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Good morning and thank you for your kind welcome and introduction. 

My name is Michael Bünker,  my job is that of an Oberkirchenrat in the Protestant Church of Austria. In this capacity I am responsible for religious instruction, ecumenical, and international affairs. Since the 1st of January 2007, I also serve as Secretary General of the Leuenberg Community of Protestant churches in Europe (GEKE).

I, therefore, want to welcome you also on behalf of the Protestant Church in Austria. I’m glad that ECCE is having its conference here in St.Pölten and I wish you a pleasant stay in Austria and good progress to your conference.

 

I have been asked to give your conference an introduction every morning – Theme Introduction is what the programme says. My contributions refer to the main topic of your meeting, that is  “Between traditions – new directions in children’s ministry”.

For this purpose I have chosen three aspects: to start with – today – on  the topic children’s theology;  tomorrow  the topic Heaven with an empirical approach;  and thirdly, on Friday, in my last contribution, the question of how children see their church and the change of perspectives requested by EKD with regard to children and church. I will give an input of about thirty minutes and then I will ask you to enter into  discussion. To top off this morning unit I plan to sweeten your day’s work with a little surprise  that, I hope, will be welcome.

 

Now let’s get started: Today,  as mentioned, it’s children’s theology. What is children’s theology?

I am going to quote a story from Austria. The former Catholic bishop of Innsbruck, Reinhold Stecher, spoke about his first experiences as a teacher a few weeks after his final exams. Two long hours he had had to answer the most difficult theological questions of four renowned professors in Latin. And then, there he was in a mountain village in Tirol facing the children. There was Seppele Pirpamer, a six-year old boy. The new teacher asks Seppele what he thinks heaven is like? And Seppele answers, heaven is like a mountain hut full of angels cooking ‘all sorts of good stuff’. This answer was so surprising and convincing for the young teacher of religion, indeed more convincing than all the knowledge he had explained in Latin to the four famous professors. The cosy security of the hut, the large number of angels present and the good food, the heavenly meal, everything that Seppele had described is theologically correct and true. A child theologian, children’s theology.

 

By now it has become accepted pedagogical practice to take serious what children think theologically and to encourage them as partners in dialogue on theological questions. This is what children’s theology is about.

 

I don’t want to discuss the question of  what type of theology we are speaking of in this context. This would lead us too far at such an early time in the morning.      But I do want to underline: Children’s theology certainly implies that theology is not only done by professional specialists. This is nothing new, actually. In the Catholic tradition this has been called ‘sensus fidelium’ – sense of believers. Sensus fidelium means, that every Christian has been given the charisma of finding independently an approach to the truth of faith. In the Protestant sphere we can remember  what the reformation said about the fully responsible Christian. In the ultimate questions of faith no-one can be represented by anyone, everyone has to answer for themselves personally. This is also the approach of children’s theology. Children are no longer considered objects of teaching, but rather subjects of their own religious conviction. Nor are children considered deficient beings acquiring needed knowledge, needed information through the teaching by adults. In children’s theology children are partners of  teachers in their common search of truth. Which is to say, it is not a “theology for children” but a “children’s theology”.

Children produce their very own images of God, they interpret biblical texts in their own way, they ponder cosmological questions and questions of creation theology and think about basic ethical and moral problems. It has always come as a surprise to what an extent children are capable of developing theological and religious convictions independently, of voicing and communicating them. I am sure you realize that this leads to a new approach in pedagogy and the churches’ ministry to and with children. Prof. Dr. Karl Ernst Nipkow, the theologian at Tübingen, in a lecture said that a “theology of the child and children theology” needed an eye to eye dialogue  with children.  He does, however, warn of generally calling religious ideas theology. Theology is thinking about religious ideas, it is thinking about thinking. This is what children can do . But tools are needed to practise doing theology with children.  The aim is to accept children as partners in a theological discourse. How can this be done. We cannot simply skip or deny the the adults’ lead in experience and knowledge vis-à-vis the children. On the factual level of communication proportions are assymetrical. But on the second level, the decisive level of relational communication there is symmetry. Children and adults have their say in the process of searching and questioning, in arguing and considering arguments together. Doing theology with children is always a matter of dialogue. This in my mind means that the church must no longer consider itself to be a teacher but a community of learning. When dialogue is the ruling principle, the church will begin to change. It will not remain what it was nor what it is. 

