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Whither Child Theology? Some observations and questions on method. 
 
DJ Konz, Child Theology Futures consultation, 10.11.16 
 

How do we go forward methodologically with Child Theology? 
 
Listening to the conversations these last 2 days leads me to think this question may 
be a key point of deliberation and discussion if Child Theology is to have a future. It is 
in this area of deliberation and discussion that I will focus this paper, by describing 
the juncture at which I see Child Theology sitting on its road from past to future, and 
offering up for comment and critique the method I applied in my recent doctoral 
research. Secondarily, I will touch briefly and insufficiently on the question of the 
relationship and intersection of Child Theology (CT) and Theologies of the Child 
(ToC). 
 
Haddon’s ‘taxonomy’ paper, and various aspects of our conversation on Day 1, 
raised the issue of the ambiguity of how to hold Child and Theology (C + T) together 
in a theologically constructive manner. Haddon and Keith found a way forward by 
focusing their reflections on Matthew 18. It may be an oversimplification of what 
Haddon and Keith have done in Entry Point, but it might be proposed that in part, at 
least, Matthew 18 worked for Child Theology because it brought with it something of 
a method for doing CT – the idea of the child placed in the midst by Jesus – along 
with material themes on which to reflect: kingdom of God,  humility, reception, 
discipleship, Jesus as a doer of theology with his disciples, and so forth. As Keith 
discussed on Tues, the child placed by Jesus was the ‘nub’ of their approach. And I, 
for one, have found Entry Point immensely helpful because of it. 
 
However, Haddon at least, has indicated that he feels like he has taken this 
trajectory of thought as far as he can (and now as he said on Tuesday, risks starting 
to repeat himself, an observation which is a commendable example of academic self-
awareness.) Keith may feel that he has more to say in this direction; and others, also, 
may find more gold to be mined by drilling deeper in this particular vein. I, for one, 
believe this might be true and have some enthusiasm for it. 
 
However, CT appears to stand at a critical point in its history, which I propose at least 
in part centres around issues of methodology. To date, CT as worked at by CTM, has 
been built largely around reflection on and from this one single Scriptural passage, 
and perhaps its parallels. At this critical juncture, several possibilities seem available 
to CT (which are not necessarily mutually exclusive): 
 

i) continue to reflect on this passage, looking for new insights and 
developing those already proposed 

ii) try to generalise by treating Matthew 18, and more specifically, the ‘child 
placed by Jesus in the midst’ as something of a controlling passage or 
hermeneutic, and apply this idea of a child placed by Jesus in theological 
discussion elsewhere; either 
a. to other passages or collections of passages 
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b. to various doctrines, something that I think CTM has attempted in 
some of its consultations, an approach that if I understood correctly 
Haddon himself now expresses concerns about on Tuesday. 

 
One of the various risks of this is the creation of a canon within a canon, which, 
unless it can be otherwise defended, represents an improper prioritisation of one 
passage above other parts of Scripture. It might also be questioned by two further 
factors from Entry Point itself: that if Jesus came today to a Western context he may 
not, as Haddon, proposes, be able to use the child to make the same disruptive 
points, for example, about humility, with reference to the child (In other words, 
there is nothing inherent in the child which supports its being placed in the midst by 
Jesus as a generalisable method.) Further, I hear hints in Haddon’s thinking, though I 
could be mishearing him, that this kind of ‘child theology methodology’, to put it 
that way, might not actually be essential to the theological reflections that emerge in 
Entry Point; that Entry Point is actually simply an attempt to doing good theology 
from that one passage of Scripture.  
 

