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      resource sheets
Children’s Spirituality is hard to define – but many authors have written about it. Here are some of their thoughts through the years.
CHILDREN’S SPIRITUALITY
1) John Westerhoff 111

Will our children have faith? Pub Morehouse Publishing, 1976 (revised 2000)

Faith, as I have used the word, is a verb. Faith is a way of behaving which involves knowing, being and willing. The content of faith is best described in terms of our worldview and value system, but faith itself is something we do.

I am prepared to suggest that faith (understood as a way of behaving) can, if provided with the proper interactive experiences, expand through four distinctive styles of faith: experienced, affiliative, searching and owned.

Our children will have faith if we are faithful. Both we and our children will have Christian faith if we join with others in a worshipping, learning, witnessing Christian community of faith. To evolve this sort of community where people strive to be Christian together is the challenge of Christian education in the years ahead.

2) CGMC

The Child in the Church, 1976

In the sphere of spirituality there has been an upsurge of interest both inside and outside the Churches……This search for alternative ways of spiritual growth can be seen as a judgement on the Christian Churches, who have a rich variety of modes of spirituality to offer……In the Christian nurture of children it is important not to place before them one fixed form of Christian spirituality and devotional discipline, as if this were the sole authentic form of Christian life today.

3) Children in the Way

CHP/NS 1988

There is some evidence that, while young people generally are not convinced about the place and importance of the Church, they are searching for a faith and for spirituality.

It would be ironic if, just when schools were exploring the importance of spirituality and the experiential, participative aspects of learning, we should miss out on the very creative shared possibilities for the life of the Church. But we recognise there is a danger in spirituality becoming an end in itself. Nor is it divorced from belief and doctrine. In a lecture to diocesan Children’s Advisers in 1985, the Bishop of Jarrow said,

‘It is not spirituality we are after for the young in any shape or form, but God himself. Spirituality is merely a help, a guide, a tool, a mentor, to drag us and them, to cajole us, to direct us, to tempt us to God. It is a mirror, a diamond, to help us reflect and reveal the nature of God. It is God we are after….Spirituality can’t do things for us. It can only assist God to do them.’

4) Robert Coles

The Spiritual Life of Children, pub. Harper Collins 1990

Most important, (Connie aged 8) let me know that her religious life was far more many-sided than I had been prepared to admit – and there was a personal, spiritual life in her that was by no means to be equated with her religious life.

5) Sofia Cavalletti

The Religious Potential of the Child, pub LTP 1992

In helping the child’s religious life, far from imposing something that is foreign to him, we are responding to the child’s silent request: ‘Help me to come closer to God by myself’.

6) Caring for the Whole Child

John Bradford, pub. Children’s Society 1995

	Human spirituality
	Devotional Spirituality
	Practical spirituality

	Love
	Membership
	Relationships

	Security
	Shared norms
	Resilience

	External and internal new experiences
	Corporate and private prayer
	Endeavour and reflection

	Praise
	Encouragement
	Development

	Communal place
	Service to others
	Social responsibility


Spirituality, therefore, describes a healthy attitude towards and a positive pattern of engagement (i) with ourselves and our family; (ii) with God and our faith community; and (iii) with our day-to-day activities and our involvement with others in the wider world.

Spiritual needs refer to a child or young person’s human-spiritual needs of being valued and nurtured in a rounded way by their parents and family; to their devotional-spiritual needs of being integrated in a balanced manner within their own faith community, and of being affirmed in their distinctively personal expression of reverence; and to their practical-spiritual needs of being prepared for and having the opportunity to engage creatively, caringly and thoughtfully in everyday life.

Spiritual development overall means the ongoing and, to some extent, cyclical process by which our human spirituality (i) is established and grows in relationship with and concern for others; (ii) is extended into devotional spirituality, influenced by sound tradition and supported by membership of a faith community; and (iii) becomes integrated within a profile of practical spirituality – or day-to-day positive and interpersonal engagement in life – in a world for which we are both thankful, and, also in which we are committed to contributing towards the struggle for the common good.

7) CGMC

Unfinished Business, 1995

Churches are beginning to recognise the contribution and entitlement of children to spiritual development. This is reflected in the concern for the process of faith development within the faith community, as well as the content. Furthermore, those who share faith need to be committed to the faith journey and to its children as fellow travellers. Children seldom grow in faith where adults do not grow in faith.

