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1. INTRODUCTION

The past decade has seen a significant awakening on the biblical and strategic importance and potential of children and youth as both objects of and agents for world transformation. A wealth of new initiatives and publications has raised awareness of the needs, the promise and the possibilities represented by this large, needy and receptive ‘people group.’ Christian literature is welcoming the emergence of this new discourse with enthusiasm.  Churches are being challenged to engage with children both inside and outside the walls of the church, especially those who live in poverty, oppression, abuse and exploitation.  Increasing numbers books and other resources offer new and profound insights into the topics of children and childhood in the Bible, child theology, children and mission, and children and leadership.

Toward the last part of the 1990s and early 2000s the Church witnessed the birth of several major initiatives, commitments and movements for and on behalf of Children, especially those who are at high risk.  Among them were Viva networks for Children at Risk and their Cutting Edges Conferences, the Oxford Statement of Children at Risk in 1997, the Godly Play Initiative (1997), the Holistic Child Development Program in Penang, Malaysia begun in 2001, the Child Theology Movement which was also born in Penang, Malaysia in 2002 and followed by numerous Child Theology Consultations in many areas of the world Children’s Church Movement, Children’s Prayer Movements, Children’s Spirituality Conference in June 2009, the Transform World 4-14 window initiative planned for September 2009, and more.  

Each of these movements and initiatives has grown significantly in the past decade.  The Viva Networks have worked with more than 85 network initiatives in 40 countries, helping 1.2 million children.  The Holistic Child Development (HCD) graduate program, begun in the Malaysia Baptist Theological Seminary in Penang, Malaysia in 2001, is now been fully or partly adopted by and associated with some 120 seminaries in 65 countries globally.

Of course, there is nothing new with Christians and Christian organizations caring for children in poverty and orphans.  The Roman Catholic Church, Salvation Army and Organizations such Compassion International and World Vision have been caring for children in poverty and orphans for a long time.  What is new though the awakening in the past decade, is a better understanding of the biblical significance of children and of God’s heart for children, including their role as ‘signs’ of the Kingdom. There is also a much greater awareness of the receptivity of children and youth, and of their potential as a force for mission and transformation. And, there is more attention, responsiveness and commitment on the part of churches (and seminaries) to care holistically for children, and to tap into their capacities, abilities, promise and possibilities. 

2. BIBLICAL STORIES

Awareness of the potential of children and young people have led many people to begin reading Scripture differently – with the child in focus. Many passages, long overlooked, are found to include children in significant ways, often as important change agents, and often in roles where adults and even nations are influenced or transformed. While readers have often disregarded passages highlighting children, it seems that they have never been insignificant in God’s scheme of things. God has always had heart for children. And He has always had a high regard for the capacity of children to understand the faith, and viewed them as willing and gifted instruments for revitalization and renewal. A few instances will hint at the wealth of biblical material now being revisited.  

A. The Young Slave Girl

Naaman's servants went to him and said, "My father, if the prophet had told you to do some great thing, would you not have done it? How much more, then, when he tells you, 'Wash and be cleansed'!"  So he went down and dipped himself in the Jordan seven times, as the man of God had told him, and his flesh was restored and became clean like that of a young boy.  Then Naaman and all his attendants went back to the man of God. He stood before him and said, "Now I know that there is no God in all the world except in Israel . . ." (2 Kings 5:13-15)

This surely is one of the great world mission passages of the Old Testament.  Jesus made a reference to this story in his sermon early in his ministry days, delivered at his hometown, Nazareth (Luke 4: 47).  

The output of the counsel given by the young captive girl to Naaman and his wife was Naaman’s miraculous healing.  The outcome of the healing was the acknowledgement by this great Aram Commander, that Yahweh is the only God in the whole world.  This confession formed the core of the Israelites’ confession of faith (Deuteronomy 6: 4-6).  And surely getting the peoples’ of the earth to have make the same “Now I know!” declaration that Naaman made, is even today what our missionary enterprise activity is all about. 

