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Second Africa Consultation

21 – 24 November 2006

Preface
The first consultation that the Child Theology Movement held in Africa was in Cape Town in 2004. Although a
small meeting, the report it produced has been the most requested – evidence of the quality of the work done. So
we were delighted to return to Africa. Indeed it was at Cape Town that our brother Shiferaw Michael both
invited us to return and suggested that we focus our next meeting on theological training institutions.1 This is
what we have done and we are grateful to him and to Compassion International for making this meeting possible
The Child Theology Movement has used the strap line: “No child related activity without theological reflection;
No theology without the child in the midst.” We are told that 50% of the population of Africa are children and it
is well known that many suffer greatly through the various scourges that afflict the continent. In response to this
massive need there is much ‘child related activity’. Some Christians are sceptical of the value of theology but as
we get involved with the problems, sooner or later words surface in a cry of pain to God: “Why?” Such questions
from Christian workers at a conference in 2001 were part of the process that led to the discovery of Child
Theology. (This is described more fully in earlier reports in this series.) It is vital to ponder these heart felt
questions theologically even if there is no adequate “answer”.
As part of this theological reflection, we have become convinced that children are important not only and not
particularly as the ‘church of tomorrow’ but as the church of today. So it pains us to see that the training of most
ministers in Africa (and elsewhere) ignores children and their needs. This means that ministers are ill-equipped
to care for 50% of their congregations! We heard that in one famous school in the continent out of three years’
ministerial training, one week is given to work with children – and until recently it was in fact only one day.
We came to the conclusion of the unique significance of children in the Kingdom of God when our eyes were
opened to the importance of the child placed by Jesus in the midst of a theological argument in the event narrated
in Matthew 18. Over and over again when there’s a spiritual crisis in the nation, God chose a child – Samuel,
David and many more. Perhaps Mary was a child by modern standards (under 18 years old) when Gabriel
appeared to her. And it may be that God also chose a child to bring the Gospel to Ethiopia. According to one
tradition, Christianity started in Ethiopia in the 4th century AD with a Syrian boy called Frumentius. In a story
reminiscent of Joseph going into slavery in Egypt, Frumentius was shipwrecked, captured and sent to work at the
court at Aksum. He grew to become the King’s secretary and after the King’s death, regent to the new king.
Converted to Christianity, he set about establishing churches in Ethiopia. At an opportune time, he visited
Alexandria and asked the patriarch Athanasius to send a bishop. To which the great theologian is said to have
replied: “What other man shall we find in whom the Spirit of God is, as in you, who can accomplish these
things?” So he was appointed bishop and sent back to Aksum.
A few years ago, Unicef organised a special session of the United Nations for children. Their aim was to
encourage countries to work together to build a ‘world fit for children’. A striking moment for me in seeing the
video of the event was hearing a child say that a world fit for children would be a world fit for everyone. The
evils that oppress children afflict all of us. Child Theology seeks, among other things, to build a church fit for
children and we believe that all of us will be blessed by it.

John Collier (editor)

Our special thanks to Karissa Glanville who helped me immensely by taking comprehensive notes during the meeting.

1 see

page 20, Cape Town Report
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Wednesday 22 November
S1.1: Devotions
(Dirk Coetsee)
A focus on Jesus, child and the Kingdom of God
Greet without words. Close eyes and imagine we are in Jerusalem 2000 years ago. Imagine the
crowds, smells and sounds. We see a young couple going up to the Temple, a bit concerned because
they were to do an important thing and they were country people. Reading: Circumcision and
presentation of Jesus. Prophesies of Simeon and Anna. Imagine where you are in that scene. Who do
you speak to? What do you say?
• “Mary it’s such a privilege to have a child to whom such prophecies were given and see
how they will be fulfilled”
• “Simeon, you’ve said some important and scary things. Now go home and have a good
sleep.”
• “Mary I’m scared about this kind of a child, I’ll be praying for you”
• “Joseph, where do you live? Can I come and visit you?”
Now take the baby in your arms. Who do you feel like? Joseph? Mary? Simeon? Feel the baby, his
weight, his smell, feel his breath, hear the small sounds he makes. “Jesus, I’m scared of holding you in
my arms. If I drop you you’ll die. If I don’t feed you, you won’t grow……. Thank you for coming as a
child.”
Into my heart, into my heart
Come into my heart Lord Jesus
Come in today
Come in to stay
Come into my heart, Lord Jesus