The churches need to address the importance of the spiritual rights of children. How is the climate created in schools for spiritual development and in churches for spiritual formation? Spiritual development and formation is multi-faceted and complex, yet the churches have the task of enabling people to make meaning of life within a world view derived from and inspired by the Christian Faith. Churches must create those conditions whereby children can be open to receiving an experience of God and ready to express their response to God. This process will include factual knowledge, emotional content and interpretation.

8) Mary Stone

Don’t just do something, sit there! Pub. RMEP 1995

A significant difficulty for many teachers is to identify what is meant by ‘spiritual development’. Terence Copley has described it as ‘the development of the awareness that there is something more to life than meets the eye, something more than the material, something more than the obvious, something to wonder at, something to respond to’.

The spiritual is in essence open-ended and undetermined. It is not a matter of ‘getting right answers’.

However, spiritual experience is not restricted to those who count themselves as religious believers……Spiritual experience, whether or not derived from a religious tradition, is a key factor in the way in which a person sees the whole of life.

9) David Hay & Rebecca Nye

The Spirit of the Child, pub. 1998 revised 2006

In brief, children’s spirituality was recognised by a distinctive property of mental activity, profound and intricate enough to be termed ‘consciousness’, and remarkable for its confinement to a broadly relational, inter- and intra-personal domain…….In this ‘relational consciousness’’ seems to lie the rudimentary core of children’s spirituality, out of which can arise meaningful aesthetic experience, religious experience, personal and traditional responses to mystery and being, and mystical and moral insight.

A task for adult spiritual development may be to recapture the child’s more inclusive and all-pervading sense of relation to the spiritual which means that for them it is normally ‘everyday’ rather than dramatic.

The task of nourishing spirituality is one of releasing, not constricting, children’s understanding and imagination. It is to help children to emancipate themselves from the trap of historically created social pressures that damage the wholeness of their personalities….The teacher has four major responsibilities:

· Helping children to keep an open mind

· Exploring ways of seeing

· Encouraging personal awareness

· Becoming personally aware of the social and political dimensions of spirituality

10) Jerome Berryman

The Complete Guide to Godly Play, pub. Living the Good News 2002

What Godly Play contributes…is…the art of knowing how to use the language of the Christian People to make meaning about life and death.

11) Karen-Marie Yust

Real Kids, Real Faith pub. Jossey-Bass 2004

Our spiritual lives are something we discover and explore as part of a community of faithful people seeking to act in ways consistent with their values. This community can be as small as a household or as large as the major religious traditions of the world. But whatever its size, it is essential to our children’s spiritual formation and their acquisition of a language and rituals to help them identify and express their values ands beliefs.

Spiritual awareness, in contrast with spiritual experience, has to be activated or it may remain dormant for long periods, even most of a lifetime. …critical and sustained spiritual reflection on the meaning of our experiences and our culture’s stories for our lives depends on the acknowledgement and development of a reflective process, the acquisition of religious information that supports meaning making, and the stirring of our imaginations.

None of these children will reflect on the spiritual significance of their experiences or ideas of the adults in their lives do not provide the spiritual categories and concepts of the family’s faith tradition for use in structuring their understanding. The spiritual world that we create for our children to inhabit, with its content of religious stories, language and prayer, enables our children to think spiritually. It sets the stage for the cultivation of spiritual awareness.

12) Brendan Hyde

Children and Spirituality pub. Jessica Kingsley 2008

….rather than being the exclusive property of any one religious tradition, spirituality is an essential human trait…..it concerns a journey towards…….the notion of Ultimate Unity, and …it is given expression in terms of how one might act in relation to the human and nonhuman world.

The four characteristics which were identified as the result (of reflecting on small group discussions with children) were:

· The felt sense

· Integrating awareness

· Weaving the threads of meaning

· Spiritual questing

13) A Good Childhood

Richard Layard & Judy Dunn, pub. Penguin 2009

Children should be helped to develop the spiritual qualities of wonder and inner peace – and the sense of something greater than themselves……No child is complete without some passionate spiritual engagement of this kind.

14) Through the Eyes of a Child

Ed. Richards & Privett, pub. CHP 2009: Rebecca Nye’s essay on Spirituality

It is obvious that spirituality at any age, but most of all in childhood, exists on both verbal and non-verbal planes. Nevertheless, there is a strong tendency to overlook the rich qualities of non-verbal as a stimulus, a way of processing and as a means of expression for children’s spirituality……One consequence of this is that the spiritual life of less verbal (often younger) children is overlooked and their journey begins with the negative lesson that a central core of their spiritual engagement is both invisible to others and presumably of lesser value.