It would be great if we had the record of how this life changing experience and confession impact Naaman’s family, and on Ben-hadad II,the King of Aram, his vast army, and the people of Aram as a whole. Did it have an impact on the relationship and reconciliation between Aram and Israel?  Considering Naaman’s position in the army, reputation in society, and his closeness to the King of Aram, it is possible to speculate that this holistic transformational experience impacted people beyond his immediate family members.   Unfortunately we do not have such record at hand, but the author of the 2 Kings later recognized Naaman as a great man, courageous soldier, a man highly respected and the instrument in God’s hands.  Through Naaman’s leadership God gave victory to Aram.

An Israelite young captive girl initiated the whole episode.  She had certainly acquainted herself with the things of God and the ministry Elisha was undertaking.    The fact that Naaman, the second person in command in Aram listened to her the first place is remarkable.  As Esther Menn notes, this narrative presents a sustained and ironic contrast between what appears “big” and important, and what appears “small” and insignificant.”
   We do not know her name, her exact age, what happened with her parents and siblings when she was captured,  how long she served Naaman’s wife.  “…the child in introduced simply as “little,” as if that is the one thing that matters, her smallness in the midst of everything might, powerful, and gross.

Naaman and his wife listened to this young slave girl and seek permission from the King.  The King of Aram elevated the little girl’s suggestion into something of an international crisis when he sought to turn it into an economic and political transaction, but he wisely chose to believe the information given by this young girl and encouraged Naaman to take the journey to Israel.

If not for this girl’s spiritual insight and courage to counsel the great general, Naaman would have gone home the same person, with leprosy all over his body.  If not  compassionate determination of the little girl to see the great general of Aram experience holistic transformation, the enmity between the two nations, Aram and Israel might have deepened. Indeed who knows how many people and children might have died and suffered had there been war between them.

The little girl’s knowledge and faith in Yahweh and her familiarity with the work of God through his servant, Elisha were two things which enabled her to significantly impact her nation and generation, even while she was still very young.  Even living in foreign land with a low social status and limited freedom, this young girl was able to make impact that lead toward holistic transformation in the life of Naaman and his family which potentially creating reconciliation and peace between two hostile nations.  

B. Josiah, the Greatest King and Reformer

Josiah was eight years old when he became king, and he reigned in Jerusalem thirty-one years.  He did what was right in the eyes of the Lord and walked in the ways of his father David, not turning aside to the right or to the left (2 Chronicles 34:1-2).  

Neither before nor after Josiah was there a king like him who turned to the Lord as he did--with all his heart and with all his soul and with all his strength, in accordance with all the Law of Moses (2 Kings 23:25)

Josiah became the 16th king of Judah when he was only 8 years old.  The author of the 2nd Kings considered him a great reformer and the most committed King in Israel’s History.  By the time he was 16 years old, he began to seek the Lord and commit to serve Him wholeheartedly.  In the years that followed Josiah purged the land of Israel and removed all the detestable idols from all the territory belonging to the Israelites (2 Chronicles 34: 3-7, 33).

His walk with his God from a very young age allowed him to accomplish wonderful things for his people.  During his reign he restored the temple of God and renewed the covenant between the people of Israel and God.  He humbled himself and repented on behalf of the nation of Israel, igniting a significant spiritual revival among the people.  The author of 2nd Chronicles sums up his greatest accomplishment: “He had all who were present in Israel serve the Lord their God. As long as he lived, they did not fail to follow the Lord, the God of their fathers” (2 Chronicles 34:33).

C. Saving The Day

There are many biblical accounts of God using children and young people to save the multitudes and even nations in very critical times in history.  The story of the young and relatively unknown David defeating Goliath and saving the nation in one of Israel’s most humiliating days is one great example. If it was not for David, Israel would have had fallen in the hands of the Philistines.    

Saul replied, "You are not able to go out against this Philistine and fight him; you are only a boy, and he has been a fighting man from his youth." (1 Samuel 17:33)

Another   teenage orphan girl in captivity, Hadassah or Esther, who selflessly and courageously saved her people from extinction, continues to be remembered by the Jews even today, as they celebrate the Purim (Esther 9: 29-32).

In the New Testament, as God uses a young boy with five loaves of bread and two small fish to feed five thousands men (excluding women and children) he illustrates compassion for the needy and makes a resounding statement about faith and resourcefulness.   