 

In Austria a specific course tries to train the competence for doing theology and philosophy with children. Catholic and Protestant teachers join for a year to acquire basic knowledge of children’s theology and to learn and practise basic abilities  for doing theology with children. This also includes children’s philosophy and doing philosophy with children. At first the adults themselves have to practice asking philosophical and theological questions. ”What is happiness?” or “What makes a wise human being?” – these are questions discussed by the group. Soon questions of child philosophy are put, for instance, “What was there in the beginning?” or “Where was I before I was born?” Methods, like the Socratic discourse and working on dilemma stories enable the participants to try on their own and to find new ways of teaching and dialoguing with children. Linking up to established tradtions on the one hand and trying out new directions on the other. Both is done.

 

I now want to give you an example. It was used in a religious studies class with 11 to 14 year old students. The topic was “Lying, white lies or truth?” and dealt with the ethical question of what conditions justify lying. The teacher showed the students a cartoon and put the following questions:

 

· Is the duck lying to save its life? 
 

 

· Are you allowed to lie in order to save (your) life? 
 

Florian:  The duck has to lie to save its life.

Nina:  I think if the duck did not lie it would be swallowed by the crocodile. Because      

           crocodiles can swim faster than ducks.

Florian:  Have ducks also got the Ten Commandments?

Franziska:  Humans have the Ten Commandments - and they lie.

Lisa:  No, not all of them have the Ten Commandments, only we Protestants do.

Florian:  Haven’t the catholic children got the Ten Commandments? ( requesting help 

               from the teacher )

Teacher:  Can you tell me why our question makes you think of the Ten 

                Commandments?          

Florian: Well, because you shall not lie.

Alexander:  It says here – you shall not lie – (checking his coursebook)

Nina:  Because we can choose whether we lie or not.

Timo:  Maybe a lie is sometimes more important than the truth?

Christopher:  What is the truth?

Harald:  If the duck does not lie, it will be eaten.

Alex:  It must lie.

Florian: The duck must lie because it is an emergency.

Franziska:  Teacher, can you lie in an emergency?

Teacher:  How can we find out?

Nina:  My mum says you can lie in an emergency.

Felix:  Yes, that’s what you call a white lie.

Stefan:  Are white lies permissible?

Harald:  White lies are permissible.

Norbert:  Is there anybody in the bible who lied? – (looking questioningly at the 

               teacher)

Florian:  Or who at least used a white lie?

Teacher:  In order to find an answer to this question, we’ll have to read a few biblical 

                 stories first. 

Michi:  Oh no, not reading again..

Harald:  Oh yes, I want to know….

 

The group decide to read some biblical stories, like that of the two midwives Schifra and Pua (Exodus 1,15-21) and the story of Judith and Holofernes (Judith 10,1-19) but also the story of  Peter’s denial (Mark 14,66-72), in which lying is seen absolutely negatively. At the end of the lesson the teacher asked the students for a kind of summary, which  was given by Florian. “Lying is permissible, if this saves my own or somebody else’s life or avoids danger.”

 

Discussion:
 

I now want to invite you to an exchange of experience and views. 

I offer two questions as a stimulus:

 

 

·         Does “children’s theology” play a role in my work, in the work of my church, respectively?

·         What can we do to involve children more actively in doing theology?

 

Conclusion:
To conclude today I have brought something sweet for all of you. It is – what else could it be – so-called Mozartkugeln. They not only remind us of the great composer. They also have a theological implication: they consist of chocolate, nougat, and marzipan, we might say three in one and one in three and thus remind us of the mystery of God in His trinity. Mozartkugeln also have a philosophical implication. They are round like the earth and they remind us of the ultimate questions as to the purpose of  creation and of the universe.

It’s great that on the foundation of our faith and inspired by the Holy Spirit we can look for answers together with children and young persons. I wish you a good day. Thank you.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Wednesday, January 31, 2007

Children and Heaven

 

Good morning.  Yesterday I told you of Seppele Pirpamer,  that young boy from Tirol, who knew so well what heaven is like. He surprised his teacher and convinced him that it is good to listen to children and to continue the dialogue on theological questions with them.