Studying children’s spirituality in the mid-1990s, David Hay and I found a consistent feature of children’s spirituality was that it seemed to be an endangered species, moving towards extinction…….Despite relishing the chance to share various aspects of their spiritual lives as research participants…most of the children felt this area had no value in the eyes of others, and little future as they concentrated on growing up.

Two (negative) patterns of thought (that adult spirituality sets the model and that childhood is not much of a site for spiritual work) have operated at an implicit, insidious, level evident in practice and post-hoc justifications of practice. Additionally, a dearth of a priori theological thinking about the nature of childhood, and a lack of careful, open, observation of children, have also lent support, by default, to these assumptions that children’s lives are seldom or ordinarily the site of valid spiritual experience, spiritual imagination, spiritual needs or questions.

15) Children’s Spirituality

Rebecca Nye, pub. CHP 2009

Children’s spirituality is an initially natural capacity for awareness of the sacred quality to life experiences. This awareness can be both conscious or unconscious, and sometimes fluctuates between both, but in both cases can affect actions, feelings and thoughts. In childhood, spirituality is especially about being attracted towards ‘being in relation’, responding to a call to relate to more than ‘just me’ – i.e. to others, to God, to creation or to a deeper inner sense of Self. This encounter with transcendence can happen in specific experiences or moments, as well as through imaginative or reflective activity (thoughts and meaning making).

In recent years children’s spirituality has become quite a popular topic for research….. The key finding of all these studies is that spirituality is a common, natural feature of most, probably all, children’s lives. However, understanding spiritual capacity as natural to every child’s life is often not reflected in the approach and underlying attitudes of some Christian teaching programmes. Some still seem to treat children as spiritually empty until and unless adults intervene.

We do need to ask how the child’s initial inclination to recognise the sacred in their day-to-day life experiences can be sustained.

There were two factors also identified that appeared to inhibit these children’s expression of their spirituality. These have been termed material pursuit and trivializing.

16) Clearing the way for grace

Jerome Berryman, pub. Morehouse Publishing 2009

….children know God in their nonspecific way and they need to be respected for that. What they need help with from adults is to learn the art of how to identify the experience and express, refine, name, value and wonder about it in appropriate language and action. When children are invited to play deeply in a community of children with God and the scriptures, adults are sometimes astonished to discover how theologically-minded they actually are. 

17) Qualifications & Curriculum Authority

School staff can use the following questions to explore how to incorporate spiritual and moral development across the curriculum.

How well does our school’s curriculum:

· foster and celebrate attributes such as wonder, wisdom, openness and selflessness?

· encourage pupils to consider whether there might be some aspects of existence that are difficult to explain?

· offer opportunities to explore their inner world of creativity and imagination as part of the essence of being human?

· promote and celebrate positive values such as commitment, generosity, forgiveness and courage?

· develop skills in moral reasoning and critical, independent thinking?

· create structured experiences of hearing, speaking and thinking about universal human rights and standards of right and wrong?

· give pupils the challenge of serving and acting on behalf of others?

18) Going4Growth

Education Division, Archbishops’ Council, February 2010
Part of the church’s task is to model and teach what this (being made in the image of God) means for all Christians on their journey of faith. Crucially, it involves accompanying children and young people of all faiths and none, in their search for self and identity, recognising that this search will not always result in following the Christian way.

Springing from and reflecting our theological understanding, every encounter with children and young people should offer the possibility of a relational encounter with God and others. These encounters should be open and honest, offering quality and depth and reflecting our own relationship with God and each other, whilst recognising the freedom of the individual to choose whether or not to engage with them. They will often be messy, and require determination and commitment in establishing them.

It should call us to work with and equip children and young people to challenge oppression and injustice, and where children and young people are victims of oppression and injustice with no voice that is heard, to act as their advocates.

19 ) Dave Csinos, 2009
….spirituality isn't something that we achieve—it's a gift from God that is woven into the very fabric of our innermost being. That is why we speak of spiritual formation and not spiritual creation. We can't create a spiritual capacity in anyone. But we can help to form it. We can provide opportunities for children and youth to have spirit-to-Spirit connections with the One who gave them the gift of spirituality. Spirituality is something that can change, grow, and form. But it can also wither and fade away.
