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Introduction

Let me start by telling you how I first came across Godly Play. After havind read Jerome’s early article in  , I went to an international conference almost exactly 20 years ago. As part of a very full conference schedule with many papers, Jerome aoffered not another paper but  a presentation on children’s theology. And you can imagine what he did. He played with us and showed us pictures of children at play, at children’s theology.

While this was actually my first encounter with children’s theology, it was not the first time that I met Jerome. Several years earlier he had come to Tuebingen to meet with Karl Ernst Nipkow—on his way back from Italy, having worked with Sofia Cavaletti there.

Ever since, I have been fascinated with children’s theology and no less with Jerome as the main player. I share the view that our British colleague John Hull once expressed by saying: ‘I only know of one genius in religious education. It is Jerome Berryman.”

However, I am a German religious educatior and theologian. As some of you may know, this implies that being fascinated also means that I am wondering about how children’s theology could be used with even more children than is the case today. Considering my own work, be it with children or with my students, I realize that children’s theology has not really played the role it should have. So in a sense, you can take my paper today as an attempt to understand why this has been the case.

You may wonder, however, why I am bothered by this question. I guess it has to do with the fact that I share so many interests with this approach. In my understanding, Godly Play is a model for religious education that puts special emphasis on children. It opens up new ways for children to imaginatively encounter biblical narratives and parables. Its Montessorian background places it with the longstanding tradition of child centered (religious) education.

The aim of the present paper is to bring the Godly Play approach into dialogue with recent developments in child oriented religious education in order to make it more suitable for new contexts beyond its original context. Two perspectives are taken up for this purpose, first the issue of the choice of contents presented to children and second the understanding of children as theologians. In both respects, the Godly Play approach proves to be a very powerful beginning that, at the same time, should be broadened for future use.

In a final step, the perspective of a theology of childhood is taken up, i.e., the views of childhood maintained by theology and the church. Such a theology should be seen as the necessary background for Godly Play or parallel approaches and as a basis for giving children a voice of their own, in religious education no less than in other contexts.

1. Broadening the Approach: European Perspectives on Godly Play

In this section, I want to consider some perspectives from the European and especially from the German discussion on children’s theology.  They can be seen as critical questions but also as attempts of broadening the original approach in order to make it more accessible for new settings.

A first question refers to the relationship between Sunday School and religious education in public schools. Is it possible to transfer children’s theology from one context to another?  Can children’s theology also go to public school? This question is of critical importance. Much of European religious education takes place within public school settings. Quite often it does not taker place in a special room but the teacher will come to whatever classroom the students use at a particular time. Liturgy does not have a place in such settings although some liturgical elements like an opening prayer may be used in some places. Should we try to develop models for children’s theology at school or would the barren atmosphere of a standard classroom take away the special atmosphere that is part and parcel of children’s theology?

The second question is more critical. Some religious educators have asked about the relationship between the palpable and the transcendent in Godly play. children’s theology claims to bee imaginative but it does so in a way that restrains children’s imagination. In other words,  does the physical material used in children’s theology hinder the process of imagination that takes place when children listen to biblical narratives without having anything before their eyes to stop their imaginative process? Of course, one could possibly argue that children need objects to spur their imagination. At the same time, there is the longstanding discussion in education about the role of the Montessori materials that parallels this critical question. Moreover, especially from a Protestant point of view, what is the relationship between the transcendent and material objects? 

The third question refers to the content used in children’s theology. More exactly, it is the choice of topics that deserves more attention. A number of themes have not received much attention in the Godly Play discussion, for example, ethical and political topics in their relationship to faith and religion but also other topics relating to the life world of children. Does the children’s theology approach imply that only biblical narratives of the Christian festivals can be addressed?

