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ECCE Seminar 2007 – Moving On

Children and Participation: Reflecting on The Church of Scotland’s Year of the Child 2001 –2002 and the future for Children’s Ministry.

Doug M Swanney BD (Hons) STM

1. Background

Children’s Ministry is a constantly moving and changing area. Today’s new idea is yesterdays old news. In my ten years in various posts in the children’s work area I have seen many ideas come and go, and the development of any children’s ministry will also be affected by the trends of the day. To develop a ministry with children is to start with a blank canvas and to dream a dream of what the world could look like. 

The first dream I was invited to ponder was for the Church of Scotland. I was given a new remit and a chance to look at Children’s work in a very different way than had been done in the past. Perhaps the most pressing question was where to start? With a blank canvas to paint any picture on it suddenly seemed like a daunting task which would be judged very publicly. But the canvas was not completely blank, for it had two very important texts attached to it and that were to serve as a mantra for all that work that was to be done. The first was the well known passage from Mark Chapter 10 verses 13 to 16 – ‘Some people brought their children to Jesus so that he could bless them by placing his hands on them. But the disciples told the people to stop bothering him. When Jesus saw this, he became angry and said, “Let the children come to me! Don’t try to stop them. People are who are like these children belong to the kingdom of God. I promise you that you cannot get into God’s kingdom, unless you accept it the way a child does.” Then Jesus took the children in his arms and blessed them by placing his hands on them.’ This is a very well known, and often over used passage in reference to children’s ministry. Over used because I do not always believe that people really consider what it says and of the implications of the words of Jesus. Here there is the command to let the children walk towards Jesus, to be blessed by him personally, and for us all to be like them in order to enter the kingdom. Having a childlike faith is one where we believe, we celebrate, and we love God with all our hearts. The second text was not from the Bible but from a book by two Americans, David Ng and Virginia Thomas’ ‘Worshipping Together’. In this book they state - “We follow a Lord who placed children ‘in the midst of them’ (Mark 9:36). Jesus himself came into the world as a baby and grew as a child. He welcomes and blessed children when his friends thought them an interruption. He used a child to illustrate the attitudes necessary for entrance to his kingdom. The smallest ministry to a child was service to him. He pronounced the most damning judgement on those who caused children to stumble. The last week of his life he treasured their song as ‘perfect praise’ (Matthew 21:16)…. Obedience to Christ demands a peculiar concern for children among us. Children are part of our church, not an entertainment, not just an investment for tomorrow, but individuals in our spiritual journey.” I believe that the last line of this text has been one that has stayed with me every day since I read it and holds so much truth for those of us working in children’s ministry.

With the canvas imprinted with these texts I next turned to the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child. Although not a new document in 2000, it was, and is still a piece of legislation that informs any work with children and is a most valuable tool to analysing any form of children’s work.

The Convention was ratified in 1989 and it was from that point on the main legal standpoint that any country’s work with children would be judged. Interestingly enough the UK government did not fare well when it was reviewed in 1999 for its implementation of the Convention.

In simple terms the Convention covers three main areas – protection, provision, and participation. These three topics cover the aims of the Convention in ensuring that children are enabled to live the lives that they have a basic right to. Every area of the work of a country’s government would be held accountable to the Convention. If this was a standard that was judged to be acceptable for the secular world then it seemed like a good place to start with the sacred world.

The question was then how to set the church’s work with children in the context of these three main areas. Through all the work I have done in the Church I have always attempted to work in a method that fitted with a true educational method as well as a sound theological base. I am a firm believer in the process of change that has come to be known as liberation theology. Gutierrez, a Latin American theologian spells out clearly that for a community to really embrace change and develop then the change has to come from the roots up, with the main focus of the work being the areas that local communities themselves identify as being their goals. This base and method was to be the backbone of the whole Year of the Child and it was where the real work began. 

For a period covering the first six months of my new role I was engaged in talking to the local Church communities to discover how they felt the Church measured up in protection, provision, and participation. Discussions were held with local church members, local children’s workers, the children involved in the Church, as well as the government of the church both locally and regionally. They were asked simply to respond to the questions – 

a) What do you think the Church provides for children?

b) How do you think that the Church protects children?

c) How do you think that children can participate in the life of the Church?

These three simple questions provided a wealth of information that was going to shape the next two years of my work.

