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Children becoming Christians – pedagogical, theological, and communicative perspectives

Introduction: Perspectives of religious sociology and politics

In 1989, Franz-Xaver Kaufmann, the professor of sociology in Bielefeld, summarized his analysis of the religious situation of Christianity in Germany. He made three points:

“1. It is difficult to become a Christian in this modern culture …

2. It is difficult to live und to act as a Christian in this culture …

3. If someone is trying to realize his being a Christian, he makes himself difficult for his environment.”

As reasons for this Kaufmann gives general social (and cultural) developments: secularism, pluralism, individualism, and modernity. Special attention must be paid to the theory of socialisation: The opportunities to make Christian experiences are few, at least in Germany. You can see this in the public sphere, which is losing Christian stimuli, but also in the private sphere, where particularly families don’t introduce children into Christian religion as before.

The political discussion in Europe underlines this development. As an example you can take the discussion whether the Constitution of Europe is to begin with the invocatio Dei or not. The position of laity seems to get strong.

In the meantime the public and social structure in Europe has been changing fundamentally – since 1989. The religious situation in general and the special position of Christianity have become better: The political changes since the end of the eighties have led to the end of dictatorships in Europe, most of them figthing aggressively for atheism as a public doctrine and against the possibility to become a Christian. The new conflicts all over the world after the end of Cold War have stronger religious aspects than the one between NATO and the states of the Eastern Bloc. In the same time there are many immigrants, who are not Christians. The beginning of multireligious relations challenges concepts of religious education; not at least the question of truth is rising again.

In this very ambivalent situation it is important, to find and atriculate the mandatory of Christian congregations, enabling the following generation to live as Christians. In the following I will try to contribute to this task. I will shed light on the process of becoming a Christian in a pedagogical-psychological, a theological, and a communicative way. Due to the complexity of present culture and of ecucational processes I will restrict myself to draw your attention to some insights of pedagogics, theology, and theory of communication. They are helpful for the process of living with children. In the first two steps I will deal with the pedagogical-psychological und theological assumptions and performances which give children the possibility to live as Christians. In the third part I shall focus on the particular importance of worship with children, Kindergottesdienst, in this process.   

1. Becoming a Christian from a pedagogical-psychological point of view

1.1. Becoming a Christian and the general development of formation 

Against the tendency to laity in the political area becoming a Christian and the total formation of personality are unseperately connected in the pedagogical-psychological perspective. Therefore the connection between religious and general socialisation is to be stressed.

The importance of religion in the Christian tradition can be seen in the relevant biblical statements refering to the understanding of God. Here it is important – I follow important observations of Michael Domsgen –,
 that the authors of  the Old and the New Testaments often describe and understand the acts of God in relations which stem from the house or the (antic) family. 

For example Moses and the third Jesaja call God “father” (2Sam 7,14); in Ps 68,6 the title of God is “father” of the orphans and so on. Particularly Matthew and John employ this term, but also Paul in his letter to the Romans (8,15). The metaphor of God as a bridegroom (Jes 62,5) belongs to this concept, too. The fundamental relations of social living of people are often drawn on.

In addition to the fact, that at that time the house – in contrast to the modern family –    embraced “everything” for the people, including economics and law, the problem of describing Christian religion in a laic way is clear.

This leads to the following point of the arrangement of Christian education:

Religious education in a Christian meaning cannot be seperated from the general education. In a positive way: Only specific experiences in the most intimate room of communication, the area of house and family, are giving access to understanding the acts of God how God is leading his people. In pedagogical terms: socialisation as the non-intentional integration of the following generation, first in the living together of parents and brothers and sisters, is necessarily connected with intented, most verbal expressions of education.

Therefore every effort of Christian education implies a general interest to enhance of education. It is no accident, that the beginning of Sunday-school in England was unseparately linked to efforts in general education and social case work. 
  This is due to the fact, that Christian education assumes some general forms of education. A general engagement in education before schooling is part of  religious education in a Christian way. The value of each human being is the fundamental assumption of an explicitly Christian education, first experienced, when the mother or father smile at their child, remembering the words of Aaronitic blessing.

This connection of general experiences, particularly in family and house, and Christian faith occur in the parables of Jesus and in the beginning of his fundamental prayer, the Our Father, very clearly. When the address of this prayer, “abba”, is determined in the following sentences, taken away from the realm of family; but in this personal address, not an abstract term of relations,  the structure of family remains.

It is clear, that it is difficult to communicate the gospel to children without good relations to their parents. The presupposition for communicating the gospel is – as we can see in Our Father – the experience, that you can ask your father or mother for something. When someone prays Our Fatehr, he is not in an special and functional, but in a general relation to God, which includes all needs. 