Fourth, what about religious pluralism? In most European countries, children grow up in the presence of different religions. Even the Nordic countries that used to be exclusively Lutheran, have turned into multireligious places. Religious education has to prepare young people for living together with peole from different backgrounds. Moreover, the children themselves are wondering about the meaning of other religions. Let me take an example from one of our recent studies on how young children at the age of 5 or 6 years think about God in this context

…

Our British colleague John Hull has used the children’s theology as a basis for a new approach that he calls A Gift to the Child. In this case, religious objects are presented to the children, for example a statue of the Hindu goddess Ganesha. The chidren are told what these objects mean to those who cherish them, and they are also told that they actually do not belong to everyone but only to those of a particular tradition. So the aim is not to make everyone love Ganesha although each child should become aware of what meaning a particular faith may have to offer him or her—as a gift. 

I remember John Hull telling me on some occasion that he does not think his Gift-to-the-Child-approach is in line with children’s theology. children’s theology is about the immersion into one religion, not about the encounter with other religions, at least according to its original design. Yet does it not make sense to also use an imaginative approach to learning about other religions?

My fifth and last point is about the role of the children in children’s theology. More specifically, it is about Godly play and the recent discussion on children’s theology in a number of countries. Since this point is of central importance for me, I make it the topic of the second üpaet of my paper.

2. Godly Play and Children’s Theology

One of the most remarkable developments in the European field of religious education in the last 10 years has been the new interest in children as theologians. To some degree, one could even speak of an international movement, with books in several languages and with international consultations in different countries. 

There is no clear definiton of children’s theology available so far, but there clearly is a common core of the various discussions and approaches. This core entails the understanding that children are quite capable of not only asking questions that are of theopogical interst—their “big questions” as they are often called—but that children are also able to find answers of their own. Seeing children as theologians means to appreciate their theological creativity and the productive character of their ideas.

In my own work, I have suggested to distinguish between three different aspects or directions within children’s theoogy.

First we must become aware of the theoogy produced by children which I call theology of children. This can comprise all fo their religious ideas or images but, in any case, it refers to the children’s attempts of making sense of their own religius ideas. For example, they are trying to make sense of the idea that people go to heaven after they die. The come across the ensuing question what will happen after there is no more space in heaven. Or, to use another example, they come to think about what it means that some children are Catholic and other Protestant. In one of our studies, some of the children who were in conversation with us, told us that it depends on the child. Once the child gets a little bit older you will be able to tell if the child is Protesatnt or Catholics. Others, howver, though it depended on the year the child is born. If it is an even year, the child will be Catholic, if it is a uneven year a Protestant.

Second, there is theology with children. Here I refer to the conversations and exchanges between children and adults on questions related to theoogy. Such conversations have a central place in religious education but they are not limited to formalized educational settings. Children tend to ask questions and they are interested in how adults will respond to their questions.

The third aspect is theology for children. This aspect is sometimes considered contradictory for a children’s theology approach. It seems to imply a certain return to a traditional catechetical procedure that tried to dispense ready-made answers to children to be learnt by heart. Yet this is obviously not what I mean. Theology for children relates to the challenge of finding the right response, for example, to the question about the whereabouts of the dead once heaven is full. How should we respond to this question? Should we tell children that this question cannot be asked? Or that heaven is so big that it can never be full? Or that god will create a new heaven once there is no more space in the first? None of these questions is innocent. All of them carry theological implications and images of God with them. This is why it is important to become aware of the theology that adults are offering to the children, even within a chidren as theologians approach.

Let me come back to children’s theology. Is there a place for children’s theoogy within children’s theology?  Jerome Berryman has been quite outspoken about the theological potential of children. After all, Jerome’s teacher, Sofia Cavalletii authored a famopus book Il potenziale religioso del baino—The Religious Potential of the Child. Yet where exactky is the lace for children as theologians in children’s theology?

