Youth and Christian mission among other faiths

A position paper by Gwen Bryde

In this short paper I will address the issues of mission and dialogue that are of special concern to young people. My reflections are based on research in the fields of mission studies and interfaith dialogue and on observations made in different regional contexts. Christian youth around the globe are as diverse as any other group of people. They may have very firm religious convictions and values or they may be quite insecure as to the role faith should play in their lives. They may have or have not enjoyed some religious education by family or religious community or state. They may be outgoing or shy. They live in very different contexts, in some of which young people have very little freedom to choose how they want to live or again some contexts in which youth have the world at their feet. Still, youth are in a different stage of life from adults. This has implications for how we talk about mission and dialogue from a youth perspective. It raises questions on how Christian churches want to educate their youth in a globalized world. 
I will focus on two questions. Firstly, I want to ask if youth, that is, teens and young adults can take part in mission among others faiths and interfaith dialogue. Is their faith mature enough to cope with the challenges of these endeavours? This also means to ask if mission among other faiths should aim at teens and young adults. Are they mature enough to be converted and give their life a totally new direction with all its implications?
The second question is how the deliberations around what is often called theology of religions concern youth. Is this something to be debated in the ivory tower of academic theology or does it concern their lives as well?
1. Maturity of teens and young adults for mission and dialogue
When a child is born, in most societies it automatically is assumed that it will belong to its parents’ religious group and it is educated according to the ways of this religion. As a teen, there might be rites initiating it into the parents’ faith like the Bar/ Bat Mizwah, Confirmation etc. This is most natural as the child thereby is educated with a certain religion’s rules and values and learns to lead a faithful life from the very beginning. The religious group, on the other hand, renews itself mainly through birth.  

Still, all this doesn’t mean that the child when growing up necessarily will want to stay in the faith of its birth. 

Sometimes, I get the impression that the young are considered the property of their religious groups. They are needed to carry the torch of faith on to the coming generations, of course. But in some contexts, it seems that there is a reluctance to let youth mingle with youth of other religious backgrounds. There’s the often not outspoken fear that the youth, less experienced in life and easy to impress, will be attracted to a different faith and might even convert. For example, in Lebanon, youth often attend private denominational schools
. And in Germany, female Muslim teachers are banned from wearing a headscarf because, the argument runs, state schools are supposed to be secular and the Muslim headscarf might get young people interested in Islam. 
To a certain extent it is beside the point to ask if teens are mature enough to take part in mission interfaith dialogue. They are already taking part in it in the context of what is often called the dialogue of life, as well as in mission activity linked to it - namely witnessing in daily life. In some regions, children have for generations related to people of other faiths in a neighbourly sourrounding. In other regions, it is only recently that a multifaith setting has developed. Still, for the young of, say, European cities, it is natural to grow up in this setting, it’s simply the life they know.
Growing up in today’s world, young people are very much aware of the plurality of religions. Many sense that interreligious relations play a vital role in this world and youth are aware of the media attention that religious matters receive. Furthermore, young people realize that religions play a role in violent conflicts and maybe they even suffer from these conflicts themselves depending on where they live. Youth want to understand what’s going on in the world and since religions seem to be so important, young people are bound to ask questions about other religions and about faith as such. 

Young people today can get the information they seek about other religions everywhere. They can open a computer and log on to all kinds of webpages concerning different religions. It’s not necessarily quality information they will get, and many webpages are orchestrated by sects or splinter groups that may be dangerous to get in contact with. If they live in big cities or in another multireligous setting, they can attend worship services or meetings by all kinds of faith groups. Some young people may just want to enlarge their knowledge; others may not be satisfied with the religion of their birth and search for answers elsewhere. 
It’s important for our subject to notice that many people who convert have done so at an early age or at least have begun their very own faith journey during youth. It’s the stage of life when people decide which worldview fits them and if and how they want to believe in God. Of course, many things may happen during life that also lead people to look for a deeper meaning, but teenage years are the first time in life when a person begins to make sense of how the world presents itself. 
Therefore, youth are very much involved in dialogue and mission. It’s no use for Christian churches to keep their youth from learning about other religions. On the other hand, churches need to answer questions by their youth about what other religions are for and how they relate to the Christian faith. Churches need to see that especially young people want to be equipped with the tools they need to “judge the spirits”. When talking about religious freedom, therefore, it should be obvious that it applies to teens and young adults, as well. 
In 2006, the Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue and the WCC's Office on Interreligious Relations and Dialogue launched a study process on interreligious conversion. In this process, the question might be arise if Christian mission among young people of other faiths is ethical and what forms of missionary engagement can be considered as respectful of the youth’s religious traditions. 
It is instructive to note that Christian mission of modern times has always had work among children and youth as a priority. Reasons for this are numerous, for example a dissatisfaction of missionaries with indigenious schooling as well as the need to introduce people to the skills of reading and writing in order for them to read the Bible. Missionaries have in many places also built up institutions of higher learning and were the first to offer education for girls. The overall score of mission schooling is ambivalent, negative aspects such as the dissociation of young people from their religious and cultural roots and even abuse of children need also to be accounted for.  

