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Pastoral Care of children as a dimension 
in Religious Education (RE)
(Seminar at ECCE 2004, La Foresta Vaalbek/Belgien) 
1. Introduction

In this seminary I will refer about Pastoral Care of children as a dimension of Religious Education (RE). That means in this ECCE, that I will have a look at the service / ministry in our Sunday School tradition, but also at the dimension of pastoral care in teaching the children.

My perspective on religious education is the parish educational work with children, with a special view on the children’s service, but also the RE in the Kindergarten and primary school.

The first thesis sounds banal, but it holds in it the condition of pastoral care:
If we talk about roots and wings, we have to see children as subjects. 
Children are “complete” members of the congregation, with their own way of living, believing and growing up in the world, god had given to us.
A starting point is gaining an understanding and affirmation of the amazing spiritual potential of children.
2. Pastoral care of children as a dimension of our work 
then means:
We are not alone, there are many specialists, who can help and counsel us, if we notice, that children are suffering in a deep way. (I give you an example: There was a 10-year old child. In a prayer she talked a bout her suffering from the divorce of their parents. And then she spoke: God, I feel guilty, may be I was a better child, my parents hadn’t got theses problems. In this case I could speak with her mother, and I arranged a date for the family in a counselling centre.).

So: my second thesis: We have to use mindfully the “tools”, we need every day in our work. 
And these “tools” are: f. ex. our forms of liturgy, our ways of storytelling, our listening and speaking to the children in the language according to their stage of development, a language full of pictures, symbols and very sensitive, not abstract. Children do not just learn about God, they experience God and have a potential for grasping deep truth about God.
We can discover the chances we have, to give space this special dimension in our work and thinking.
And I mean: That’s the way, we are going in the footsteps of Jesus.

Our task, RE with children, we can compare with a man, who has found a treasure in a chest. And now, he wants to chare this chest with the others. So, he opens the treasure chest and shows proudly, what he has found. And together they discover the worth of the treasure for their life.

So I show you my “RE treasure chest” 

Content.:

· Rope – gives hold in my life

· candle – a shining light on my way. 

· bread – against the hunger (body and soul)

· water ( against the thirst
· house –  a certain home, a roof above my head, against coldness
· bible – with the good news of god – for you

Psalm 23

A Psalm by David. 
23:1 Yahweh is my shepherd: 



    


water
I shall lack nothing. 
23:2 He makes me lie down in green pastures. 
He leads me beside still waters. 
23:3 He restores my soul. 
He guides me in the paths of righteousness for his name’s sake. 


rope
23:4 Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, 
I will fear no evil, for you are with me.                                             


candle
Your rod and your staff, they comfort me. 

23:5 You prepare a table before me in the presence of my enemies. 


bread 
You anoint my head with oil. 

My cup runs over. 

23:6 Surely goodness and loving kindness shall follow me all the days of my life, 
house
and I will dwell in Yahweh’s house forever. 

Workinggroups:
Every group takes one of the symbols, and find out some needs of the children of today.

After that, we exchange our ideas

Going on:
If we want to share our experiences with god in an equal way with the children, we have to look at the children as complete members of the congregation, with their own way of living, believing and growing up in this world, god had given to us. Children need a sense of welcome and true belonging in the congregation.
Therefore I have a short look on the conditions of life for the children, I can see the trouble they get in.

Children are the most suffering in all the negative effects of the modern western societies, 
I only tell you a few aspects.
They cannot go out of their house alone because of the traffic.
They are suffering from the many divorces in young families.
They are suffering from the global pollution with all the following allergic diseases.

Certainly, never before children were supported as well. But all these programs take the time to play and to understand the world around by their own.

On the other hand, in a multimedia-society, children can look on the TV all the day. 

What is the result? Children of today in our country do not make enough primary experiences. There is no time for it, and no place, where they can play.

Children however need these places, where they are in direct contact to the roots of life.

So, with a look on RE in the dimension of pastoral car, what can I learn?

I want to give chances to the children, to bring in their life. I want to pray together with the children about the bad and the hopefully parts of their life. In this moment, at this certain place they shall do the experience: I am god’s loved child; I can come to him, as I am now. 
Therefore Children also need opportunities to experience God in worship, as a contrast to the everyday life, where the children can come with their different stages of faith. They find a place, where they can learn good rituals healthy for their souls.

Children of today need adults, who are ready to company them, regarding their own personality. They are looking for emotional relationships, in which they can trust. And they are looking for people, who give orientation, consequent and clear, by doing, what they say.

That is a great task for the teachers and the volunteers.

3. Have a look how we celebrate with the children, 
that god is in our middle.

Needs of children

· Children need acceptation, security and confidence.

· Children depend on orientation. They are looking for a certain position in the world surround them; for their family, but also fort he plants, the animals and the other parts of creation.
In doing so, they need rules and rituals, to give a structure for their time and living space.