iii) a third option is to throw the doors wide open and embrace everything 
that materially and/ or methodologically involves C + T together, under an 
enormous but potentially impossibly diverse and therefore no less 
confusing umbrella term, ‘Child Theology’. To some degree, this is 
happening already, because of our failure to adequately define what 
Child Theology is. Arguably, as Chris said to me yesterday, we in Child 
Theology have probably done a better job at trying to define what Child 
Theology isn’t – Theologies of Child, children’s theology, etc). The risks of 
allowing CT to simply become an umbrella term, however, include 
a. as Haddon has said, CT dissolving into ToC, and, all too often, T into C. 
b. to paraphrase Stephen Neill, ‘If everything is CT, nothing is CT.’ The 

danger being something valuable is lost or at least diluted, like 
precious perfume diffused into the ocean. 

iv) a further option, and this is what I want to propose, is that we consider 
the question of method very seriously, and explore the validity and 
possibilities of new methods, or at least starting points, for CT . That is, 
that we find new and yet rigorous ways of holding C + T together. 

 
Posed as a question, I think one of the pressing issues for us going forward is: ‘How 
do we move forward meaningfully with ‘child theology’ as something that is 
recognisably distinct from other lines of enquiry (such as Theologies of Children) in 
such a way that valuable and constructive theological contributions can be made 
to church, academy, praxis and Christian life, that would not otherwise arise? 
 
There are, in my mind, at least two others questions confronting us in this regard: 
 

1) what is the nub of Child Theology 
2) how might we work from or towards that nub by different methodological 

pathways? 
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I don’t intend to spend much time on the first question, though I think it vital for us 
to do so, collectively. However, one way of answering that might be to reiterate the 
idea that Child Theology is distinct from Theologies of Childhood in that CT orders its 
theological objects differently. CT  
 

i) fundamentally and properly seeks to say something about God; and  
ii) secondarily and derivatively about all other things as related to God.1 

 
Here, CT and ToC may intersect, for, as Barth comes to realise into volume II of his 
Church Dogmatics (and reiterates more clearly in Humanity of God), that if God was 
in Jesus Christ, and Jesus Christ was fully human, you cannot say something of God 
without saying something of humanity (and vice versa). Properly and specifically, this 
is the humanity of Jesus Christ. But because the humanity of Jesus Christ is vicarious 
humanity, that is: Jesus Christ is human for us, as the True Human, the menschliche 
Mensch, and we participate in his humanity; his imaging of God…. Because we share 
in the humanity of God in Jesus Christ, when we speak of God we also speak of 
human beings – including, of course, children. 
 
I think we see an example of this in practice, in Entry Point. Entry Point is not ToC, 
but to my mind it offers some of the most astute theological observations about 
children and childhood precisely because it does not prematurely jump to or centre 
itself around the child, as its key theological subject, but because it starts with 
wanting to say something of God, and in light of God is able to say something about 
that which is not God, which includes the child. 
 
Back to methodology.  
 
Here, I am sorry to disappoint, but I do not have answers, or even, perhaps 
substantial proposals. What I can do, however, is describe where I landed on the 
question of methodology for my doctoral research, in which I came to the theology 
of Karl Barth with C + T both in view. I do not think my method particularly 
commendable, but simply hope a brief description might provoke thought, 
comments, critique and perhaps far better ideas.  
 
A child-attentive theological methodology 
 
In my dissertation, which, bar correcting typos, I am grateful to have all but 
completed, I undertake what I refer to as a ‘child-attentive’ reading of the theology 
of Karl Barth. Whether this CT, or ToC – or something else entirely – is a question to 
which I would appreciate your responses. But let me explain further. 
 
In biblical studies there is a burgeoning corpus of material on children. Some of the 
methodological adjectives that are used in biblical studies are ‘childist’, ‘child-
centred and child centric’ readings of Scripture, or similar. 

                                                      
1 John Webster, ‘What is theological theology?’, Journal of Analytic Theology, Vol. 3, May 
2015, 17-28 (1). 
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How appropriate these terms are in the field of biblical studies, is a question I will 
defer to biblical scholars. However in the context of theology, I prefer ‘child-
attentive’, because it doesn’t centre the child and in doing so risk displacing God as 
the primary and absolute object theology.2 Rather it pays attention to the child even 
as it contemplates God, and then, secondarily and relative, all else in relation to God. 
That’s a short and dense defense of the term; however I am not wedded to it if there 
are better alternatives. 
 
