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Doing Theology with Children
By Michael Fricke, Regensburg

"Children's theology" is a new movement in religious education. In this lecture, I
would like to introduce its requirements and various aspects of the topic

1. Children's theology and the road to acquisition

From passing on to acquisition

It is the teacher's task to enable the components of theology to be incorporated into the
religious education lesson. But how can that happen? A straightforward didactic of "passing
on" theological "truths" will not have any impact. The thought process must to a greater
extent be carried out beginning with the students reaching out to the contents in the sense of
"hermeneutics of acquisition".1 We therefore do not primarily ask, in line with R. Oberthür,
"How do we pass on religious content to school students?" but rather "How do school
students reach the stage of religious learning?"2
The work of acquisition is done by the students themselves. It is the teacher's task to
enable this process of acquistion, whereby he or she makes available an appropriate learning
environment. Following on from the educational theorist Hartmut von Hentig, the concept of
acquisition requires "mathetics": the art which enables effective learning.3
[...] Good mathetics do not exclude good didactics [...]; but limits their importance; the
"teacher" is still necessary, but has a different function: He prepares the ideas, the topics, the
problems and the tasks and provides the opportunity for learning; he helps, praises, offers

1 K. Goßmann, Die gegenwärtige Krise des Religionsunterrichts in Westdeutschland, in: EvErz 45. Jg.
(5/1993), 526.
2 R. Oberthür, Kinder fragen nach Leid und Gott. Lernen mit der Bibel im Religionsunterricht, unter
Mitarbeit von Alois Mayer, München 1998, 20.
3 “Mathetics” derives from the Greek word “mathetes” (disciple).
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resistance, shows "what one is able to do."4

The following classroom examples and the

account of "children's theology" are consistent with this religious educational approach.

Doing theology with children

We understand Christian theology to mean reflection on the Christian faith. A
narrower sense refers to academic reflection. Nobody will claim that children and adolescents
would be able to carry out academic theology. What do we mean then, when we do speak
about "children's theology" in the context of religious education? It intends to emphasize that
children not only possess "their own view of God or understanding of God", but also that they
"ponder on them independently", thereby "arriving at their own answers".5 The term
"children's theology" has many layers. One can divide it into "by children" "with children"
and "for children".6 All three levels should be taken into account in religious education.

2. Children's theology
2.1 Theology "by children"

This refers to utterances on the subject of God, which provide information about
children's understanding and reflection on the topic. We encounter them in empirical studies
but also in religious education lessons. For a researcher or a teacher it is necessary to be an
attentive and interested, open and sensitive partner in dialog, in order to discern the utterances
at all in the way they are meant.7 Being sensitive means getting involved in the school
students' world and allowing them to speak fully and freely in conversation with each other –
by consciously putting on hold one's own professional knowledge "about" children and the
ways in which they think. Being interested means asking when one does not understand
something: as in the story by Berthold Brecht about Mr. Keuner and his niece:

4

H.v. Hentig, Glaube. Fluchten aus der Aufklärung, Düsseldorf 1992, 106f.
5
F. Schweitzer, Was ist und wozu Kindertheologie?, in: A. Bucher, et. al. (Hg.), „Im Himmelreich ist
keiner sauer“. Kinder als Exegeten, Jahrbuch für Kindertheologie, Bd. 2, Stuttgart 2003, 10.
6
Schweitzer 2003, 18.
7
P. Freudenberger-Lötz, Theologische Gespräche mit Kindern. Untersuchungen zur Professionalisierung
Studierender und Anstöße zu forschendem Lernen im Religionsunterricht, Stuttgart 2007, 130.
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Mr. Keuner was inspecting his little niece's drawing. It showed a hen flying over a
yard. "Why does your hen have three legs?" asked Mr. Keuner. "Hens can't fly," said the
young artist. "That's why I had to give it a third leg to push off with." "I'm glad I asked," said
Mr. Keuner.8
The children's question in religious education lessons

Learning about the theology "by children" means becoming acquainted with their
questions about faith and about their understanding of God. Gertrud Ritz-Fröhlich has made
us aware of the importance of children's questions in elementary school pedagogy. "Children's
questions show [...]what children are thinking about and above all how they consider things.
[...] They also give us information about their experiences and the level of knowledge they
have attained; as well as about their independence in thinking and judging. Children's
questions help us to assess and evaluate children better in general; and to fetch them where
they are."9 Rainer Oberthür has developed this further for the religious education classroom:
"We are still suffering under the emburdened tradition which did not permit children's
questions, which at best greeted the teacher's questions as preparation for the answer and
which placed the untouchable authority of the answer over everything else." 10 The major
challenge is to "accentuate the natural ability of the child to question things" but not only for
the purpose of optimizing the lesson. Because questions do not necessarily correlate with
prepared answers. A question has its own "value" and is "more than the way to an answer"; it
is "already an expression of knowledge" and challenges "the 'old' answers". In this spirit,
Oberthür talks about a "religious pedagogy of the question".11 "Learning" means in this
context "learning how to ask, how to pose the correct questions [...]; learning in questions and
learning by asking; experiencing how to put up with questions." 12
Examples from practice