When asked about provision there was a heartening and healthy response from all those concerned. All asked spoke of a wide range of work that was being carried out in parishes. Some of the activities were on the side of more traditional – Sunday Schools, Uniformed organisations, Youth Groups and the like, but others spoke of Breakfast Clubs, Homework Clubs, Summer Missions and work that was brining children to the heart of the Church. The majority of the children I spoke to were excited and upbeat about what was on offer for them, but at times hinted that there was a sense of predictability to the activities they attended on a weekly basis. But they still spoke in warm terms about what the Church offered to them. In a Church that is firmly Presbyterian, which often means that we can be negative much more easily than positive, it was a fantastic start point to realise that there was a lot going on with children in the Church and that we had cause to celebrate. Perhaps not just yet though!

When asked about Protection there was again a surprise in store. In the late 1990’s the Church had responded to the growing concern in society over the protection of children by becoming a lead player in implementing a Child Protection policy. This policy was to inform and protect the church community. Its adoption by the General Assembly of the Church of Scotland ( which is the highest court of the Church of Scotland and involves around 800 people every year) and the appointment of 1400 local church co-ordinators was followed by extensive training around the country for all those working with children. Every volunteer had to complete application forms, provide references, and attend a Church Child Protection Course. This high profile focus on Child Protection meant that almost everyone we spoke to was able to tell us that the Church protected children well and went on to describe the procedures they knew they had to follow. There was however one group of people who knew nothing of the Policy or that the Church had a process for looking after children and checking those working with them. This group was the children that we spoke too. None of them knew of a Policy or Training within the Church that was designed to make Church safer for them. This worried us and it was something we were to return to in the next two years.

Perhaps though it was the aim of participation that led to the most startling of discoveries and gave a clear lead of the direction we needed to go in. The key point in this question was a basic understanding of what participation meant and therefore what it would look like to participate in something. The adults we asked, the Ministers, the workers, the government of the church, all thought that participation was attending. Children could attend worship, they could attend their organisations, and so they were able to participate. But children’s experience was completely different – they knew that they could not participate in the life of the Church and felt this was wrong. We asked them why they knew they could not participate and they reflected on their experience in school to draw this conclusion. In schools children spoke of their place on various types of councils and committees where they were charged with offering their opinions and helping to make decisions about the future of the school. We even encountered one school where children were involved to the extent of interviewing prospective new teachers. Their experience of the Church was therefore of a non-participative nature and a place where they largely felt tolerated rather than welcome. It is worth noting here that this finding as been further borne out by the work of Kathleen Marshall, the Children’s Commissioner to the Scottish Executive. In her work ‘Honouring Children’ she indicated that the most opposition to children’s rights issues comes from the Christian community. At times this is based on an Old Testament understanding of the nature of childhood, and for others it is seen as an erosion of the rights of parents and the place of the family in society.

After six months of information gathering it was clear we had some major discoveries – 

The church provided a huge amount of activity, fellowship, and learning for children. This fact was not celebrated and there was no mechanism to share information and ideas from one church to another.

The church had policies in place to protect children but had failed to inform the very group it was seeking to protect of this.

The church operated on a very traditional pattern of government that could not accommodate children or even hear their opinions.

These base findings were crucial to what was to happen next. The crossroads that lay ahead was whether to attempt to deal with one these finding at a time, or to launch a major project that would tackle them all at the same time. It was felt that we needed a big splash, large campaign that would excite and inspire people as well as providing a focus for tackling the issues. But how would this be done?

2. The Vision

In the business world everyone has a vision statement. A list of beliefs and aims that the organisation is working towards. Perhaps this was a notion that first started off in the Church when Luther nailed his articles to the church door in Wittgenstein. Many churches had adopted a charter for their children’s work and these provided guidance for all that was done in children’s ministry. In 2000 the Church of Scotland had no such statement and it was clear that some kind of guiding principles were required to offer local churches a framework for everything they did. Remaining true to a principle of theological liberation, this vision statement needed to be generated by the children of the Church and responded to by the General Assembly. The Vision Statement, once adopted, would then become the main focus for a large scale project to evaluate, expand, and energise children’s ministry. This Vision Statement would clearly state the place of children in the church, it would focus on the ministry that children provide and what they should be offered, and it would hopefully enable children to commit to the life of the Church in new and exciting ways. To form the Vision Statement we would need to work out a way to talk to as many children in the Church as we could, and this had to be more than a one off consultation. It needed to tackle the problem of non –participation, it had to be a process whereby the Church could hear children’s views on a range of subjects over a specified period of time. 