A child-attentive approach to Barth’s theology meant, for me:: 
 

i) firstly, I looked extensively at Barth’s theology for what Barth had to say 
directly about children.3 

ii) secondly, reading Barth’s entire dogmatic system (such as it is), with the 
child in mind,4 and therefrom drawing inferences for theological 
understandings of the child. Or in other words, what does Barth say of 
God in Jesus Christ, and therefore of humanity in Jesus Christ? Does what 
Barth says adequately and richly account for the child?  

iii) thirdly, this approach can throw light on aspects of, in this instance, 
Barth’s theology, or theology more broadly, that may not be seen as 
clearly otherwise. In other words, what fresh insights into God and God’s 
creatures are discovered in Barth’s theology by approaching his writing 
with the child in mind? 

 
Let me expand on these three areas, and what this approach led me to discover. 
 

i) Barth’s direct treatment of the child: looking specifically through Barth’s 
literature, including his unpublished corpus, led me to discover, translate 
and expound a series of sermons in which  Barth considers the child as 
‘parable.’ This is really interesting material, with considerable resonances 
with Haddon and Keith’s work almost a century later, confirming, 

                                                      
2 God is object of theology only because God self-objectifies Godself for us, in God’s divine 
self-revelation. 
3 Something of this same approach was taken in Marcia Bunge’s edited volume, The Child in 
Christian Thought (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2001). In particular, in relation to Barth, see 
William Werpehowski’s helpful essay, William Werpehowski, ‘Reading Karl Barth on 
Children’, in The Child in Christian Thought, ed. Marcia J. Bunge (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Eerdmans, 2001), 386–405. 
4 For those of us concerned here to avoid generalisations, I had two particular children in 
mind during my reading of Barth’s theology: my two daughters Bethany and Emelyn. That 
said, I’m not myself of the view that it is entirely and always illegitimate to make some 
generalised or categorical theological observations, e.g. about children in relation to God; 
we do similar all the time in talking about humanity as a category, and while recognising the 
dangers and limitations of generalisations, I think sometimes it is valid. Provided we are 
cognisant of, and adequately allow in our theological outcomes, for the diversity which 
exists in such a category, I think it is legitimate at times to generalise, in the statement, for 
example, ‘all children (or “the child”) is objectively elect in Jesus Christ.’ 
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complementing and extending some of the work done under the banner 
‘Child Theology’ on Matthew 18. Looking with the child in mind led me to 
closely examine material others had not, at least in detail. This material is 
probably where I come closest, materially, therefore, to Child Theology as 
we currently know and understand it. 

ii) Reading the Church Dogmatics –all 3,000 pages of it, or nearly – in a child-
attentive manner enabled me to offer a doctrinally wide-ranging, 
generally coherent and frequently novel theological treatment of the 
child, which I think extends theological understandings of children in 
relation to God in all sorts of helpful ways, addressing longstanding 
ambivalences and ambiguities concerning the child in the tradition. 

iii) Reading Barth with the child in mind also showed up gaps and 
weaknesses in Barth’s theology, particularly in my reading in his doctrine 
of revelation, faith and knowledge of God. It also highlighted Barth’s 
strengths: his doctrine of election, aspects of his doctrine of creation, the 
imago Dei and his theological anthropology, and in particular his 
christological objectivism: the child, too, is included objectively (and 
through the subjectivity of Jesus Christ) in the election, humanity, 
reconciliation of Jesus Christ.  