From this there are three consequences for the congregations and their educational work:

- Every education requires the contact to the families of the children, mainly to their parents, maybe grandparents too.

- The insight into the close connection between being a Christian and some experiences in families shows that the parish should in touch with the family in the way of social case work, in the words of the New Testament: “diaconia”. It is a important task to help children without the experiences of family for which you can refer to the gospel and its message of the good father.

- In the light of the structural problems of families congregations have a political and social task, too, that is to fight against developments threating families and their consequences und to look for changes.         

1.2. Religious socialisation and Christian education

In the preceding considerations I left out an important area of problems. Most parents will agree, that their children should grow up becoming autonomous and responsible beings led by a basic trust in life. These are the main presuppositions for Christian living. The gifts and handicaps of every human being require a form of concrete treatment and an adjustment of the general aims. E.g. autonomous living has a different meaning for gifted children or for mentally handicaped ones. 

But the implicit approval of implicit Christian forms of education and socialisation is different from the explicit practice. There parents often argue for the “freedom” of their children, including their right to decide for or against Christian living in the future. In this way “mission”, misunderstood as doctrinal instruction to Christian faith,
 has become a negative term for many people in Germany. In this situation it seems important to explain, why the implicit Christian education and socialisation cannot be only implicit but must be explicit in words and form.

First you can only communicate with other people about explicit things, regularly expressed in words. The certainty to be safe can be hardly communicated and then shared with others without words. This is valid for all important und therefore socially relevant feelings and attitudes. The bible and the Christian tradition provide us with a language for teaching, how to express fundamental experiences. If you cannot communicate and share such experiences, there is the risk of forgetting them. The experiences become socially irrelevant and cannot be enriched or corrected by the experiences of others. The confusion of many people in reference to religious topics today can be interpreted as the result of such religious experiences and desires, too, which are not communicated.

I would like to add the following: The fundamental experiences dealing with the question of meaning are in danger. Some social and cultural developments hinder such experiences, which are in the same way important for the formation of personality and becoming a Christian. To be more exact, these experiences are encounters in which people are accepted as persons. In the view of psychological development this happens, when the child looks at the smiling face of its mother or father. Not accidently the Aaronitic blessing (Num 6,24-26), fundamental for the Jewish-Christian religious tradition, is drawing on, condensing, and transcending this experience. 

Today many children have a higher standard of living than before. But new risks are coming. Two examples: Wherever a child crosses a street, it is a question of life or death. The traffic system built by adults without any regard for children shows the growing ups, who are doing the first steps, that there are abstract mighty rules. Playing children are only disturbing elements. The mobility of (post)modern societies works in a similar way. Particularly the wide reaching economic changes deeply affect families. Due to the parents’ occupation it is inevitable that children are taken care for in institutions away from the family. Children are living on some islands – in the children’s room, the day-nurserey and so on –, each with other rules to adapt to. In addition asymmetric relations substitute symmetric ones in family. Asymmetric relations are not based on the same interest for each other, they are characterised by a different degree of emotional envolvement. For example the working time is very important in the professional educational area, it finishes the time the adults spend with the children. Children playing without time cannot understand this rhythm. Broken families, new partnerships of the parents reinforce this tendency. Children change from family members to objects, because after divorce parents struggle about visiting times and so on. Only the explicit expression of the experiences important for the formation of personality make the critical statement about these threatening developments possible. The criticism of implicit education and socialisation is a central point and an important presupposition for the formation of a human being, who is open and hopeful for the future.

2. Becoming a Christian in a religious-theological view

Not least the close connection between (non-intentional) socialisation and (intentional) education in the religious area makes it necessary to deal with the development of a Christian personality. The meaning of becoming a Christian is to be reflected in a theological way.
 There habitual aspects and educational aims must be taken into account in the same way.

2.1. Being blessed and praying as fundamental acts of Christian faith

My thesis is: Being blessed – and blessing – and praying are the two fundamental acts of Christian faith. Now I will found this thesis in religious science, biblical theology, and every- daylife; anthropological-pedagogical observations are the background of my arguments.

In the view of religious science it is important that blessing is a – not necessarily God-related –  form of communication; its origin is probably the situation of greeting. The wishing-you-the-best leads to a transcendent reference, because the future is open and risky. It is easy to be hurt, the well-being is at hand not every time. The blessing becomes an act of speech of its own by the reference to God, because there is a difference to wishes. A personal triangulation is constitutive for blessing, a relation between the one who is blessing, the blessed one, and God – this is valid for blessings in which more people are involved. Dorothea Greiner even says: “Die Eigentümlichkeit der Beziehungen beim Segensakt ist die, daß der/die Segnende wohl Subjekt des Sprechaktes, nicht aber Subjekt des gesprochenen Satzes ist.”
 Here the relation between God and human being is expressed in a ritualistic and verbal way in the communication between people. In an anthropological view blessing is a way of  dealing with contingency, not in a fatalistic manner, but founded in hope for support from God.

