’.  If we want to ensure that all children have a good childhood, then love must be embodied in our organisations, and loving relationships must be valued by our culture.  And that means that a good childhood needs the support of a good State: one that values family life and introduces laws and policies that support parents and carers in their responsibility; that provides the support of committed adults, whether advocates, guardians, mentors or others to all the children who need it.  And a good childhood requires media portrayal of children and young people to be fair and respectful, without negative stereotyping or belittling; one in which they can actively contribute to public life while being protected from exploitation or public exposure. 
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