 

The Protestant Church of Austria had focussed on the topic “ a Church Friendly to Children” last year. The synod had decided on this topic to underline that our attitude towards children is of vital importance for the future of the church. What space have children in our church? Several years ago the German Church EKD had called for a “change of perspectives”.  A church that is friendly to children also sees society, politics, consumer  society and itself from a different, a new perspective.  If a church is serious about this change of perspectives, the church itself will change. Its attitude, its sermons, religious studies, structure, organisation and premises will  reflect that children are no longer at the margin but in the centre. The change of perspectives requires adults to be genuinely aware of the children and to keep on trying to really understand children. This is a tiresome process, not easily achieved in one step, one measure, but one that has to be attempted again and again. And yet, the church does not actually have a choice whether it will attempt this process or not. It is obliged to, because only when it is aware of the children will it experience the full meaning of discipleship. Children are a gift to the church, given by Jesus himself. Jesus places the child in our midst, not as objects of our good will or recipient of instructions but to exemplify for us what discipleship is. A church that does not accept children unconditionally harms itself massively.

 

One step along this path is finding out what children think and believe. 

The instrument to be used is an empirical research. This was done when our church had focussed on “friendly to children” and I want to present to you the result on one question. 
The research was done by the Market-Institute of Linz, a renowned institute for empirical research in Austria. 1000 Austrian children at the age of 6 to 14 years were asked last summer in face-to-face interviews. By virtue of this laborious method and the large number of interviewed children the study can claim good representation.

 

The children were asked about their favourite leisure activities and the most important factors in their lives and also what heaven meant to them.

Heaven – and in the German language we only have one word – Himmel – for both, the sky with stars, clouds and planets and the heaven of religion and faith. Well, heaven and sky have been of great significance for mankind since the very beginning. And no distinction was made between the scientific and the religious aspect.  People take their orientation from the sky in their personal lives ( signs of the zodiac), it determines the times of sowing and reaping ( the disc of Nebra), the borderline between heaven/sky and earth was also the limit of human cognition.

In a comprehensive research project at Fribourg University, Reto Fetz, Fritz Oser and Helmut Reich have tried to find out what the world looks like for children and what they think about its origin. This also gave a telling account of their idea of heaven.

As to the concept of the world or world view, three stages can be noted. At a first stage the child has an archaic world view. The world is limited. It is a disc. If you go on walking  and walking, you are going to fall down at one point. The sky is above, clearly limited. And it is fastened with walls or stones, otherwise it would come down.

The archaic worldview is clearly defined by limitation and polarity of above and below.

The second stage shows that children try to adapt their archaic worldview with the scientific information they receive. They now draw earth as a globe, surrounded by the walls of the sky. Or they show God floating like an astronaut between the stars, planets and galaxies. This is the hybrid image of the world, that can be found up to teenage years. It resembles science-fiction comics and films. Maybe this is why they are so popular with children and teenagers? Only when science and religion start to clash will the young person begin to develop a so-called clearly differentiated world view. The world can be seen in a complementary manner,  scientific knowledge is joined by religious-symbolic interpretation.

 

 

 

 

To give you an example – a short dialogue from an interview of an 18 year old girl:

 

Question  What does heaven/sky signify to you?

Answer:  Heaven can mean infinity, omnipresence.

Question:  And what is it for you in the first place?

Answer:  That you believe in the existence of something that is above you and 

                cannot be comprehended. That there is a purpose to our lives. If we say 

                  “in heaven”, all of it is implied.

 

Up to an early juvenile age the world view of a child is determined by artificialism (image) , that is, by the belief that everthing that exists must have been made. Biblical stories of the creation are no problem to children, they can easily imagine that everthing was made by God. Only when a differentiated image, view of the world is being formed, this artificialism disappears.

 

Again an example, this time an eleven year old boy.

 

Student:  God is not an ordinary human person like we are, nobody knows what 

               he looks like.

Teacher:  Does God have a look at all?

Student:  From the pictures you would think he has, but I always see God as a 

               power. God is here, he is everywhere, with his power he is everywhere. 

               In former times God was thought to be a person, but I rather think that 

               God is a power.

 

This is a very mature concept of God for an eleven-year old boy. He can link scientific and religious statements in a way that both remain valid and true.  Faith in God has found its place in the world view of that young man.