S1.2: Personal Introductions by participants
(Shiferaw; White)
Keith explained that in Child Theology consultations we always insist that there is no back row. We
take time to get to know each other as God knows us – face to face.
John Collier

I am part organiser of this meeting and I work for the
Child Theology Movement. Home is an issue for me right
now as I travel so much. I’m not sure where home is any
more but I’m originally from the UK.

Karissa
Glanville

California. Seminary student PhD on spiritual dev of
adolescents. Single but works with many children. Also
writes for children. Here to learn and to be a voice back to
my mentor at Fuller seminary

Benzamin
Yanogho

I’m from Burkina Faso. I have trained others how to reach
school children and also involved in training pastors. This
year my ministry changed and I now serve several Bible
schools. I want to help them build a programme to train
for children’s ministry and how to lead them into mission.

Solomon
Nkesiga

I am the Principal of Kampala International School of
Theology. I recently completed a PhD in ‘Virtuous
Living’ and I want to know how to help children live
virtuously. So can CT help with this?
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Endrias Essay

I’m from one of the oldest theological seminaries in
Ethiopia where I teach practical theology. The department
is revising its curriculum and at the moment we have no
focus on children. We want to change this.

Daniel Yilma

I’m a Christian Education instructor in an Ethiopian
Pentecostal Theological college. We are developing a new
curriculum and I feel this consultation will help with this. I
am also involved in children’s ministry in the church.

Enoch
Thompson

I am from Maranatha University College in Ghana. In the
past I was in a ministry with children and training Sunday
School teachers. I found that as the college sought more
academic accreditation, the room for children diminished.
This meeting I hope will help me help my faculty to start a
program/major in CT or holistic child development.

Damtew
Eshete

I work for Compassion in Ethiopia. I have devoted my life
to child advocacy. I hope this meeting will help me refine
my vision for ministry.

Shiferaw
Michael

I am here because of the respect I have for theological
schools and the role they play in shaping the future of the
church and therefore the future of Africa. If theological
schools are challenged and encouraged re the importance
of children in the kingdom, there will be significant
change in our country/continent. I also want to learn and
to be a blessing as one of you

Mukwiza
Simeon

I am the dean of the faculty of theology in the Evangelical
churches seminary for 22 churches in Rwanda. I am a
pastor of one of the biggest churches in Kigale where we
have over 500 children.

Isobel BoothClibborn

I live in Uganda and work for Viva Network Africa,
aiming to connect people who work at grassroots level and
Christian agencies that work with children. Many do so
without a good theological under-pinning of the work. I’m
interested to discover the theology of the African child.

Philile
Mndzebele

I’m from Swaziland where I work with World Vision. My
vision is to work with children, integrating children work
into the development work. I help to train those who work
with children. In my church I’m also a Sunday School
teacher.

Amon
Dlamini

I am the Christian Commitment co-ordinator for World
Vision in Swaziland. I work to ensure that all activities
have a Christian core, to ensure there is a focus on
spiritual as well as the physical and social needs.

Karlien
Grobelaar

I am from RSA and am just starting the Master’s degree in
theology. I grew up in Petra college. I love God and
children and believe in caring and ministering to them. I
want to be an advocate with children’s rights. I also
believe they can minister to us.
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Gideon
Coetsee

I’m also from Petra college. I start to study to become a
teacher next year. I hope to learn a lot from being here.
Children are our future and so I want to learn all I can to
get a bigger and better perspective from Africa.

Dirk Coetsee

I’m the father of Gideon and also his spiritual brother and
social playmate. We both have a child inside! I’m from
Petra College and I’m interested in how to equip leaders in
Africa to become really effective in children’s issues.

Tilahun
Masresha

I am currently the child protection co-ordinator for World
Vision in Ethiopia. The more we invest in our children,
the redemption of our nation will be very close. I want to
discover the theological perspective on child protection.