The main strand of the Year of the Child had been born – the formation of local church Children’s Forums that would work together for two years to offer opinions, make recommendations for change, and give guidance as to future needs. These Forums would work to a national Agenda that could be of use to the whole Church, as well as working on local matters at the same time. Their first task would be to devise the Vision Statement which could then be taken to the General Assembly. Once in place the Vision Statement would be publicised and then give churches a starting point for the Year of the Child. 

The invitation to set up a local Children’s Forums gave us 75 forums from all areas of Scotland. With around ten children in each forum, ranging in age from 8 years to 14 years, we had a focus group of 750 spanning six years. Each Forum had two leaders who were sent training material and then became part of the Forum Network for the next two years. For the leaders of these Forums the challenges were twofold – firstly to report accurately what the children had said without ‘tidying up’ the language and secondly the awareness that grew for them that they had never been asked their opinions on church! To both these challenges the leaders rose admirably.

With churches signed up, forums ready to work, and the whole Church informed of the upcoming Year of the Child, it was time to get to work and ask the children to provide the Vision Statement.

In Scotland, and I suspect on Europe, there is a rumour that no two churches are the same. Every congregation maintains that they are vastly different from their neighbours of two miles as well those of two hundred miles. When we set the first agenda and asked the Forums to come up with a list of things that the Church could do better for them we were expecting a list that may prove impossible to collate or act on. But the Forums taught us that being unique does not mean that you are so different from those involved in the same work as you. Wherever the children were in Scotland they came back with the same experiences of Church and the same main points that needed to be addressed. These points were all taken on board and the Vision Statement shaped up as follows – 

We the children of the CHURCH OF SCOTLAND ask:

· To be supported in making choices for and to be involved in the planning of how we worship

· To have our voices listened to and considered

· To be recognised as full part of the Community of the church

· Not to be shut out or separated from any part of the life of the church

· To feel safe and welcome around the church

· To have the significance of our organisations and activities recognised

One point that was made by many after the Vision Statement had been adopted was that there was no mention of the principal aim of children’s work in the church – namely to teach children the gospel. As the children did not feel the need to state this we did not feel it right to insert this in, but to maintain that that overall aim of teaching the gospel did not just apply to children but to all in the community.

These requests were taken to the General Assembly of the Church of Scotland in May 2001 and were responded to as follows – 

We the General Assembly of the CHURCH OF SCOTLAND commit ourselves:

· To find ways of ensuring that children are actively involved in worship both in planning and participation

· To bring alive the significance of the sacraments of baptism and holy communion to all the children of the church

· To create opportunities to hear and act upon the voices of the children in our parishes

· To enable children to develop a sense of belonging and community in their Church

· To recognise that children of all ages can possess a strong faith and have ministries to offer the Church

· To be appropriately supportive to those groups which children feel are central to their lives

· To respect and care for all the children of our communities

The Vision Statement was then passed into Church statutes and the Year of the Child was given a green light.

Immediately following the General Assembly the Vision Statement was printed in and sent to every Church. Along with the Vision Statement went a workbook which dealt with each of the commitments made and offered worksheets for local groups, including children, to work through and evaluate where they were with each of these statements. From this evaluation each church was challenged to pick one outcome or more if they wished that they would focus on for the Year of the Child. 

During the Year there were many events happening in various areas across Scotland. One of the most significant events that took place was the participation of children at the Church of Scotland’s General Assembly for the first time in its 400 year history. Each Forum was asked to offer one child in each group the chance to attend a program centered on the General Assembly in May 2002. A group of 23 Children’s Ambassadors made history by leading worship at the General Assembly, and presenting a report on the Year of the Child. Meanwhile though, the local Forums continued to meet for the 21 month period and covered nine other agendas after the initial formation of the Vision Statement. It is from these agendas that the Church learned and listened.

3. The Agendas

Each agenda worked with another agency – either another Board of the Church, or an external agency. Each one contained suggestions for icebreakers to put the children at ease, bible and prayer suggestions, the list of national questions, reminders about discussing local issues, and updates on Year of the Child events. The agendas were mailed to everyone who had registered as a Year of the Child church and also placed on a specially dedicated website.