 

After this short digression I return to the Austrian opinion poll concerning heaven.

Chart 11: You will notice that more children believe in heaven than in God.

 

Chart 14:  The question was really an open question (“What does heaven/sky – Himmel signify to you?”). And you can see that the majority of answers contains emotions. Heaven means emotions. Heaven is the place  for angels. The second group of persons named are the dead, they live in heaven after their death. That does not only apply to people but also to some animals. Only in the next  place is heaven the place of God.

Chart 12 offers further differentiation: First of all you can see that girls are more willing to believe in God and heaven than boys. Secondly, you see that this faith diminishes with age and, thirdly, that it is to be found less in town than in the country. Another interesting finding - the differences between denominations, religions, respectively. Muslim children most frequently confess their faith in God (85%) and heaven (79%). In second place it is the Roman-Catholic children, in third and last place the Protestant children, 61% of these believe in God and 58% in heaven. It is interesting also that Roman-Catholic children more often believe in heaven than in God, which in turn leads to the final result (chart 11) that more children say they believe in heaven than in God.

 

Discussion:
 

Now the floor is yours. I suggest two topics, please, decide in your groups which you want to concentrate on or start with:

 

· How does the fact of religious plurality affect children’s ministry in my church? 
· How does children’s ministry apply the findings of empirical research for the development of faith and image of God? 
 

Conclusion:
I have brought along a sweet again as a cue for deeper thought and ideas.

Milka is a product of the Suchard company from Switzerland. It is being produced in Austria, in Bludenz, Vorarlberg. The Suchard Company belongs to the big producer of sweets Kraft, a German company.

The name MilKa is made up from the two words milk and cocoa. That cocoa that has come to us at the beginning of the New Age from Mexico, that produce of colonisation and imperialism combined with milk, produce of cows. Does this replace the biblical promise of a country of milk and honey? Has the promised country been filled with milk and cocoa to become a chocolate paradise? In commercials we see an unnaturally lilac cow, supernatural perhaps, grazing in beautiful, green mountain meadows. Breathtaking mountains in the background and cloudless blue sky above. Absolutely heavenly, this chocolate!

Have a good day, thank you for your attention.

Friday, February 2, 2007

 

     Leon’s Church

 

Good morning. I’m happy to be with you again and to have the opportunity to stimulate discussion among you with some ideas and thoughts of mine and to lead you into the day and into your work together. It had been decided that my presentations should have a specifically Austrian touch. This will also be the case today. In the course of our “children friendly church” year, of which I told you before, a competition was organized. And that is what I am going to tell you about. The heading was “With us children the church becomes colourful and lively”. Students from religious studies classes and from Protestant kindergartens had been invited to participate. Almost two-thousand children participated and some 600 contributions were entered. They dealt with the ideas and wishes that the children had of and for their church, the Protestant church. Before presenting one such example, I want to remind you that in the meantime such initiatives have been started by many churches. In 1994 the synod of the German EKD had met requesting a basic “change of perspectives” in order to take children better into account. Many an impulse was given and put into practice in the various member churches of EKD. An evaluation was published last year entitled:”A lot has happened”. What I liked especially was a project called KÜV developed in the Church of Westphalia. KÜV is short for “Kinder Überwachungs-Verein” meaning children surveillance association. As you realize the name reminds of TÜV – the technical surveillance association – and it has a similar function: KÜV is to check the individual parishes whether they are suited to children. At the children summit of the Protestant Church of Baden a list of ten requests form the children was submitted:

 

1. We would like Holy Communion with the children in our congregation. 
2. We want to have a say in the decisions for our congregation. 
3. We want to be respected by the adults and to be accepted as we accept them. 
4. The church ought to organise ecological programmes and to care better for nature. 
5. We want more festive events in the parish, in the preparation of these we want to  participate. We also want more money for excursions. 
6. We want a church and parish-premises open for everyone (including handicapped and poor people). 
7. We would like religious instruction to which members of other religions are also admitted. 
8. In the holidays we’d like special events to be organized for children, e.g., Children’s club-groups- holiday games. 
9. We would like church services for children of all ages to be more attractive. We want to understand the sermon, the hymns, the prayers. 
10. We would like to find open churches and church premises that we could adapt and use for discos, concerts or parties.  And we’d like outdoor playgrounds. 
 