 
Child-attentive methodology in (slightly more) detail 
 
To be a little more concrete methodologically, what a ‘child-attentive’ reading meant 
for me was not only being alert to mentions of child (with its various meanings.) In 
my application of it, ‘child-attentive theological reading’ also meant continually 
asking ‘how does this theology work for the child’? Specifically, and concretely for 
me, the child I had in mind was Bethany, my oldest daughter, who also lives with a 
cognitive impairment, and also my then small daughter, Emelyn, who was just a baby 
when I started my research. Having these two children in mind would cause me to 
ask, questions like, ‘Does Barth’s theological anthropology adequately and richly 
account for the diversity of human life? Especially, can it be seen as allowing the 
inclusion of a child  like Bethany or Emmy, even if implicitly, in its claims?’5  
 
Or, for example, ‘does Barth’s doctrine of revelation hold together when considered 
in relation to a child like Bethany, or an infant like Emmy?’ This is an area where I 
found Barth wanting, for example, and coming to Barth’s text with the child in mind 

                                                      
5 I am pleased to say I think, on the whole, Barth’s theological anthropology does richly 
account for the child precisely because Barth begins and grounds his entire theological 
anthropology in christology: Jesus Christ is the true and archetypal human, as I said earlier. 
Jesus Christ is the image of God. Others of us – adult or child – participate in the image of 
God; i) by passive participation in the humanity imaged by Jesus Christ, the human being 
who is fully for God and fully for others 
ii) in a teleological movement from the contradiction of our humanity (that is, our sin) 
toward actively imaging God ourselves, by being for God and others, that is in our worship 
and co-humanity. 
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even highlighted potentially problematic inconsistencies in Barth’s doctrine of 
revelation.6 
 
But that is to get into too much of the theological weeds of my research. The 
methodological point is, in summary: 
 

A child-attentive reading turned up: 
a. Interesting material concerning the child 
b. A bunch of things which could be inferred for the child 
c. Strengths and shortcomings in Barth’s theology, bringing new light 

and perhaps clearer, deeper discussion of those things 
  
A couple of observations for your feedback and discussion: 
 

i) I’m not sure to what extent this approach is legitimately CT, and whether 
it heads down the dead ends and cul-de-sacs against which Haddon and 
Keith have cautioned 

ii) It did enable me to say something properly theological about God in 
Christ 

iii) But might that have been achieved to much the same extent by good 
theological method, not necessarily by child theological method. For 
example by what John Webster calls ‘theological theology’, which of 
course is not necessarily a tautology – precisely Webster’s point.7 

 
Possibilities and limitations of the ‘child-attentive’ approach 
 
In terms of wider possibilities, something similar to the approach I have applied to 
Barth’s theology could potentially be applied to the theology of others. Interesting 
things might be brought to light in the theologies, for example, of Rahner, 
Bonhoeffer, Jensen, and any others with a substantial body of dogmatic or 
constructive literature.  
 
To some degree this is what is attempted by Marcia Bunge’s The Child in Christian 
Thought, though many of these essays tend to focus more on the first aspect – 
looking at what a particular theologian in the tradition said about children, directly, 

                                                      
6 Barth’s doctrine of revelation is one area I find that Barth’s theology does not adequately 
embrace the child, but in fact excludes the prediscretionary child, and indeed the cognitively 
impaired person, from i) faith; ii) knowledge of God and iii) the possibility of subjectively 
realizing all that is objectively true for the child in Jesus Christ. 
7 John Webster, ‘What is theological theology?’, Journal of Analytic Theology, Vol. 3, May 
2015, 17-28. Cf. Webster, ‘Theological Theology’, in Confessing God: Essays in Christian 
Dogmatics II. 2nd edn (London: Bloomsbury T&T Clark, 2016), 11-32. For Webster, theological 
theology gives account of its primary object – God – and then all things in relation to God; 
according to the knowledge which is God’s own knowledge communicated to regenerate 
human beings in the church; for the purpose of proper knowledge, contemplation and 
practical life before God. 
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than the second aspect – what are the inferences and implications for the child from 
across their theological program, or system, where there is one. 
 
