A Message from the Ministry of Congregational Care and Counseling
Spotlight on Young People
People were bringing little children to Jesus to have him touch them, but the disciples rebuked them. When Jesus saw this, he was indignant. He said to them, "Let the little children come to me, and do not hinder them, for the kingdom of God belongs to such as these. I tell you the truth, anyone who will not receive the kingdom of God like a little child will never enter it." And he took the children in his arms, put his hands on them and blessed them. (Mark 10:13-16, NIV)

For the last 2 ½ years, Anita Daniels and I have received funding from the Together in Ministry Collegial Covenant Group Grant offered by the Ministers Council of the American Baptist Churches USA.  With this grant, we have established a monthly fellowship of other ministers and mental health professionals interested in how faith communities can foster the mental health of children and adolescents (collectively referred to here as “young people”).  Last week, we attended the Children’s Spirituality Conference: Christian Perspectives, held at Concordia University just outside of Chicago, Illinois.  During the four days of the conference, we were nearly overwhelmed with lectures, workshops, presentations of ministry models, and informal conversations about nurturing young people.  Here are just a few of the highlights that we gleaned from that powerful experience:

· Young people are God’s creatures, are made in God’s image, and have a deep capacity for relating to God.  God hears and responds to young people, not just adults.

· Young people are primary targets of spiritual warfare.  If the minds of our youth are compromised, the enemy can establish a long-term stronghold that can keep the child from developing his/her God-given potential.

· Families are given primary responsibility for training young people.  Nevertheless, God expects that parents and other adults will be human agents of kindness towards young people. As a believing community, each of us is responsible for nurturing the gifts that God has placed in young people.  Not only the mistreatment, but even the benign neglect of young people is a sign of unfaithfulness to God.

· We are responsible for teaching our young people to think theologically.  What should they be thinking about God’s role in current events? Politics? Money?  Young people experience God most powerfully through nature, through the arts, and through rituals.  How willing are we to accommodate to their needs?  To their learning styles?

· As indicated in the Scriptural passage above, young people teach us how to receive the kingdom of God.  Quite often, young people are vulnerable, teachable, dependent, trusting, open, obedient, and eager to communicate.  Based on these qualities, how receptive to the kingdom of God are we?

Now that most of our young people are out of school for summer break, we adults have a prime opportunity.  Despite the disciples’ sense that Jesus had better things to do, Jesus placed a priority on young people.  As contemporary disciples, will we follow Jesus’ lead?  Young people are usually deeply perceptive to how we regard them.  A shift in our thinking and interacting can have a profound influence on their spiritual growth as well as their mental health.  Do you have time for the least of these?--TDA