· Children want to be encouraged in their questions about the sense of life and are searching for a reliable and authentic companionship. They, so, need adults, who take care for them with love and accompany them in their interpretation of the world and their questions about god.

· Children need space and time to be child, time fort he pure play, time for checking out their senses and the evolvement of their fantasy.

· Children need esteem, devotion and the security: I’m accepted and people are taking me seriously.

· Children need a home, where they find a place in the community, to cultivate cultural identity und where they can grow in their special way of spirituality.

· Children want to discover and to understand or to grasp (in German the same word: ‘begreifen’) their environment. The secrets of life are amazing, and sometimes they get feelings of fear and powerlessness.

· Children want to feel: I’m loved a child of God, he is blessing me in my daily life.

Taking children serious – our chances 

We have chances in a great variety, but we have to perceive and to exercise them.

What about me?

Do I really know the children?

Do I notice their loud, but also their quiet changes?

Where are my strengths in watching them?

Am I ready to notice their signals, or am I the type of teacher, who is firstly interested in the contents, I have to teach?

That also is a question about my ability, to accept the children and to think and feel in their special way. And I know I cannot understand everything.

There is a border, which depends on my mentality. Therefore it is good, to be in discussion about the children with other people. 

There are many ways, to meet the children?

I can listen to the children, I can have a look at the children, when they are praising and wailing; I have to be very considerate on their creative expression. 

Sometimes children need a considerate partner,

who accepts them in their joy and jollity,
but also in their chaotic way,

who gives a great attention towards them,

and takes them serious both, in the times of joy and in the times of crisis,

just to give advice and help, if is needed. 

Children need adults, 

who listen carefully to the things, they tell them,

and have a sense for their amazing,

who take care of the questions, and give no answer too early,

but in a way, the children can understand in their stage of development and faith,

and tell about their own hopes in an authentic way.

And, last not least:

We all need the dialogue with the other colleagues, to get relief, because we can delegate and share our hopes together.

God,

I’m coming to you today.

Last week there was so much, what happened to me;

moments of mourning, and moments of joy.

I will tell you all these things, because you are on my side.

You are on our side, with the sad and the cheerful,

with the strong and the weak, 
if we have fear, or if we are encouraged.

You are in the mid of all people in the world,

if they are big or small, you make no difference.

Together we celebrate,

your light is shining in our mid, so our life will be bright.

Amen.

Pastoral care of children in the service (ministry / worship)
Children need all their senses, when they want to understand god. So we celebrate with our hearts, our head, hands, feeds and all senses. That is the way of children, to realise the wonder of creation.

They look, take things with the hand, feel, taste, smell...

So they win the experiences, on which they later can build abstract ideas in their mind.
RE and children's service must care for these needs of the children, or it is sense-less.

So we have the task, to look carefully on the ritual and the elemental education. An elemental ritual helps the children to be with us in the service.




The following liturgical structure you can find;
Before the beginning of the children’s service (Sunday School lesson)

We can show: I’m here – for you, children! I’m interested, because “to be interested” means to be “between the children”! 

I. Coming together, opening, turning towards God

In a good balance of calmness and action, time and space to find to one self - and to express one self in complaint (wailing) and praise, request and thanks, with symbols an (vicarious) prayer.

II. Hearing and answering

Telling the „pictures of hope“, given in the gosple, to put our (and the children’s) life in a new light.
Giving space to the children, to discover themselves in the stories and to translate them in their own life in a holistic and creative way.

III. Celebrating

Anticipating the good future. „God will wipe away from them every tear from their eyes. ”So we can laugh and celebrate it already today: “God, where you lives, are the doors to life wide open”.

IV. Mission and Blessing

Taking our requests to God, together and one for another,

going under the blessing, encouraged fort he ordinary life, because god is with us: “Like in a loving and tender hand, we are held by god for all the time.” (B. Schlaudt)

After the service in the team:

Looking together for fortification and relief in reflection

We have to look on the tensions. Every service has points of repeating, and there is time for new challenges. Like a house I know well and where I feel secure, so I can go out and look for the new, with the house in my back.

In every service there is time to be calm, and to hear the word of the Bible, and there must be the time for dancing and singing about god's kindness, answering and thanking god with all my life.

Therefore we care for
- the way of singing and making music, for example by simple percussion instruments;

- the places for dancing and playing;

- the time of the service: It is the question about the time for beginning and the length;

- the room: Is there an atmosphere of security and familiarity;

- the people, who come together: Are they participated.

All these liturgical efforts serving the aim, to conduct a lively children’s service, so that god can come in the middle of the children, and the children know, that they are mentioned with their everyday life.

Celebrating with children 

Children need forms, which are familiar to them and give them a „home“.

They need recurrence, which gives security
AND challenge, to be open for the new,

In such a “house of liturgy” ‚they find fortification for heir soul and body, 
they can get new hope for their life.