Here I shall attempt to present the main outcomes of each of the agendas.

i) Mission in Scotland

The children showed their passion for telling people about the gospel. They showed an amazing understanding of their faith that clearly indicated that teaching was working. It led us to question the format of adult education in the Church compared to the clear success of children’s learning! Children indicated they preferred one off mission events with exciting themes and games and this led to a more concentrated support of churches running Summer Clubs (Holiday Missions). The children also proved their faith journey was not confined to the Church but happened in school groups and activity weekends. This highlighted the fact that the Church needed to work more closely with other Christian agencies in the country which ultimately led to partnership agreements and the formation of a Forum for the various organisations to exchange ideas and plan together.

ii) Local Church worship

The children surprised everyone by revealing that they don’t just like modern praise music with actions. They showed a maturity in understanding that worship has to reflect the whole community and those more traditional songs and forms of worship were also appreciated. From this we produced a workbook to help those preparing all age worship to do so in a more child friendly manner. The children focussed heavily on the importance of prayer, but identified that although they knew the words of the Lord’s Prayer they did not know exactly what it meant. An education pack was highlighted as being a need in this area. This agenda showed that children love worship, and love being involved in it. One very practical outcome from the local part of this agenda was that one Forum felt that what their local Church needed was to complete the one window in the Church that did not have stained glass. The children set about fundraising and a special Year of the Child stained glass window was dedicated in the Church in December 2002.

iii) Social Responsibility

It was felt that the Church should be involved with anyone in society that had a problem regardless of who they were or what the problem was. Many felt that the Church needed to do more to help people, and to that extent should be involved more in politics. The children identified the following as being the major problems in society today – money (debt), crime (with theft and murder given particular focus), and drugs (with poverty, theft, and illness as a direct result). The issues that most affect children in society were listed as – bullying, smoking, drugs, peer pressure, internet chat rooms, and the pressure put on them by parents to achieve. The main causes of problems in society were focussed around a lack of family or community, with many stating it simply as ‘people not listening to one another’. Most thought that the Church could do a lot more to solve these problems.

iv) Mission in the wider world

The concept of mission here was described by the children as ‘taking a risk of God’. They say missionaries in a James Bond style, risking their lives to tell people about God. Children thought that mission should be done abroad, but also noted that it was needed at home too. The events in New York on 9/11 prompted many of the children to say that the USA needed missionaries at that time giving clear evidence to children’s awareness of world issues. The children felt that missionaries could better stay in touch with those at home through use of the internet and video diaries. All the children showed a real depth of knowledge of other countries and a real desire to learn and help more. We have been able to offer the children of the Church the chance to take part in the Church of Scotland HIV/AIDS appeal to enable them to support some of the people and places they mentioned.

v) Child Protection

In this agenda we returned to the discovery that the children of the church knew nothing about the Child Protection policy. Apart from asking them about child protection issues there was also an education angle to teaching them about the policy and what to do in a difficult situation.

The children thought that child protection was about keeping them safe, happy, and protected from danger. They concluded that it was a matter of what was right and what wrong but again mentioned that there needed to be more emphasis on keeping children safe from bullying. Things that made them feel unsafe were listed as – drunk people, being alone or lost, and strangers. Many of the groups talked about the problems with gangs of children who were to be found on the streets in the evenings. They were varying aware of the state agencies and charities that exist to help them if they feel unsafe and this was reassuring to know.

vi) Religious Observance in Schools

At the time of this agenda the Scottish Executive (Government) was carrying out a consultation to discover what happened in schools relating to religious observance. This differs from religious education as it is the time given over to worship – usually in the form of a school assembly led by a local Minister. The Forum responses from this were sent to the Executive and utilised in the national consultation as well as the Church of Scotland’s own Committee on Education.

The majority of the children had an experience of an Assembly either once a week or once a month. Many of these were led by Ministers and although the children seemed to enjoy them there was an indication that they did find it difficult if it was their own minister. Many thought that the Assemblies should cover all religions and not just Christianity. Where there was no religious input the Assemblies tended to be about issues in the school or used to award prizes. The main criticism was that the children were not involved in leading the Assemblies and they had to sit on the floor!

vii) Christian Aid

One of our Year of the Child partners led this agenda on International Trade and Debt. The children showed an amazing ability to comprehend the main issues and were shocked when they learned of how big countries can take advantage of smaller ones. Many of the children expressed real concern over the attitudes of people in Scotland to these important issues and felt that more needed to be done to raise awareness. They commented that challenging people to change what they buy to eat, drink, and wear, could have a very positive affect. This agenda led many of the children to get very involved in Christian Aid week, through performing dramas, sponsored events, and fundraising. This agenda further strengthened the view of children’s knowledge and concern for the wider world and that they needed to be more involved in what is often seen as an adult responsibility in the Church.