I wonder to what extent such lists of requests will be fulfilled. Prospects are not too good in our societies where friendliness towards children is concerned. Children have not got a lobby  as do owners of cars or dogs and even old people. Is it any different in the church? Have children got a lobby in our churches and parishes? Friendliness towards children, unfortunately, and it has been said before, consists only of empty words.

 

Now as to the Austrian competition and one entry that I want to speak about. It comes from a child called Leon. On the first page Leon writes: “This is my church” and he paints a picture of himself, that of a happy child with a friendly smile. He waves a greeting to us. With a special love of the detail he has even depicted how his pullover slips upwards with the waving, we can see his navel. We can read “This Is Me”, every word with a capital first letter – Leon is 7 years. “My name is Leon” and then the invitation: “Come along”. (spelling mistakes included) So we go along  with Leon and look at his church. Here it is, a beautiful picture of a church, with a steeple and an entry in Gothic style. Above it the sky. The clock says 8.50.  Mabe that is when Leon sits opposite the church and draws what he can see? Or is it the time of the first lesson? But let’s have a look at the second page, showing people that we missed on the first page. Different faces, looking pleased, happy and Leon wrote, in his spelling: ”The Church is quite beautiful. All Come to Church, Big or Small, Black or White, from Every Country, Yes Everyone.”

Again he uses capital letters and shows how important the words are to him.

And then there is one more face and next to it we read “I am from Austria” and next to it another one with the words in a bubble “I am from China”.

A big Bravo to Leon! Not only for his super drawing and writing but for its content and meaning.

Leon’s vision of church corresponds exactly to what Paul writes in his letter to the Galatians. It is the question of freedom. Church does not mean constraint , oppression and exclusion, but freedom, equality and integration. Big  and small, black and white. For – so writes Paul – “through faith you are all children of God in union with Christ Jesus” (Gal. 3,26) “Baptized into union with him, you have all put on Christ as a garment. There is no such thing as Jew and  Greek, slave and freeman, male and female; for you are all one person in Christ Jesus” (Gal. 3,27,28)

Leon does not know of Paul nor of the congregations in Galatia. And yet he has understood a theological truth. This proves what Martin Luther wrote about the church in his Articles of Schmalkald in 1537:”….a child of 7 years knows what is church, namely the saint believers and the lambs who hear the voice of their shepherd; and this is how the children pray: ’I believe a holy Christian church’”  (BSLK,459..)

At the end of our year of “a church friendly to children” Bishop Herwig Sturm in his letter to the congregations on the first Sunday of Advent  drew the following conclusion: “ This last year our church focussed on the topic of a church friendly to children. At the end of the year we had a great final event to the competition ‘With us children the church becomes colourful and lively’, a competition in which almost two-thousand children participated. Together with a Kirchentag for children in Villach, Carinthia in June these were the main events, accompanied by a large numer of other meetings. All of them were vital signs of the children’s and youth ministry of our church, of our teachers of religious studies, of our Protestant schools, kindergartens and day-care centres and the institutions of Diakonia. A sincere thank you to all employees and voluntary helpers ! We want to continue our ministry as a church friendly to children, it shall be a brand name of our church: Open for children, guests and seekers we invite to an encounter with Jesus Christ and a life of faith.”

 

Discussion:
Time for your discussion again and here are my questions for you:

 

·         Are our churches aware of the children’s requests?

·         What do I consider a main task for my church in order to meet the claim of children friendly ministry?

 

Conclusion:
 

To wind up I want to thank you for the opportunity of giving you some small examples from the life of our church. I also want to thank you for your commitment to children in the church. Please remind  the leading people in the churches that Jesus put a child in the middle of his diciples. The German pedagogue Hartmut von Hentig once said that a society without children becomes barbaric. Does this also apply to the church? I think it does. A church without children looses its heart. A church with children is colourful and lively.

 

You are already waiting for my sweet of today? We have talked a lot about the church, so I brought something showing a church. It is Mannerschnitten, the only Austrian product  that is entitled to show St.Stephen’s Cathedral as its brandmark. With this I say good-bye to you, have a good remaining time here in St.Pölten and Austria, a safe journey home, and God’s blessing for you and your work.

 

 