Another of his disciples, Andrew, Simon Peter's brother, spoke up, "Here is a boy with five small barley loaves and two small fish, but how far will they go among so many?" (John 6:8-9)

D. Children Welcomed and Deployed for service.

Such biblical examples of God deploying children in His service could be repeated at length.  Moreover reading Scripture with the child in focus shows vividly that God values children, accepts their worship, and doesn’t hesitate to deploy them to stimulate faith and obedience in children and adults alike.  For examples, 

· The story of Samuel gives a picture of God speaking directly to a child (1 Samuel 3) and then through him, demonstrating that God does not use only adults.

· Jesus own spiritual growth as a boy of 12 years involved participation including interacting, listening and asking questions among the teachers in the temple courts in Jerusalem. 

· Jesus underscored the ability of children to comprehend spiritual matters when he praised God the Father for revealing such truths to “little children” (Matt.11) 

· Jesus rebuked the chief priests and teachers of the law for questioning children’s participation in worship and their perceptive recognition of Jesus as they sang “Hosanna to the Son of David” quoting from Psalm 8 “From the lips of children and infants you have ordained praise” (Matt.21 cf.Ps.8).

Surely children are both present and prominent throughout Scripture, and fully a part of God’s redemption and redeeming plan.  

Many people view children with a perspective of the future as if they are persons in the making.  The Bible however, sees children and youth as full and complete person both now and in the future.  God relates, engages and uses children in many of the same ways he uses adults.  It may be argued that Children have even better capacity than adults to relate to and engage with God.  Indeed, Jesus asked the disciples to learn from children on how to relate to the truth,

“I tell you the truth, anyone who will not receive the kingdom of God like a little child will never enter it." (Luke 18:17)

3. THE STORIES OF CHILDREN TRANSFORMATION

It is not only in biblical times that God has deployed children as his willing instruments.  Throughout Christian history God has always used children.  In great historical revivals of John Wesley, Jonathan Edwards, D.L. Moody, the French Huguenots and others, children played significant roles and active participants.  The role and form of their engagement varies over time but even today, God continues to use children in a significant ways.  The following few stories are illustrative of the significant roles children and youth are playing today in mission and transformation.

A. Patricia of Santa Mesa (12 years): Making Disciples

The winding path to her home is so narrow that only one person at a time can pass through. Patricia Visadas lives in one of the crowded slum communities of Santa Mesa, Manila that is known as a breeding ground for thieves, criminals and prostitutes.  Children play and run along the narrow maze of alleyways, throwing rocks at houses, cursing at people and threatening other children.  They are noisy, dirty and disrespectful. Patricia had had enough of them and one day decided to do something about it.  She decided to teach them the Bible so that they could change their ways.  She gathered these rowdy children aged 5 to 10 years old so that she could begin to teach them about Jesus. Patricia was only 12 years old.

“I teach them about Jesus ... so that they can become better children,” she says. 

She began in 2007.   Patricia explains, “At first, it was just a teacher-student game but soon I realized that I could actually teach these children for real.”  For two years now, she has taught the children every Sunday afternoon at 1:00 PM, with an average of 11 students at a time.  “If they won’t come, I fetch them and tell them they should listen to God’s Word since they’re not doing anything important anyway.” Patricia doesn’t want to be a teacher or missionary but says, “I will keep on doing this so that (these children) won’t grow up to be criminals.”

Patricia is an average Grade 6 student.  She enjoys studying Math and wants to be an accountant someday. She and her four siblings, grandmother and parents cram inside a tiny windowless, cement hovel.  Her parents have no steady jobs. During the week, Patricia goes to a nearby public school like most of the children in their neighborhood, but on weekends she gets busy preparing for her “class.” 

As a Compassion-sponsored child she goes to the Calvary Foursquare Student Center every Saturday to hear Bible stories, learn practical skills in life and develop good Christian values. This is where she gets her inspiration. 

“Whatever I learn at the (student) center I teach my students,” Patricia explains. “Last week I learned about Gideon. And so on Sunday afternoon I narrated Gideon’s story to my students and taught them to be brave because of Jesus.” She also explains that she borrows a friend’s illustrated Bible so that she can show colorful pictures to keep them interested.