In many parts of the world, youth as well as their parents are readily making use of the educational possibilities offered by Christian mission because governments fail to meet the needs for quality education. But attending a Christian school not only means to recieve good education. It also means to get into contact with a Christian worldview and often with western culture and educational values. While religious communities might look at mission schools with suspicion and fear that their youth will be estranged from their own faith and values, for young people it is an exciting possibility to encounter plurality of thought which is so important in today’s world. The same should be true of Christian young people, by the way. They also should not be kept from encountering plurality, as I already said above.    
So we have to say that Christian mission activity need not avoid youth. Every young person has a right to meet people of other faiths and learn about their worldview and religious practice. And they also should have the right to convert to a different faith if that is what they want to do. But they have the same right to adhere to the faith of their parents and it would be unethical of missionaries in schools to denigrate the youth’s religious adherence. 

And we have to make a difference between children and teens or young adults. While children are still very much orientated to people who take care of them like parents or teachers, teens are beginning to be able to choose for themselves. 

But what about Christian young people doing organized missionary work among other faiths or be involved in interfaith dialogue? Generally, if they enjoy communicating and are faithful there’s nothing to say against it. Still, youth can be very strong in their convictions and might not see the possible dangers of missionary work in a multireligous setting that is hostile to Christian mission.   

 I know a fourteen year old joining a team doing mission among Muslims in the Middle East as a translator. Is he aware of the possible dangers? Lately, two women in their early twenties from Germany were kidnapped and murdered in the Yemen where they had been working at a hospital supported by a Dutch NGO. It is still unclear what happened exactly and the murderers have not been caught. But there are strong indications that a dispute with locals about mission activities by some Germans can have played a role. The young women had been studying at a Bible School that trains young people for mission at home and in cross-cultural settings. This sad incident nevertheless points to the responsible role mission organisations have with regard to the young people in their care. In my opinion, it’s absolutely unethical to make use of their sometimes naive zeal and encourage them to embark on dangerous missions.  
2. Theologies of religion
The theological assessment of other faiths in Christian theology is not only a challenging field of research for academic theologians. It is of importance for young people. Firstly, there’s the question of individual salvation. What will happen to non-Christians after death? To preach that they are doomed to hell has implications on the minds of youth that churches need to be aware of. Young converts to Christianity will get frightened and worried as to the future fate of their beloved ones. In many societies, youth have peergroups that are religiously diverse. Young people feel strongly about their peers. At certain stages in life, they can be the most important persons in their lives. A theology that tells them their best friends are doomed makes them feel insecure about their faith in a just and loving God and doesn’t have much to do with preaching the Gospel. In the last hundred years fortunately, many churches have been emphasizing God’s Grace and have realized that it’s their task to witness to Christ and not to be judges over people. 
Then there’s the question of the existence of other religions. This one has been harder to answer. Islam for example cannot be regarded as a religion that is a preparation for the Gospel as fulfillment theology would have it. The Quranic message can be interpreted in such a way that it is explicitly negating core Christian belief in Jesus Christ as Son of God (while agreeing with the Christian faith on other important aspects). A different assessment judges other religions as evil or created by evil demons. This is not helpful to young people (if it’s helpful to anyone). Talk about Satan’s dominion or evil religions frightens young people who want to go out and explore the world and what it has to offer them. Thus, theology today needs to find new answers.
These answers cannot be given without dialogue with other living faiths. Youth with all their possibilities of meeting and experiencing other faiths will not be easily satisfied with answers given beforehand about the existence of other religions and their role in God’s plan for the world despite their shortcomings compared to the Gospel. Theology can learn from religious sciences on this point. Dialogue with religious sciences (which has also been learning from past mistakes) has made theology aware of the need to understand religious systems from the inside and not from the outside. Even the concept of “religion” is to be discussed and the faithful of other religious paths need not neccessarily have the same understanding of “religion” or will even want to use this expression. Theology might need to see that it’s not possible to assess other religions from a Christian perspective. 
But then, religious education in a globalized world need not only mean to teach young people all the facts and dogmas about Christian faith. This is also important, of course. But to say that here’s a field where theology is dissatisfied with old answers and searching for new ones can be encouraging as well as challenging for young people. Maybe it’s the next generation’s task to find plausible solutions to this theological challenge.  
ZU Michael Biehl:

Zum letzten würde ich sagen, dass eine Theologie die Angst macht keine richtige Theologie sein kann sondern eher ein Zeichen dafür ist, dass Menschen Macht über andere ausüben wollen. 

Fair: Fair      I was thinking about a code of conduct for mission among children and youth. I was imagining that people might say mission among children or youth is not correct, it makes use of their lacking maturity, mission schools should be abolished etc. 
It is this scenario that I was thinking about. Maybe I should clarify. 



Passage Seite 3: Perspektiven klarer auseinander halten. 
� These schools are often attended by kids of many different confessions, though.





