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Norwich Cathedral, June 21st 2009
“Truly, I tell you, unless you change and become like children, you will never enter the Kingdom of Heaven”  Matthew 153


Monday 2nd February this year brought blizzards and heavy snow to much of Britain.  Making my way by the early train to London from Leicester, I became aware that just for a day I was living in a different country.  Schools were closed and children were playing in the fields, there were toboggans on the slopes.  Parents couldn’t get to work and for a few brief hours were part of the fun – building an array of ridiculous snowmen all the way through the Home Counties.  The meetings, interviews, presentations and discussions which had seemed so important over the weekend were now forgotten or postponed.  Mothers and Fathers were playing with their children, yes, on Monday morning in term time.  And somehow, we survived as a civilisation.

There was some irony in that train journey.  I was making my way to the press launch of the Good Childhood Inquiry Report, sponsored by the Children’s Society which I chair.  It was designed to give a voice to thousands of children whose evidence was received through polls and focus groups and who had responded to the inquiry from the BBC Newsround programme.  They included children from all walks of life, including those in prison, pupil referral units and early years sittings, refugee children and disabled children.  The report was written by a group of academics and specialists from around the UK and beyond.  It provided a clear and strong voice, calling a competitive, materialist society, populated by stressed and often overworked adults, to revisit our values, reconnect with our relationships and take stock of our lives for the sake of our children.

So I feel it a privilege to be invited here today to join the people of Norwich in marking the beginning of your mayoral year, Lord Mayor.  And especially since the theme of this service is the welfare of the child.  But today is also Father’s Day, and if I have learned anything overall of real value about parenting and childhood it is mostly from my own children who have been patient and forgiving beyond the call of duty for the last 30 years.

Any glance at a newspaper is a reminder of some of the confusions around in our attitudes to children.  There are at least two powerful and unhelpful elements in the way we think about them.  On the one hand the child is seen as simply vulnerable mentally and physically: we assume a child’s chief need is protection from what will assault and corrupt.  On the other hand we see the child as potentially menacing – we imagine we are surrounded by feral young people who will knife and mug us and we need to be protected from them.  Both attitudes arise from misplaced and exaggerated adult anxieties, and both have the effect of depriving children of what they repeatedly tell adults they most want from us – namely acceptance and love.

And our confusions about children extend to significant uncertainty about ‘What a child is’ or perhaps more accurately ‘When a child is’.  Much of our thinking about children seems to stem from a perception of their deficiency – so childhood comes to be defined as the period in life when a person by virtue of their age is considered incapable of making certain responsible decisions.  For example, the minimum age at which a person can marry without parental consent is currently 18.  But the age at which a child can be considered criminally responsible is now only 10.

The message is clear for us celebrating the civic life of this great city.  If it is the welfare of the child which concerns us, then it is adult attitudes which have to change.  That message came loud and clear from UNICEF’s 2007 report, ranking Britain bottom of a league table of 21 of the world’s richest countries – showing us that because of income inequality, family breakdown, addictions to drugs and alcohol and less healthy life styles, our children face a much more difficult world than those in continental Europe.

How are we to change these attitudes?

Today our attention is drawn to the Hebrew and Christian Scriptures.  In Matthew’s Gospel Jesus appears to turn contemporary thinking about the child on its head.  The child is the model for greatness, the possessor of the Kingdom, the example for adults to follow.  And this teaching fits precisely what Jesus says elsewhere about what he calls the Kingdom of God (what we might call the just society) – this Kingdom belongs to the poor, the hungry, the thirsty, the naked, the stranger, the sick and the imprisoned.  Becoming like a child is an invitation to let go status, control and power in order to seek and find the common good.  The Kingdom therefore is a place which must at least in part be ordered and defined by children: putting their concerns and needs at the centre rather than on the margins of society’s concerns and priorities.  In short, said Jesus, a just society will not be an immature society, but a child-centred society.

And that is perhaps an especially powerful message for us at a time of financial and political crisis – where are we now to look for the values which can restore trust and confidence in our civic institutions?  In a different but comparably critical time in 1942, at the height of WW?? William Temple, then Archbishop of Canterbury wrote his definitive book – “Christianity and the Social Order”.  After nearly 70 years it repays re-reading because Temple was so clear that the good society can only be rebuilt by attending to the needs of children.  3 of his 6 principles were directly concerned with children.  He wrote:

? “Every child should find itself a member of a family housed with sufficient decency and dignity so that it may grow up in a happy fellowship unspoilt by hunger or overcrowding.”

? “Every child should have the opportunity of education till years of maturity … this education should be inspired by faith in God and find its focus in worship.”

? “Every citizen should be secure in possession of such income as will enable him to maintain a home and bring up children in security”.

We still have some way to go before Temple’s principles are fully realised, and that is not least because of the severe inequalities of income which endure in this country in spite of the Government’s commendable ambition to halve child poverty by 2010.

As recession has bitten deep in the past year, financial crisis meetings have taken place not only in boardrooms but around kitchen tables.  Recent Joseph Rowntree Foundation research shows that the economic costs of educational failure, health inequality, disability and social breakdown associated with child poverty cost our economy more than £25 billion – so there cannot be a choice between rescuing the economy and rescuing children from poverty.
Where do we find the resources of heart and spirit for these changes?

Our first lesson told the familiar story of the child Samuel hearing God’s call to him and mistaking the voice for the old man Eli.  I wonder if you can remember how the story begins:  “The word of the Lord was rare in those days.”  The setting is the time of the Judges, a time when the Old Testament tells us “everyone did what was right in his own eyes”.  This is a context familiar and recognisable to us – a time of profound uncertainty when the values on which people have supposed their security was based had started to crumble: it was no longer clear what people’s duty to one another was, indeed the very concept of duty and responsibility was fragile and eroded.

There in the midst of the turmoil God calls to a child with a voice which is to transform him and through him to transform society.

And perhaps the same is true for our society: that God calls to us through the voice of our children.  They after all are the experts in what it is really like to be growing up in our country today.  And theirs are the voices, which, if we can attend, can challenge us all to think again about the world we are creating for them and the values we are teaching them.  “Truly, I tell you: unless you change and become like children, you will never enter the Kingdom of Heaven.”
