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4017  CHILDREN AND CHRISTIAN FAITH

Monday 3:10-5 p.m.

Fall 2003

Prof. Bonnie J. Miller-McLemore


VU Div. School/Grad. Dept. of Religion


Office Hrs. by appointment: Weds. 11-1 p.m. 

(615) 343-3970
bonnie.miller-mclemore@vanderbilt.edu

Class email: DIV401G_01@vanderbilt.edu


PRESUPPOSITIONS

Christian theology has largely neglected the subject of children in the last century, even as faith communities struggle to address their needs.  Moreover, people seldom expect religion to inform the wider society on matters related to parenting and children.  This course hopes to address these oversights, guided by the following three general questions: What are some of the primary cultural revolutions in perceptions of children and their moral and religious formation?  Do the most basic convictions of Christianity have anything to say about children’s needs and parenting today?   What can congregations do to improve the well-being of children within and beyond the church? 

I learned from Marian Wright Edelman’s preface to Guide My Feet that such an enterprise can only be grounded in prayer and will use selections from her text to lead us into class.  

PURPOSE

This course hopes to expand students’ theological repertoire on children and to equip students for two kinds of ministries: faith formation within the congregation (nurture) and special ministries to children at risk in society at large (mission).   It includes recent research on children and practical theology as well as exposure to and involvement in church ministries and communities services with children.  The goals include:

(1) to discover news ways to think about children, including theologically views

(2) to learn to enhance care for children both internal and external to the church 

(a) to explore the challenges of raising children in faith and enhance the formational processes with children and families

(b) to explore the problems of children at risk in society at large and enhance social ministries and services with children and families

(3) to learn to link congregations and non-profit organizations in outreach to children 

REQUIRED TEXTS
(available in the bookstore and on library reserve)

Bunge, Marcia J, Ed., The Child in Christian Thought (Eerdmans)

Couture, Pamela D, Seeing Children, Seeing God: A Practical Theology of Children and Poverty (Abingdon Press)

Miller-McLemore, Bonnie, Let the Children Come: Reimagining Childhood from a Christian Perspective (Jossey-Bass)

Strommen, Merton and Hardel, Richard, Passing on the Faith: A Radical New Model for Youth and Family Ministry (St. Mary’s Press)

Tatum, Beverly Daniel, “Why are All the Black Kids Sitting Together in the Cafeteria?” and Other Conversations about Race (Basic Books)

RECOMMENDED TEXTS: Read at least three 

Coles, Robert, The Spiritual Life of Children (Houghton Mifflin).
DeVries, Mark, Family-Based Youth Ministry: Reaching the Been-There Done-That Generation (Intervarsity)

Edelman, Marian Wright, The State of America’s Children: A report from the Children’s Defense Fund (Beacon)

Kozol, Jonathan, Amazing Grace: The Lives of Children and the Conscience of a Nation. (Harper Perennial)

McGinnis, Kathleen and James, Parenting for Peace and Justice (Orbis)

McGrath, Tom, Raising Faith-Filled Kids: Ordinary Opportunities to Nurture Spirituality at Home (Loyola Press)

Newman, Susan, With Heart and Hand: The Black Church Working to Save Black Children (Judson Press)

Wuthnow, Robert, Growing Up Religious: Christians and Jews and their Journeys of Faith (Beacon).

REQUIREMENTS 

1) 
Reading and class participation (25%)


• Regular attendance (unexplained absence lowers overall grade by one-half grade)


• Participation informed by completing reading each week


• Book review of one recommended text that

a) identifies its key insights

b) evaluates its key insights in light of experience, practice/theory learning, other reading


• Ungraded practice/theory learning reports

2) Three 5-pp/1500 words papers (25% each) OR one 15-pp./ 4500 words paper (75%)



(Grade for late paper lowered at the professor’s discretion)

Students wanting to pursue a 15-pp research paper must seek permission by week 4 and submit a brief 1-page research proposal by week 8 identifying the question to be explored, the general thesis, a rough outline, and bibliographical resources.  

Students are expected to use inclusive language in class work.

The Honor Code, as established by the University Honor Council and published in the Student Handbook, applies to all aspects of the course.  Know the rules on plagiarism.

OUTLINE OF SESSIONS AND READING
*Indicates Required Reading

SECTION I

THE SITUATION OF CHILDREN TODAY

Week 1/September 1


Introduction
Week 2/September 8 

Children and Poverty

*Couture, Seeing Children, Seeing God, Intro, Ch. 1


Edelman, The State of America’s Children 



Critical review:


Kozol, Amazing Grace



Critical review:

Week 3/September 15

Children, Faith, and Religious Nurture

*Miller-McLemore, Let the Children Come, Intro, Ch. 1, 2


Coles, The Spiritual Life of Children



Critical review:


Wuthnow, Growing Up Religious


Critical review:

Week 4/September 22

Children and Race

*Tatum, “Why are All the Black Kids Sitting Together in the Cafeteria?”