Keith White

I’m from London UK. I’ve always wanted to come to
Ethiopia. I come from a big family – I have 1,200 adopted
brothers and sisters. I lectured for many years in a
theological seminary in London but there is no room for
children in the curriculum. It may be that the world will
later look and learn from what Africa has done.

Bedru
Hussain

I am from a theological school in Ethiopia. We are also
revising our curriculum and I wasn’t to see what CT has to
offer. We have 120,000 children registered in the church.
In society, there is abuse and neglect and we cannot do
this in the church. How can we treat them well?

Alemseged
Ketema

I am also from an Evangelical Theological College in
Ethiopia. My father was Czech my mother Ethiopian and I
am married to an Indian. So we have the world in our
family! I tried living in Europe but was always under
suspicion for being different. I realised that there was a
need to educate children in Ethiopia so that there was no
need for them to go abroad to work. So I returned to get
involved in education here.

Lois Semenye

I teach in Nairobi International School of Theology. I
came to know the Lord as a child and I immediately had
the desire to reach other children. After my first degree I
got involved in children’s work. I took a master’s degree
and started to train teachers, developing materials for them
to use. But I found I was only scratching the surface so I
changed career to influence the pastors. I shall be
organising a conference for pastors when I get back.

Zellelew
Argaw

I have taught in a college in Ethiopia for 10 years but I’ve
never worked with children. We don’t have a course on
children. I hope after this meeting this might change. My
wife works with Compassion.
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Jan
Grobbelaar

I’m from Petra College in RSA. I attended the CTM
meeting at Penang 3 which had a great impact and so I felt
I had to be here to share something of what I learnt. It was
life-changing. I want to go on this journey with you – to
develop a theology liberating for us and the children of
Africa. I pray the Lord will touch our heart in these days.

Daniel
Legesse

I am from Compassion Ethiopia and Addis Ababa Bible
College. The college is a strategic moment in making its
plans for the next ten years. I am a communication and
education specialist for Compassion. This opportunity will
help my understanding so that children will be heard.

Tiruwork

I don’t work directly with children, but whatever I do
affects them. I used to work for World Vision but now I
work for Compassion.

Tewabech
Mengiste

I’m responsible for children’s ministry. More than Here
before servant of the Lord and the little ones.

Desere
Kajabika

I work for World Vision in DRC. I’m in charge of
activities for children. We have about 1,000 children
coming to my church each Sunday. We need to increase
our capacity.

Jean-Marie
Nkonge

I work for World Vision in DRC. I am involved in a
seminary training pastors but there is a lack of any focus
on children. I need to learn more.

Marcia Bunge

(joined the consultation on the second day)

Keith noted that recent statistics revealed that 30% of churches in UK don’t have a single child in
them. In contrast, we have heard of churches in Africa with 1,000 children. So we (from ‘the West’)
have come here to learn as well as to share what we have learnt in other parts of the world.
We think of theological education as the source of a great river. What is done at the source can affect
everything downstream. So it is clear why it is so strategic to bring the theological educators here to
this meeting.

S1.3: Seminar: The child in the midst of the Biblical witness
(White)