viii) Church and the nation

The children felt that we did not live in a fair world – poverty, lack of food, and homelessness were all part of the injustice. All thought that these were the kinds of issues that the Church should be talking to the nation about because this is what the gospel is all about. Many commented that this was a different world we lived in now because they were all aware of people of many difference races and religions, which people were maybe not always used too. When asked who their favourite politician in the country they said that there was no one they really trusted, but quite a few thought that Koffi Annan, the General Secretary of the United Nations was a good man. The children all felt that continuing to go to Church and to help it speak out to people would make a real difference in the future. They all offered thought on what they would like to work as when they left school, this produced such a range of answers it indicated how definitive they are about their future and what they want.

iv) Work in the local Church

When asked about the Eldership (ordained leaders in the Church of Scotland) there was the thought that Elders had to be old, with the majority of their role being focused on doing jobs on a Sunday morning (welcoming, handing out hymn books). Very few talked about the spiritual or pastoral side of the Elders role. They expressed the concern that the Church leaders needed to get to know the children more. The activities they most liked in their Sunday Schools were - art, craft, singing, discussing, eating, games, drama, and learning about Jesus. Some of the children talked about how they feel safe and welcome there, as well as most making some comment on how much they like the leaders. On the negatives they wanted a better place to meet, others felt that they needed a better name than Sunday School. But all preferred learning about God in a more informal environment as well as being able to discuss what they believed. Many felt that Christianity was rushed in School. When asked about their experiences of all age worship they felt that it was either aimed to low or too high and they preferred being in Sunday School. One very provocative thought on the future of the Church was that there would be a Church for the truly committed Christians and another for those that just want the social activities. All the groups expressed a desire for a large national event where children could gather together; this led to a celebration day in May 2004 with over 600 children attending.

All the responses from the agendas were fed back to the local churches through the Year of the Child Church network and the ChoK newsletter. All the responses together with photos from the Year were finally collated into a book with worksheets entitled ‘Hear our Voice’. This publication provides a record for all Churches of what was achieved during the Year, as well as offering happy memories for all those that were involved. 

4. Overall Outcomes

When the Year of a Child drew to a close in December of 2002 it was difficult at that time to see what the exact outcomes of the project had been. One child had expressed the thought that ‘The Year of the Child was to bring equality in the Church of Scotland between adults and children.’ But did we know if that had happened? We knew that the Forums had met, with many expressing a desire to continue to do so, we knew that the local churches involved had seen many changes in their church life, we knew that there had been an increase in training of leaders and of communication between churches, but what did this all indicate?

It is only with the benefit of time, in the two and half years since the Year of the Child that we are truly able to assess what occurred.

Children’s Ministry in the Church of Scotland was revitalised. It was given a new position in the life of the whole Church that it has drawn many benefits from. Children workers are seen in a new light, with more professional training offered, and more resources on offer to them. Many churches have continued to involve children in their decision making bodies and children will return to the General Assembly every three years as well as offering written reports in the intervening years. ChoK continues to be produced and has a mailing list of over 800 interested parties. The move to a new website for children’s work in the Church has offered a dedicated space for resources, training information and support. Partnerships with external Christian agencies have flourished and many local churches continue to request the workbook and video. The project met all its stated aims and exceeded the expectations of all those involved with it.

5. The Future

The story of the Church of Scotland’s Year of the Child is only the first step on the journey. There are many issues that the Forums generated that are still being worked on. At the top of this list is the continuing work of involving children in Holy Communion. Although the Church of Scotland agreed that children should be able to participate in the sacrament over ten years ago, there are many churches where children are still excluded. Work in educating and training churches in this area continue. Baptism and Church membership are another two areas that children identified as being confusing to them, and work has been underway on this for the last year.

Perhaps the most significant outcome is one that will not be fully outworked until the next generation are the adults of the church. Through the Year of the Child there is a group of people, both adults and children, who think of church as place where all ages should be consulted and listened too. A place where age is no indication of what you have to offer or of your strength of faith. This belief will continue to change the face of the church and the mechanics of how congregations operate. One day, church will be a community of all believers offering themselves in worship and service.

Learning Reflections in 2007 

Much has changed since this work was carried out, both for the Church of Scotland and for the issue of children’s participation in society at large. It is now a well recognised fact that children need to be involved in decision making that affects their lives. Moving forward for churches has perhaps been harder and has not always been an easy journey. Participation remains a subject for the whole Church to address. Children need encouragement, they need to feel welcome in a space that was not always designed with them in mind. Children’s work has always and will always be at the heart of the mission and life of the Church, both for those children we see in the Church and for those children whom we are trying to nurture to a life of faith.