How can one work with "questions" in religious education lessons? Methodically, the
following would be possible: Discovering and perceiving questions; encouraging the posing
8
B. Brecht, Geschichten von Herrn Keuner, in: W. Hecht u.a. (Hg.), Berthold Brecht Werke, Band 18,
Frankfurt a. M. 1995, 40.
9
G. Ritz-Fröhlich, Kinderfragen im Unterricht, Bad Heilbrunn/Obb. 1992, 48.
10 Oberthür 1998, 22.
11 Oberthür 1998, 22.
12 Oberthür 1998, 23.
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of questions; strengthening the readiness to question; developing shared questions; using
questions as a starting point and the central thread for shared searching and learning. Three
methods are introduced here:
(1) Poem by Erich Fried as a silent stimulus (for instance, on the blackboard)

Small question
Do you believe
you are still too small
to ask
big questions?

Then the big ones
will make
you little
even before you
are big enough. 13

Anyone who chooses this starting point in elementary school or even in junior high
school will be astounded at the effect. Mostly, the children are surprised at first; but then
quickly find a way to approach the poem. If they have the opportunity to write down their
own questions on the topic, "Big questions I ask myself", a list can be compiled in class which
can be referred to in the course of the school year and worked on. One way to make an even
more impressive visualization in the classroom is the "question tree": Each question is noted
on a slip of paper which is in the shape of a leaf. The children then sort the leaves onto a
poster which has a tree trunk drawn on it. Questions which relate to each other are collected
on one branch or twig. Here is a selection of "big questions":

Why am I alive?
Why am I the way I am?
What was it like in Mom's tummy?
13

E. Fried, Gesammelte Werke. Gedichte 2, Berlin 1993, 522; cf. Ritz-Fröhlich 1992, 93.
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How was the world created?
Why do people fight?
Why do people have to be sick?

Why do we have to die?
What will I do when I am dead?
Where do names come from?
What does God look like?
Does God exist? 14

The big questions affect everyday, existential and religious matters. They contain
interest and thought, surprise and wonder.
Some of these questions, though not all, can be used in religious education lessons.
How should one, as a teacher, react to the question, "How did the world emerge?" for
instance? One could give an answer such as, "God created the world". But that way, the
teacher puts an end to the conversation; and does not provide arguments. He acts as if his
answer were an objective piece of information. In reality, it is a statement of faith. If one
really feels forced to give an answer at all, it is more helpful to say, "As a Christian, I believe
that God is the creator of all life and that I, too, have him to thank for my own life." Then a
conversation can emerge from that as to why I, as teacher, believe that. However, it would be
better still to restrain oneself in the first instance. Children should be given the framework to
consider and learn to discover answers for themselves. That way they notice that an answer
can be different depending on the situation and on the person. They can develop their own
position and ability to judge for themselves. In doing that, we are already touching on the area
of "Doing theology with children."

(2) An alternative to letting children ask their
own questions is to use the material for free
work, "stormy night cards" which Oberthür has

14 R. Oberthür, Kinder und die großen Fragen. Ein Praxisbuch für den Religionsunterricht, unter Mitarbeit
von Alois Mayer, München 1995, 14ff.
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developed from the picture book, "Stormy Night".15 A little girl is lying awake at night and
asks herself thousands of questions about life, the world and what comes afterwards. Oberthür
links the girl's questions with words from the Psalms. The Montessori-like material gives
school students the opportunity to work with some of the pictures and questions. It encourages
children to ask questions, to learn to deal with open questions and to discuss things among the
students in the group.

(3) In the context of "God" as a topic in religious education lessons, the task "Imagine you
were able to ask God questions: what would you ask him?" is an important element. In
Oberthür's class deep questions about God as a "being" came up: "How were you created? Do
you also make mistakes? Why do you not live as a human being? Who are you really?" 16
The first step here would be to ask what the students mean by the questions and how
they arrived at them. On top of that, one can combine the questions with biblical texts. For
instance, to the question whether God makes "mistakes", one could use the story of Cain and
Abel in which God favors one of the brothers (Gen. 4:4 f) or the account of the Great Flood at
the end of which God withdraws his decision to destroy the earth (Gen. 8:21). Children also
ask questions about theodicy: "Why do you allow some children to be born handicapped? Do
you also decide bad luck? Is it you who helps?"
This could perhaps be used to introduce the book of Job.