Introduction
It is always a joy and encouragement when we come to the Bible with a particular group of people, or question
in mind and find that God is ready and waiting to greet us. By His Holy Spirit has not left us without a witness.
In this unique collection of writings comprising 66 books compiled over 1,500 years God’s purposes towards a
huge number of groups and situations is revealed. Thus those in Latin America who sought to understand the
place of the poor and oppressed in God’s kingdom were able to trace his commitment to them from the earliest
pages and stories, especially in the liberation of the Hebrew slaves from Egypt. So it has been with those
enquiring about those seen as outsiders or others because of their culture, ethnicity, crimes, brokenness or
gender. I personally remember the time when as a sociologist I read Jacques Ellul’s great book The Meaning of
the City which traced the place of cities in God’s unfolding purposes from the very first chapters of Genesis to
the last pages of Revelation.
One of the results of such a search is to see things more comprehensively and sensitively. Anyone who has
tried to understand the place of women in God’s mission for example cannot fail to read the Gospel of Luke
differently to those who wrote commentaries a few decades ago.
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In some ways the reading of the Bible that makes children the starting point for study can be compared to these
other perspectives and movements. And there are striking similarities. But the emerging field of Child
Theology has also found a significant point of departure: a uniqueness, if you like. And put simply it is the fact
that Jesus took a little child (not a woman, poor man, gentile), placed him in the middle of his disciples and
used the child as a key to understanding the Kingdom of Heaven and the very heart of his calling and mission.
But that is to go ahead of ourselves. Before looking at the place of the child and children in the Scriptures, we
need to remind ourselves that at the very heart of the Bible we find God himself, revealed in different ways and
at different times, but supremely and mostly fully in Jesus Christ. However precious any part of creation is
(and children are very dear to God’s heart) anything that displaces God will tend to become an idol, and in
relating to this part we will tend to become guilty of idolatry however indirect and unconsciously. This point
has been made carefully in Introducing Child Theology and so I do not need to labour it here and now. But I
would like to stress that all of us must take good care never to think or act in a way that elevates children or
childhood in such a way that God is relegated to the background. And needless to say I will try to make sure I
do not do so in this paper!

Children in the Biblical Witness
1 Children (and young people) as children
I am delighted that you have given me this title: biblical witness. More often people tend to think of “children
in the Bible”. And there is a big difference. We can indeed look right through the Bible from Genesis to
Revelation using a concordance and find lots of references to children and young people. You can do the
same thing with plants, mountains, rivers, women, colours, cities and so on. You end up with an impressive
list, and if you reflect on it you can work your way to some sort of biblical or even theological understanding
of the category that you start with. At best you will work towards a theology of children, plants, mountains,
rivers, women, colours or cities. And that has its place, because God who created all things delights in every
part of creation and it is good to have our eyes opened to new aspects of his work of art we think of as the
universe.
But biblical witness is about something more than this. It challenges us to see the meaning of each part of
creation; its testimony if you like. What is it pointing to? What is the message it is designed to convey to us?
And it doesn’t take us long to realise that the Bible itself is crystal clear that everything in creation is designed
to point to God in Jesus Christ. Everything is created to praise the Creator: whether trees clapping their
hands, seas roaring, or babies crying. This means that in seeking to understand children as part of the biblical
witness we are not merely trying to understand better how children are made, what they are like, how they
develop (although there is so much that we can learn about these things), but to understand more fully what
children reveal to us of God and his purposes and nature.
If you can make this distinction with me you will immediately grasp the difference between a “theology of
childhood” and “child theology”. This is not to say that they do not inform each other and overlap, but to
point out the way in which Child Theology goes beyond the child as a child, in order to see the child in
relation to God in Jesus Christ. It may be that a theology of childhood is a useful starting point. An excellent
reference book if you are looking for an encyclopaedia of children in the Bible is the book: Precious in His
Sight, by Roy B. Zuck (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 1996). I always keep it beside me!
And if you want a summary of how Christian biblical scholars and theologians have interpreted all the
references to children in the Bible I can commend to you the work of my friend and colleague, Professor
Marcia Bunge in her paper “Historical Perspectives on Children and the Church” published in the Houston
Consultation on Child Theology Report (London: CTM, 2005), pages 38-45. It may be useful to have a
summary of her categories. She argues that they need to be held in tension if we are to strengthen our
commitment to children. And I would argue that only if we hold on to them all can we begin to see deeper
into the biblical witness to God and his faithfulness, justice and love.
Children in the Bible have been understood theologically as:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Gifts of God and Sources of Joy
Sinful Creatures and Moral Agents
Developing Beings who Need Instruction and Guidance
Fully Human and Made in the Image of God
Models of Faith and Sources of Revelation
Orphans, Neighbours, Strangers in Need of Justice and Compassion

I think you can see that rarely do we manage in church and ministry to hold all of these together. And it is not
hard to see the problems that arise when we concentrate on only one of these perspectives. If for example we
see children as simply gifts of God and sources of joy, we will not take seriously the challenges of
motherhood, and will tend to have a sentimentalised and romantic idea of children that does not do justice to
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the suffering and oppression of children worldwide. If on the other hand see them simply as sinful, parenting
and teaching may not be open to what children have to teach as we seek to care for and teach them. There is
work to do here for all of us, and these two resources are a real blessing as we set about this task.