Patricia may not know it but people in the community appreciate what she does. A neighbor said, “We are very proud that there’s a young girl like her in our neighborhood.  How we wish there was more.” 

Little Danica, one of Patricia’s 6-year-old students, points to Patricia and says, “Yes, she is my teacher. She teaches me about Jesus.”

B. Moko and Selfin of Poso (8 years): Preached Reconciliation
 
Terrorist bombings, beheadings, and raids on villages by Islamic jihadists have plagued the people of central Sulawesi, Indonesia in recent years. Hundreds have died and thousands more have been forced from their homes. Moko and Selfin are among the refugees whose houses were burned.   The small town of Poso has always been dreaded because of the bombings and massacres brought about by the conflict between the Christians and the Muslims.

After winning a preaching contest last December, Moko (8 years old) travelled to nearby towns to preach God's word to the people.  While the people worship, Moko's friend Selfin (also 8 years old) prays for a touch from God. Muslims like Baauddin have experienced miraculous healing. Baharuddin had a stroke in 2002. Since then, he says, he had always felt dizzy and weak. He always had someone help him walk.  

"I saw the lame walk," Baharuddin said. "And I saw with my own eyes the blind can see. I also prayed and now I can walk by myself. They just say God loves us and He sent Isa, Jesus to heal us and I believe that."

Aside from physical healing, Moko also preaches about healing of his homeland, and his  of Poso. In his sermons Moko speaks of peace, reconciliation, forgiveness based on Jesus’ command that people should love one another.  Moko also speaks out on stopping the rampant corruption in Indonesia.  

And it is making a difference!  Today, Poso is changing quickly as a tremendous spiritual revival is taking place; amazingly led by two eight-year-old kids.  Poso is now a relatively peaceful town.  Baharuddin said, "I like it when everybody with different beliefs are praising God. I have seen how the Christian people treat us nicely even if we are Muslim. I told my friend, “You see it is possible that Christians and Muslims can live harmoniously!"

C. Kenh Mabulay (16 years) -- Fighting the Social Ills of Escopa

The problems of the Filipino youth are real – delinquency, early pregnancy, drug addiction, prostitution and gangs.  In the crammed squatter community of Escopa in the metropolitan area of Manila, these social ills are a way of life. Kenh Paulo Mabulay, 16 years old, was recently elected as one of the neighborhood’s youth officers.  His passion to help the young people to fight the problems in his community, motivated him to run for this office.

Kenh’s involvement with the local Youth Council is political in nature but poverty is not just political rhetoric for Kenh.  It is reality.  As a young boy, he scoured garbage piles with an empty stomach looking for a few coins to buy food. He used to push a wooden cart around the neighborhood gathering scrap metal and old newspapers to sell for a few centavos per kilo.

Now a teenager, Kenh works as an errand boy for a car repair shop.  He works for long hours after school and gets paid an average of P250 (US$5.10). “That’s just enough to buy rice for my parents and two brothers,” he says. His father, Quineres, works as an officer at the Town Hall for less that $75/month, while his mother washes clothes to help supplement the family income. 

Kenh is a Compassion-sponsored child at the Life Sream Student Center.  He is also an active youth member of the Capitol City Foursquare Church.  To date, Kenh has initiated several projects for the youth including a successful Summer Basketball League that was designed to educate the youth about the evils of illegal drugs.

“I know these young people,” Kenh explains, referring to his peers who are struggling against such social ills. “I mean I know them, they are my friends. Many of them have stopped studying because they got hooked on drugs or have inadvertently begun a family.  Some even, sadly, became prostitutes when they were only 13 or 14 years old.” 

“I believe that education is the key to helping the youth and straightening out their lives,” he says. “If only they will stay in school, then they will be drawn away from youthful evils.” 

This he said is why he is all the more motivated to educate little children within the communities under his influence.  He says, “I just want to educate the children to give them a chance.”

D. Pronchai, the Hmong (15 years): Environmental Ambassador

Pronchai is a Hmong boy, an isolated tribal community in Northern part of Thailand.  Three years ago when he completed his primary education, Pronchai wanted to go to middle school.  To do so, he moved out from his remote high mountain region to study in the city and live in a church dormitory called, Na Kaikhaier Child Development Center.  Today, Pronchai serves as student council president. He initiatives and provides leadership over several community activities, one of those is the Environmental Conservation and Drugs Prevention Initiative.