2.2 Theology "with children"

This term is used to refer to the classroom production of "theological questioning and
answering with the children." Here, it is the teacher's role to be a stimulating conversation
partner. The teacher does this by contributing his own understanding, by taking account of the
students' understanding, and in stimulating the students to developing their understanding
further. The stimulation to "developing understanding further" can happen in a variety of
ways. 17

15 M. Lemieux, Gewitternacht, 3. Aufl. Weinheim/Basel 1997; R. Oberthür/A. Mayer, GewitternachtKartei. Bilder und Fragen zum Nachdenken und Staunen über Gott und die Welt, Heinsberg 1998.
16 Oberthür 1998, 86.
17 Freudenberger-Lötz 2006, 41.
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Examples from practice

(1) "What does God look like" was one of the children's "big" questions. Here, too, it is a
good idea not to give the children one single answer, but to allow them to find and imagine
pictures of God for themselves. In conversation in class one can consider where our ideas
come from and why they differ so greatly; and one can discover that our religious language in
general talks in terms of pictures and comparisons, metaphors and symbols. In the next step
children are shown biblical metaphors of God. They can learn that metaphors create
something that adds "more" sense and can stimulate further questions. A classical biblical text
is the appearance of God in the desert (Exodus 3): Moses sees the burning bush which does
not, however, get burned up. God commissions Moses to go to Pharaoh and to demand
freedom for the Israelites. He should set off, equipped with the name of God. God's name is
"I-am-there" (Exodus 3:14).

An etching by Marc Chagall is suitable for use in this context. We
focus on the section which shows Moses' eyes: are they open or
closed? Do they show shock or introvertedness? Did Moses really
see the bush burning? Or does the scene only take place in his
imagination? The tetragrammaton, JHWH, is floating above the
burning bush (not shown in the section of the picture depicted
here): It can be translated as "I am who I am" or "I will be there as
the 'I-am-there'". This God is not simply one that can be looked at
or looked through. An element of unavailability remains. The
children can learn all this and thereby remain open to the question
of God, because they notice that they cannot answer the question
exhaustively once and for all.

(2) One can link the asking of questions to talking about the biblical narratives.
Children express their questions about the texts orally or in writing. These questions help
determine the next stage of the lesson. Doing theology "with children" is so interesting
because the questions of school students can generate completely new aspects of a biblical
text which have not been dealt with in exegesis or in textbooks. For instance, a 3rd grade
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student said the following about the story of Jacob cheating Esau of his birthright (Genesis
27): "Well, I have a question about when Rebekah puts Esau's robe on Jacob: Rebekah and
Isaac don't like each other at all then." 18
The student draws a conclusion from the behavior of the parents about their
relationship to each other. From this, an intensive discussion emerges in the group about
family constellations.

(3) Another option is for the children to orientate themselves on the pictorial language of the
Bible, in order to express their thoughts about God and His world. In a classroom project in
the 2nd grade, I opened up a psalm of praise (Psalm 104) and a psalm of lament (Psalm 69) in
terms of form and content; and then encouraged the children to compose their own "psalms".
Here is one example:

God, I praise you.
You have created the most beautiful creatures in the world.
I like it when antelopes scoot through the grass.
And it is exciting when the tiger ranges through the jungle.
And I think it's cool the way the lion rules.
And the mightiest animal is still missing.
No, the blue whale is not the mightiest animal at all:
it's the dinosaur!
It is the mightiest animal of all time,
for that I praise you, God!

(Joey Psalm 1992)19

What is impressive is the enthusiasm and zest of the child in imagining the animals and at the
same time in emphasizing the role of God. In the conversations afterwards, some of the
children say that they had not thought at the beginning that they would be able to write their
own "Psalm" - they were surprised by their own potential!
18 M. Fricke, ‚Schwierige’ Bibeltexte im Religionsunterricht. Theoretische und empirische Elemente einer
alttestamentlichen Bibeldidaktik für die Primarstufe, Göttingen 2005, 476.
19 M. Fricke, Kinder entdecken und schreiben Psalmen. Unterrichtsbeispiel für die Grundschule, in:
SPECTRUM, Zeitschrift der Gemeinschaft Evangelischer Erzieher in Bayern, 52. Jg. 3/2002, 17.
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(4) A similar method is used in the example from an internship which was supervised
by me. The university students are covering three parables with the 3rd and 4th grades: the
Prodigal Son (Luke 15), the Workers in the Vineyard (Matthew 20) and the Mustard Seed
(Mark 4). The sequence reaches a peak by giving the children the task of attempting a parable
of their own. Picking up on the three parables used in class, the student develops with the
children what the Kingdom of God means for people: for instance, protection, justice,
comfort, affection, sticking together. Then it's the children's turn, working on their own, to
continue the sentence "The Kingdom of God is like...". Then they present their parables to
each other. We observers are impressed by the atmosphere of concentration and by the end
products:

The Kingdom of God is like the warmth of a friend giving me a hug...