Praying, mainly the supplication is an elementary way of religious expression too, based on the needs of life. People look for support in danger, in fear, and in hope – and pray.

Both forms of general and religious communication have a strong meaning in Christian religion. Blessing is in the beginning of the biblical story of mankind and culture. God blesses the man and the woman at once after their creation (Gen 1,28). The story of the archfathers begins with the blessing of Abraham (Gen 12,3) reaching through the whole bible. Blessing is in the beginning of every Christian life, in the baptism. Every Christian has been blessed after the pouring of the water, his name is called in front of God, the hands are put on his head. Research in liturgy
 shows, that all other blessings are founded in the blessing of baptism. 

Compared to other religions praying is a very important act in Christian religion. You can see it in different forms in biblical stories, but also in the communication of the gospel today. But Christian praying has a special framework preventing magical practice. Jesus meant exactly this in the garden of Gethsemane: “Yet not my will but thine be done.” (Luk 22,42). Christian praying is embedded in the will of God. Therefore a school of praying is necessary. People intending to live as Christians have to learn to understand their supplication in connection with the will of God.  Praying implies two presuppositions: “1. the prayer determines his place or the place of his prayer to God … 2. the prayer determines God in the sight of his own place.”
 This specific character of Christian praying can be found in the Our Father (Mt 6.10). It occurs in the anamnesis at the beginning of praying everyday. This remembering of God and his acting gives the direction for the following praying; it assumes biblical knowledge.

2.2. Being blessed and praying as forms of Christian practice today

In the view of religious education it is very important that the meaning of praying can be learned today. The following dictum of Martin Luther stands against a closed view of praying being only one form of spirituality: “Praying is not only understood as a praying by words, but all, what the soul creates in God’s word: to hear, to talk, to write, to contemplate” (WA 10/I 1,435,8-10).

Interviews with children and youth show that they look for being blessed and praying as attractive forms of communication – and they make experiences with them. Blessing expresses a form of God’s acting, experienced as his direct, loving care, Paul described in the terms of justification. It is interesting that groups of children and youth, otherwise loud and busy, become quiet and focused by the announcement of blessing. Here they can experience the “all is well done” of the creation, in a way that is personally related.

Blessing as an explicit religious form is founded in many ways in the everyday experiences of children. The touching of the head in the evening or the hugging of the sick, are forms of implicit blessing. They express without words that all is o.k., even for the child being in fear at the beginning of the night.

The explicit call of God’s name as an explication of the doing is necessary here, too. For nobody can make sure that all is o.k. Therefore on the one hand the call of God in the third person of subject reliefs the implicit blessing and the actor of it. On the other hand the explicit blessing hinders magical phantasies of almighty, because it is spoken as a request. God remains free in the blessing request, in analogy to the “not my will but thine be done”. Being blessed children learn, that not only people care for them; at the same time they learn, that the pursuit of happiness will not be fulfilled without break. The confidence in God enables them to accept unexpected things, maybe as meaningful ones.

Children and youth have difficulties with praying. They try to do so, but soon there are doubts – in Germany always sooner.
 The doubts range from the question of the prayer will be fulfilled to the fundamental doubt about the existence of God. Particularly the experience of unfulfilled prayers leads to these problems. In this case it is important to call the children‘s attention to the reservation: “not my will but thine be done”. First spoken as a formula this sentence can open a wide horizont. 

To sum up, the congregations got the mandatory to enable children to experience blessings and to offer it as a mighty form of communication.

3. Becoming a Christian in a communicative view 

Learning that God is caring for life is fundamental for becoming a Christian. The attentive breathing or the reflection of the benefit of sleep can demonstrate the fact, that nobody is the creator of himself. This insight must be remembered in order to unfold its force for life.

3.1. Communication of the gospel  

Compared with other religions it is specific feature of Christian faith, that the community with other Christians is necessary. The parish or the congregation are the forms of this elementary Christian impetus. According to this the connection with other Christians is part of the process of becoming a Christian. The common experience of blessing in the baptism and the possibility for all Christians to call directly and in confidence to God create a solidarity which can be expressed in different ways. 

This solidarity is an event of worship, in a condensed way, because it is beyond the social relations of everyday-life. Here the relation to God carrying the whole life is shaped in an expressive and communicative way. To be more concrete: the gospel is communicated in Christian worship. You can learn, that the gospel is no doctrine but a form of communication.
 