For many years Pronchai’s village of Nabua had problems with forest fires.  Pronchai was selected to represent of the youth in developing a plan to preserve a healthy forest and a clean, beautiful environment. He as demonstrated his passion and focus in implementing the plan.  He conducts exhibitions and other awareness programs.  He encourages other students to preserve trees and forest by mobilizing them to plant trees in the school compound and in other areas around the community.  He helps in regular meetings to monitor the progress and evaluate the strategy.  The outcome is very encouraging; Nabua villagers were convinced to discontinue the old-traditional practice of forest burning.

 also one of the most serious issues among teenagers in Pronchai’s village.  Here again, Pronchai represented the youth and his school, along with local leaders to raise awareness and fight this battle for their teens.  Pronchai’s efforts have borne fruit as his school received the “clean school without drugs” award from Princess Ubolratana Rajakanya of Thailand.

4. CHILDREN --THE UNTAPPED FORCE FOR MISSION:  (CLEAN ENERGY!)

Both the biblical studies and the contemporary case studies above illustrate the timeless principle of biblical wisdom, “Train a child in the way he should go, and when he is old he will not turn from it” (Proverbs 22:6).
  Human mental, personality, and identity are mostly formed during early childhood. Significantly, faith formation and faith decisions are also most often made in early years.  In mid-nineties, Bryant L. Myers published the research noted above, which reveals that nearly eighty-five percent of people, who make a decision for Christ, do so between the age of four and fourteen.  Dan Brewster and others began in 1996 referring to that “window of receptivity” as the 4/14 Window.
 During the 20th century, children and early teenagers at this age bracket represented the single largest source of new believers for the American Church.
  

The Journal Ministry Today (January-February 2008) extensively reported a new movement of Church engagement with children both in the US and abroad.  An increasing numbers of local churches across nations are recognizing that children have far more spiritual potential than what church leaders had realized.  This new awareness is igniting a spiritual revolution in these churches.   Many children and young people are no longer coming to church only to be entertained. Rather, given an opportunity and a challenge, they come to worship, contribute and be equipped for the ministry.  Children are no longer seen as primarily the “mission field” but as effective agents of mission (http://www.ministrytodaymag.com).

Hundreds of local churches partnering with Compassion International throughout the he Global South, (Latin America, Africa, Asia), have facilitated children’s networks united in prayer for unreached people groups and for the 10-40 window.  Remarkable stories are emerging of children used by God to transform lives, communities and to advance his kingdom.  

For example, God used an eight-year- old girl and an eight-year- old boy in Indonesia to bring reconciliation and healing in communities ripped by bloody socio-religious war.   God used an eleven year-old boy in Tanzania to ignite a revival in a public school (Ministry Today, January-February 2008: 74).    Fifteen year-old Christian students in North Thailand made an enormous impact on their community regarding environmental stewardship and the fight against drugs.  The church is increasingly seeing children and youth as partners in mission.  

Research shows that seventy percent of young people from non-Christian backgrounds who made decisions to be Christ’s followers acknowledge that Christian friend(s) were the most significant factor in that process.  Also the months and years after a new believer makes decision to follow Christ, he or she gets drawn into the Christian sub-culture and away from non-Christian contacts.  As a result, the new believers know fewer and fewer non-Christians, and the opportunity to be the key factor or agent for their friends’ transformation will diminish over time.
   

Clearly then, the greatest opportunity for one to share Christ’s love to non-Christian friends is at the early stage of one’s spiritual journey, when he or she knows and is still in meaningful contact with many non-Christian friends.  The time of greatest opportunity, both to be transformed by the gospel, and to be an effective agent for mission and transformation is in the early period of one’s spiritual journey.  

5. CONCLUSION

A careful reading of the Church and its mission in the closing of the 20th century and in the beginning of the 21st century would lead us into recognition of a small and yet steadily growing attention given to children’s role in mission.  As mission is for the whole church and the significant majority of the church are children and young people, the greatest asset and the best chance the church has to fulfill its mission is through children.
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