Haddon’s reflections on Arthur’s Call by the eminent historical theologian Frances 
Young might also constitute something like this.8 
 
Limitations 
 
Some of the limitations of the approach I took, however are  
 

i) The old Confucian caution that ‘to he [or she] who holds a hammer, 
everything appears a nail’ may mean eisegetical readings of others’ 
theology are an immanent threat: 

ii) secondly, the approach may well be more suited as a hermeneutic [or 
perhaps heuristic?] for expounding the work of others than as a method 
for truly constructive theology  per se. Sooner or later we theologians 
need to be courageous: enough with what everyone else has said; what 
will we. Perhaps more constructively, the approach might be taken not to 
the work of individuals, but to various Christian doctrines. This move 
might well take us towards the three outcomes which Chris spoke of: to 
reform, inform and transform theology, though these are big, ambitious 
words, and the outcomes, if there are any, may be much more modest.9  

iii) in this approach the boundaries may be significantly blurred between CT 
and ToC; more needs to be done to consider the interplay of these two 
ways of holding C + T together, so that CT is not dissolved into ToC and 
then just C. If there is a dance between C + T, as Keith has suggested, 
perhaps there is also a dance between CT + ToC, and I see something of 
this dance, albeit it clumsy and with misteps and stumbles, in my own 
doctoral project 

 
Conclusions 
 
So, ‘whither CT?’ The aim of our time together today is to consider that question in 
concrete terms. I have merely sketched some blurry contours of the juncture at 
which CT appears to rest; a juncture from its methodological Whence to its Whiter. 
This does not mean leaving the past behind us, but to borrow from Rahner, we carry 
it forward with us. Reflecting on Matthew 18 with learnings, lessons and benefits 
should thus remain alive with us, and we will do well to continue to drink deeply 
from it as we move forward. It can help serve not only as a well, but as a caution of 

                                                      
8 Reading Frances’ excellent personal reflections on her journey of faith and darkness with 
her severely cognitively impaired son Arthur with child theology  in mind enabled Haddon to 
see the work as a piece of child theology, with truths to be learned about God, self, 
humanity, vocation, personhood. 
9 Something like this goal applies to an as yet unfinished volume which Marcia Bunge has 
been working on in the area of Child Theology and Systematics. A project which has stalled, 
and with which she has invited me to help her get it across the editorial finish line in the 
next 12 months or so. 
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the many dead-ends and cul-de-sacs which they have encountering and can help us 
navigate around. 
 
I’ve also outlined the child-attentive approach I took in my research. I’m not sure if I 
effectively take on board those cautions, or those benefits. Nevertheless, it is time 
for us, while taking forward with us those valuable insights and ideas, to find new 
ways for C + T to dance together, such that neither C nor T are dominated by or 
dissolved into – or simply ignore – the other, remembering that God remains the 
proper primary object and indeed subject of theology and everything else, including 
the Child, is always relative to God. 
 
To facilitate this dance brings with it, I suspect, the need for, if not serious reflection 
then awareness of questions of method; behind the beauty of the ballet lie lifetimes 
of blisters and bruises and the disciplines required to hone bodies, technical skills 
and dance method. Though, to muddle metaphors, it is indeed true, as Beth 
mentioned earlier in our conversation together, that often ‘we make the road by 
walking.’ Creative, constructive experimentation, informed by what has gone before, 
may be what make the path forward; perhaps method will become visible in 
hindsight. This is, I think, the manner in which the ‘child-attentive theological 
reading’ method that I have taken emerged; as I sought ways for Child and the 
Theology of Barth to dance creatively and constructively together, though I had 
some inkling and inarticulate intuition of it from the outset. ‘Whither CT?’ may 
depend, to some extent, methodologically o,n our capacity to learn liberating 
cautions from the Whence, and move forward with creative courage, following our 
informed intuitions and watching with wonder and anticipation into what this child 
theology might grow. 