Week 5/September 29

Children in Families, Congregations, and Non-Profits


Read ahead for week 6-9


Check-in on Practice/theory learning

FIRST PAPER DUE: How do you understand the situation of children? What do you think are key understandings that people must know to work with children?

SECTION II.  

HISTORICAL AND CONTEMPORARY CHRISTIAN VIEWS

Week 6/October 6


Children and Sin

*Miller-McLemore, Let the Children Come, Ch. 3, 4


*Bunge, The Child in Christian Thought, Ch. 1, 3, 6, 7


Practice/theory report:

Week 7/October 13


Children and Grace

*Miller-McLemore, Let the Children Come, Ch. 5, 6


*Bunge, The Child in Christian Thought, Ch. 5, 14, 17


Practice/theory report:

Week 8/October 20


Reading Period
 


Week 9/October 27


Children, Responsibility, and the Faith Community

*Couture, Seeing Children, Seeing God, Ch. 2, 3


*Bunge, The Child in Christian Thought, Ch. 10, 11, 12


Practice/theory report:

SECOND PAPER DUE: What do you see as distinctive Christian views of children that should guide ministry with and for children and families?

SECTION III. 

STRATEGIES FOR PASTORAL MINISTRY AND CARE 

Week 10/Oct November 3

Faith Formation in Congregations



*Miller-McLemore, Let the Children Come, Epilogue


DeVries, Family-Based Youth Ministry, Intro, Ch. 1, 4, 8, 12



Critical review:


Practice/theory report:

Week 11/November 10


Faith Formation in Families

Strommen and Hardel, Passing on the Faith



Critical review:


McGrath, Raising Faith-Filled Kids



Critical review:


Practice/theory report:

Week 12/November 17


Working for Social Justice


McGinnis, Kathleen and James, Parenting for Peace and Justice



Critical review:


Practice/theory report:

Week 13/November 24

Thanksgiving Break
Week 14/December 1

Social ministries


*Couture, Seeing Children, Seeing God, Ch. 4


Newman, With Heart and Hand



Critical review:


Practice/theory report:

Week 15/December 8

Concluding remarks

THIRD PAPER DUE: Identify a particular ministry related to children in which you have keen interest and then, demonstrating knowledge gleaned from theory/practice learning, class learning, and text learning, analyze some of the key challenges and name key insights that should guide this ministry?

PRACTICE/THEORY LEARNING 

WHY: Under ideal circumstances, no subject, including children, should be studied in theory alone.  But the topic of children especially merits integration of theory and practice.  This course introduces an initial phase of “theory/practice learning,” a strategy that combines theoretical experience with practical learning, by asking students to investigate, observe, and, when possible, participate in ministries and services with children and families of selected congregations and non-profit organizations.  Each student will have the opportunity to connect learning from experience on site with required texts through in-class practice/theory reports and general class discussion.  Required papers should also draw upon theory/practice learning for illustration and reflection.  

HOW: Students will choose between two kinds of sites: (1) a faith formational ministry internal to a particular congregation and/or family or (2) a non-profit service ministry or organization beyond the congregation.  A wide range of services for and ministries with children can count and I invite imagination and resourcefulness in finding a focus.  E.g., last spring the Caldwell Early Development Center invited students to donate as little as an hour a week helping tutor pre-K and Kindergarten children.  Last year, under the leadership of a previous Divinity student, Woodmont Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) instituted a new educational program for children that might be worthy of study.  Similarly, one of the authors we will read has created innovative youth programs in a Nashville Presbyterian congregation and Christ Cathedral uses an engaging elementary school curriculum based on Montessori principles.  Conducting a series of interviews with families and/or children about faith practices and formation offers another option.  In finding a site, students can use their field education placement; seek advice from the professor, field education office, and university service learning office; or rely on general knowledge of the Nashville area.  

WHEN: Students will spend approximately 24 hours over the course of the semester or 2 hours each week observing or involved in ministry and service with children and families of selected congregations and non-profit organizations.  In general, students should spend approximately 9-10 hours a week total on a graduate class.  If one were to divide this up artificially, two hours should be spent on experiential, service-oriented, practical learning or field research; one-two hours on written reflection; and the remaining time on required and recommended reading.

WHAT: Practice/theory reports are open-ended opportunities to bring together theoretical concepts from reading and class with practical experience.  Students should use the time as they see most profitable and allow a portion of the time for discussion.  The amount of time will be based on the number of students in the class.  The report, and required papers as well, might include any one of the following topics:

(1) describe the site

(2) simply attend, as an anthropologist or ethnographer, to what is happening, how children and/or families are viewed, primary religious metaphors, narratives, rituals, etc.

(3) explore the implicit or explicit role of faith and religious ideas about children witnessed at the site

(4) describe how the site changed or challenged your view of children

(5) describe how the site changed or challenged your view of ministry with children

(6) describe how the site changed or challenged your view of religious ideas about children

(7) identify specific connections between required reading and experience at the site

(8) name places where the site questions assumptions in required reading or class

The most important aspect of these practice/theory reports and the required papers is to connect clear understanding of concepts in a text with thoughts provoked by the site.