If we accept and take serious the children, as Jesus did it, the children will notice that, also in our careful way of forming the liturgy with them.

Matthew
18:1 In that hour the disciples came to Jesus, saying, “Who then is greatest in the Kingdom of Heaven?” 
18:2 Jesus called a little child to himself, and set him in the midst of them, 18:3 and said, “Most certainly I tell you, unless you turn, and become as little children, you will in no way enter into the Kingdom of Heaven. 18:4 Whoever therefore humbles himself as this little child, the same is the greatest in the Kingdom of Heaven. 18:5 Whoever receives one such little child in my name receives me, 18:6 but whoever causes one of these little ones who believe in me to stumble, it would be better for him that a huge millstone should be hung around his neck, and that he should be sunk in the depths of the sea. 
18:10 See that you don’t despise one of these little ones, for I tell you that in heaven their angels always see the face of my Father who is in heaven. 18:11 For the Son of Man came to save that which was lost. 
18:12 “What do you think? If a man has one hundred sheep, and one of them goes astray, doesn’t he leave the ninety-nine, go to the mountains, and seek that which has gone astray? 18:13 If he finds it, most certainly I tell you, he rejoices over it more than over the ninety-nine which have not gone astray. 18:14 Even so it is not the will of your Father who is in heaven that one of these little ones should perish. 
Pastoral care of children in RE – A special view on the children and the role of the teacher

Now I want to think about the conditions of “religious learning” with the view of the dimension of pastoral care.

RE will open a new view on the children’s daily life, if it’s succeeding.

On the basic of our Christian tradition RE will offer identification and can show the chances to discover the world out of the view of faith in a new way. So, RE arranges orientation for the acting as a Christian.

Significant are therefore the confession to Jesus Christ,
AND, on the other hand, the authentic space of the children’s experience in their daily life.

In this tension RE endows relations between persons, Christian religiosity and Christian confession as a dialogue. RE interprets the experiences of the children in the horizon of God and shows a perspective for acting in the world.

I will show it on an example:

Telling the stories of the bible about the good news for the children

In the wide context of RE we tell the good and liberating message of Jesus for the world. 

However, there are children, who had never heard about and Jesus before. So it is a great task for religious education, figurative spoken, to orientate the aerials, to get in contact to these essential signals. We have to learn the elementary forms of expressing the Christian faith by doing it with the children. 

Fortunately, in our RE lives the old tradition of telling the stories of the Bible. That is the adequate way for the children, because they can hear and build up the scenery in their own mind.

The stories and the symbols of the Bible are very important for the children in this age.

These stories offer roles for identification, give way to the different levels of a history, give way to anticipate experiences. It’s a well adapted “technology” for the children and invites to create own good pictures against the terrible impressions given every day by the TV.

So, we have to tell the stories in a good way, in responsibility for the Bible and the situation of the children, as a living witness. We need to know how to present the Story in ways that allow children to enter the story, reflect on it, meet God there, and hear what God has to say to them.
The lively storytelling, eye in eye in a secure atmosphere, is a very valuable form of giving the good news to the children, because we do, what we say: God comes close to you with his love!

To hear and to give answer the stories of the bible are two sides of the same thing for the children. It’s like a “melting the horizons”, which enriches the life of the children.
They want to be participated in their way, to take the message of God in their own situation of life. 

Painting, forming, playing, dancing and all creative ways of expression help the children.

They have their own way of adaptation, and here they do it together and show it to another. I do not know a better way of sharing the faith with the other children. RE therefore bases on the training of imagination, and gives a language to the children, to exchange their experiences with God. And we, as adults, get the chance of listening, looking and learning.

Perspectives of learning in RE
On the basis of the biblical tradition und the Christian faith and on the other hand, the embedding of the children’s biographic experiences of life you can find out four spaces of experience, which are networked.

Spaces of experience of the children 
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These four essential spaces of experience show the network of RE, in which the children can grow up in their personal faith:





· developing identity
This means, to encourage the children building up a personal identity. RE knows about the identity of every person as a creation of god, as a justified person.
· living in a community

In the Christian community the children can learn, how people can live together just, peaceful, under the blessing and in order to the words of god.
· overtaking responsibility

RE knows about creation as a gift for the mankind. There is a way of learning from being astonished about the wonders of nature, to the praise “(Ps 104:33) I will sing to Yahweh as long as I live.” till the awareness, that we are responsible for the retaining of this gift. 
· acquiring hope
RE is looking for situations and encounters, where they can tie up to the hope of the people, which they found in their faith. In this perspective we are asked as teachers, to bear witness of our hope in an authentic way.
Resume in partner work:

Everyone finds out a child in a special situation. 
Then you exchange your experience with these children.

Now, you find out, in which situation of your work you can give a signal to this child.
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