2 Children as partners in God’s mission
Last week I had the privilege of talking with an antique dealer who came from a family that had nothing to do
with church or Christianity. Two years ago he started to read the Bible systematically using a reading plan
that I had commended to him. Having read the whole Bible for the first time (he used to do this each morning
starting at 4.00 a.m. when he told me it was quiet so he could concentrate) I was intrigued to know what
overall impressions he had gained. There isn’t time to tell you all that he said, but one thing surprised him
above everything else: how seriously the Bible took idolatry. He said it seemed to run through every book,
and yet he had rarely heard Christians talk about it.
As one who has just completed a new edition of the Bible I am able to confirm that he is right on the ball:
idolatry is a biblical way of seeing the whole of human and personal history unless our lives and communities
are continually reformed, cleansed and renewed by the work of God through Jesus Christ and the Holy Spirit.
A few years ago I too read right through the Bible, but with a particular purpose in mind.
I was looking to see how, where and why children figured in the Bible. The result was a paper for a Cutting
Edge Conference, “Rediscovering Children at the Heart of Mission”, now published in Celebrating Children
(Carlisle: Paternoster, 2003), pages 189-199. It was a turning point in my whole ministry, and could be said to
have given birth to what we now call Child Theology. As I re-read the paper I am struck by how many
insights I gained that had been hidden until that moment, but one that turned my whole understanding of
children around was that children “performed some of his most significant acts and revelations through these
children. Their faith and actions are critically important in the unfolding and outworking of God’s purposes.”
(Page 190) Until then I think I had tended to see children as precious objects of care, teaching and ministry.
They remain that still, but what I had missed was the fact that again and again the Bible tells how, when
things got really serious, God chose children. When there’s no one else to choose, God chooses a Child -like
Samuel, when he was a child, he spoke the whole truth to Eli. Calvin said if we have a problem with God
choosing children, we should pause and think: does God need to choose the strong? No, he can choose the
weak. It is God’s nature to choose the weak things of this world, so no one can boast. So when we see
children as partners, we also see we ourselves, though adults are always children to God, chosen in our
weakness.
This insight helped me to see that it is necessary to ponder deeply the nature of God’s mission. He takes the
weak things of the world, and reveals his strength in and through weakness. And I see that children are
largely unconscious of the way in which God is using them: they are not trained agents of the Kingdom.
Perhaps God is using us as individuals and a church in ways that we are completely unaware of. Do we stress
conscious mission, objectives and outcomes, systems and models, when He prefers to work as quietly as yeast
in the dough and a mustard seed in the garden? So perhaps you can see how this discovery has led me both to
see my relationship to children differently, and also to reflect deeply on what all this has to teach about God,
Jesus and the Kingdom of Heaven.

3 Child and childhood as God’s way of seeing all humans
Once you start reading the Bible with children in mind you quickly discover that many if not most of the
references to children are not actually about children as young human beings at all, but ways of describing
adults and adult communities. In the Jewish Scriptures there is continuous reference to “the children of
Israel” for example and as we all know this phrase refers to the whole of the Jewish community, male and
female, young and old. Likewise in the New Testament followers of Jesus are often referred to as “little
children”, for example in the letters of John.
This is not the place to develop this perspective, but we can note that it has some important implications. One
is that we must be careful in making distinctions between adults and children, lest we obscure the fact that
God sees us all as his children. What if childhood rather than being a temporary phase in human development
before what we may think of as maturity or adulthood, is, from God’s point of view a description of the whole
of our lives? When you pray, say, “Our Father”: not just while you are little children, but as adult believers
and followers of Jesus.
Allied to this is the recognition that some of the most important descriptions of what it is to be a Christian
relate to processes that we usually associate with children and childhood. Two obvious examples are
Adoption and being Born Again. Whatever Paul and Jesus mean when they use these symbols they are not
calling adults to cease to be responsible adults; but at the same time it is clear that unless we hold on to the
child in the midst we, as adults, lose a vital sign of the Kingdom of God.
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