It is interesting and a source of inspiration for the dayly liturgical work, that Jesus communicated the gospel in three ways:

- He talked with people, in the way of speeches and conversation, even in disputs;

- he gave directly support to people, particularly he cured ill people;

- he ate and drank with people, of course in the ritualistic manner of Jewish supper.

That means that worship is performed as a ritualistic way of the communication of the gospel in three ways. But you can make the distinction only in an abstract analysis, because the three elements are connected in concrete service:

- Worship as conversation and speech expresses the specific form, in which God cares for every human being; in this way God’s acts can be remembered. Praying, interpreting a biblical text (as sermon or talk), singing of hymns as a very emotional form of communication are belonging to this.

- Worship as support expresses the impulse of caring as fundamental for Christian belief, condensedly expressed in the commandment to love the neighbour. The collection of money and the supplications for others are important places for this.

- Worship as eating and drinking together is the most elemental form of communicatiing the gospel because it refers directly to the everyday needs of everyone.

In all of these points the acting of Jesus was founded in a deep relation of praying to God. This can be learned in the Our Father.

3.2. Consequences for the worship with children

The preceding observations und psychological-pedagogical and religious-theological reflections are focused on the communication of the gospel and on the continuity of the  acting of Jesus in the area of the parish and congregation. Here being a Christian is shaped in a ritualistically condensed way, which is communicated in symbolds.

In a last step I will draw some conclusions from this:

3.2.1. The relation to God in analogy to family 

The relations in the family, particularly the ones to the father, were regarded as an important analogy for the relation of human beings to God. Therefore the general and the religious education and socialisation are connected with each other right from the beginning. 

For that reason the worship with children cannot be limited to the liturgical aspect. The worship with children is acting in a pedagogical way, not only in a liturgical or catechetical one. Today this impetus is not directed to the learning of reading and writing anymore; children learn it in school. But now the relations between people, particularly the relations between adults and children is the main focus. A lot of children rarely make the experience to be accepted without reservations. The professionalization of the educational work – in another way very helpful – implies the problem of asymmetric communication and relations. Those who are preparing the service with children have an important, but difficult task in this situation. They should give children the possibility to learn, that they are accepted without any reason by God. Against this background the temporal limitation of the worship is problematical. Going to the service together, returning home together, the meeting in the street,  and so on are important forms of symmetric relationship. I think this way of accompaniment can be done mostly by adults, maybe parents, school teachers or so.

3.2.2. Baptisms in the worship with children

I have already said that the blessing of God is founded for every Christian in his or her baptism. For that reason it is well done to celebrate baptism in the worship with children from time to time. There we have to ask, whether the group of children includes baptized and not baptized ones. It is important on the one hand not to marginalize the baptism, on the other hand the unbaptized must be made to desire baptism. For the one children the baptism will be a rememberance of their own baptism ago, for the other ones it is a invitation. However it must be clear the baptized children are not better than the others.

3.2.3. Biblical texts as school of praying

The ability to pray is a fundamental presupposition for Christian living. Therefore the worship with children must teach them how to pray. Here it is important – against the background of a confidential atmosphere –, that the children learn to phrase prayers. Many biblical stories give good ideas for the address of prayer, but often this is not made use of in the liturgical praying. Against this practice I recommend it as an important task of preparation of worship to analyse the biblical text refering to potential phrases and other inspiration for praying. In the case of liturgical praying we should pay special attention to the aspect of “diaconia”. The supplications for others express the important dimension of direct support and care in the acting of Jesus. Here children can learn, that Christian faith opens the eyes for the needs of the others, without cynicism or resignation.

3.2.4. Holy supper in the worship with children?

Finally I would like to draw your attention to a disputed topic. In most worships with children there is no celebration of supper. In Germany the formula “confirmatio est admissio” is corrected to “baptismus est admisso” for historical, theological, and pedagogical reasons.
 Only few conseqences have followed from this insight in the practice of worship with children. I think this is a great problem because for two reasons: Eating and drinking together are very important for children. They like it, but some of them have to learn the adequate behaviour for it too. Second you have to remember the meaning of the eating and drinking together in the communication of the gospel by Jesus. It is a mistake to exclude the celebration of the Holy supper from worship with children, because the supper is part of the communication of the gospel. Certainly, the way, in which the Holy supper is celebrated in many parishes, is not attractive for children. But is there no way to change, not at least to make the Holy supper more attractive for adults, too? I think it would be possible that celebrating with children helps to destroy odd forms. In this way the congregation could newly discover the eschatological dimension of the Holy supper. Experiences in the services with families show that this is possible.
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