As far as I can see, there are two possible answers. The first answer could identify play itself as a place for creative theology. In the process of  playing, children acticely create and act out or express their ideas and understandings, their thoughts and their wishes. I agree with this point of view. Play is a very important part in children’s lives as well as in human life in genral. And most certaionyl, the importance of play has been greatly underestimated, not only in theoogy. It is less clear to me, howver, if playing can or should be the only way of allowing children to be active as theologians. There must also be a place for children to express their theological ideas in dialogue, among themselves as well as with adults.

This is where my second answer comes in, relating the wondering phase in children’s theology to children’s theoogy. The English word “wondering” is actualyy a weak translation of the Italian stupore thant is used by Sofia Cavallettif in this context. Stuposre does mean wondering but certainly it also means more, the Greek thaumazein as the root of all philosophical questions.

A children’s theology approach could imply that there should be more emphasis on the wondering phase. Moreover, it could mean that this phase should also be done differently so that children are supported in their own independent thinking.

Let me take up an example

3. Theology of Childhood

Theology of childhood is not the same as children’s theology. It refers to the adults and to their views of childhood. Such views are quite important for religious education and for the raltionship to children in general. In many ways they determine how adults encounter children, what they expect of them and what they do not consider them capable of. In other contexts like teaching math, empirical studies have established that the teachers’ expectations have a decisive influence on the actual achievements of students. High expectations tend to lead to better outcomes.

In the last two decades a number of studies on theoogies of childhood in the history of Christianity have been published, including my own on the Religion of the Child (1992) and Jerome Berryman’s Children and the Theologians (2009). These studies show that there has been a whole spectrum of different views of children within Christianity, positive images as well as negative ones. From today’s perspective, many of the traditional views have to be challenged as distortions. This is not only true, for example, for the notoriously negative understandings of 18th Century Pietism that led to the demand for constant surveillance lest the evil consequences of hereditary sin should break out. It is also true for much later views that described children as savages. Yet distortions did also occur in the opposite direction when children were seen as angels or as redeemer-like figures, as sources of unspoiled wisdom or as embodiment of innocence. As different as these views could be, however, they had one thing in common. It was the adults 

Yet it would certainly be wrong to just criticize all Christian views of children and to end up with some kind of historical relativism. Inspite of all the differences, there is a remarkable tradition that goes back to the New Testament and to how Jesus himself related to children and how he understood children as models of faith. In many ways, this tradition has led to the understanding of childhood as a stage of life that is of equal worth and dignity, and also to an understanding of children’s faith as no less important or serious than the faith of adults.

In recent years, this kind of theoogy of childhood has been taken one step further—a step that I consider decisive. Children, says for example the 1994 Synod of the Protestant Church in Germany, have to be treated as subjects. Adults have to become willing to change their perspective, away from the adult point of view and in favor of the childrenÄ’s point of view. According to them, this change of perspective is a necessary consequence from the Christian tradition vis-à-vis children and childhood.

Again, there is an interesting parallel with the Montessori tradition. In many of her works, Maria Montessori includes references to God’s creation that she finds with children. Even more often she identifies children with Christ suffering on the cross. Jerome Berryman takes up this Montessorian tradition but he has also modied it. Both of his foundational books--Godly Play from 1997 and Children and the Theologians from 2009—include a special chapter on the “Theology of Childhood” and on the “Doctrine of Children”. In 2009, Berryman suggests to view “children as sacraments”. For him, they are “means of grace”.

I admit that I am as intrigued as I am puzzled by this suggestion. As a Lutheran, I can easily follow Berryman’s attempt to see God’s grace in children. For me, the very existence of children is a sign of God’s grace, and many adults—parents and other members of society—find children to be one of the most obvious ways in which they have encountered God’s grace in the world. Yet not everything that is a means of grace can be called a sacrament. Otherwise we loose sight of the special character of sacraments. (But maybe I should restrict myself to admitting to the Lutheran in me that does not want to become an Episcopalian.)

What is more important, howver, is the question if viewing children as sacraments is a good way of doing justice to their status as subjects and as active centers of creativity. After all, I do not expect a sacrament to talk back to me.