The Kingdom of God is like with two brothers. When one brother has done something wrong,
the other brother (can) forgive him...
The Kingdom of God is like a house. Because you're protected from thunderstorms and in
safety from a very severe storm.
Doing theology "with children" means, therefore, being in conversation together with the
children; asking questions and looking for answers; following paths of thought and
recognizing dead ends; allowing the biblical message to filter through to them and let them
express it in their own words. This model differs from the traditional style of lesson in a
number of points:
• The distribution of roles is no longer about teaching staff presenting information and
school students absorbing it and "transferring" it. Doing theology "with children" takes
account of the fact that students develop the material from the very beginning in terms
of their own perspectives and real life contexts. The "transfer" in the second part of the
lesson, which so often comes across as artificial, is therefore no longer required.
• We can forgo the pre-formulated notebook entries created before the lesson which lay
down how God should be understood – in each case related to a Bible text, a song, a
picture or other material. The students themselves produce summaries (minutes) of the
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lesson and results; or produce things which document their individual learning process
(portfolios).
•

instead of general "orientation on students" we have "orientation on the subject". That
means, each student has a different kind of familiarity with the themes or the routine
in the task they have been given; each approaches the topic differently; and develops it
differently. Group discussion makes sure that intersubjectivity is achieved. It prevents
the individuals from making their own opinion absolute and from shutting themselves
away in their own world and persisting in it.

2.3 Theology "for children"
This we take to mean, on the one hand, the comprehensible introduction or depiction of
theological circumstances and, on the other hand the enabling of theological learning
processes through arrangements which are set up in line with the principle of elementarizing
reduction. The role of the teacher in theology "for children" is that of "accompanying
expert".20 This is where there is the greatest correlation with the traditional teacher's role.
Examples from practice
(1) One standard area in which the teacher can introduce his expertise is in telling a
story. The doyen of biblical didactics, Ingo Baldermann begins the story of the passion and
resurrection of Christ as follows:
"Sometimes I'd like to hold onto someone and never let go. I would like to say, ‘It is
so good that you are there; I need you like I need air to breathe; like sunshine, like daily
bread.’ People who love each other say that to each other – parents to their children, children
to their parents: ‘Stay with me for ever: I never, ever want to lose you!’ People also wanted to
hold onto Jesus like that..."21
A good story told by a teacher is effective when it is transparent and emotional.
However, it is important that the teacher limits herself and restrains herself so that the story
does not cover the topic exhaustively. It should leave gaps to give the school students space
for their own discoveries and interpretations.

20 Freudenberger-Lötz 2006, 130.
21 I. Baldermann, Fürchtet euch nicht. Die Passions- und Ostergeschichte für Kinder, mit Bildern von
Isabella Gresser, Düsseldorf 2003, 56.
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(2) Expertise can be utilized in setting up the learning environment. One example is
the way which Oberthür develops in order to open up the message about the Kingdom of God
to children in the 2nd class. He begins by making a comparison (on the blackboard) which
shows an elementarized reduction:
Wolf

Lamb

Panther

Kid

Lion

Calf

Otter

Infant

"What might be being told in the story from which these words come?" The
suppositions are: strife, fear, devouring, danger. Oberthür then reads aloud the famous vision
of apocalyptic peace from Isaiah 11:6 ff. "The wolf will live with the lamb". The reactions of
the children to this are as follows:
S1: Isaiah had a lot of imagination; he said something special; people passed on the story; you
[to the teacher] are telling it to use now and we will later pass it on; it will never die.
Teacher: What do you think – what did he call that time?
Various students: Paradise, the time of peace, the time of friendship.
T: He called the time the Kingdom of God: or simply God's Kingdom [...]
S2: In God's Kingdom everything is different, turned round, different from usual. 22

Another elementarized reduction follows in a subsequent step: The Beatitudes from the
Sermon on the Mount are written up on the board in a rudimentary form:

Those who cry will laugh,
Those who are hungry will be satisfied,
The meek will inherit the earth.

22

Oberthür 1995, 124.
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At the end of the module the students themselves write about the Kingdom of God: "In
God's Kingdom people are dancing and getting along with each other. The poor see the stars
differently from the way we do. The dreams of dreamers sink as though in a whirlpool.
Thieves will die out. All people will scream no more. [...] God, you are present for me in
everything."23
It is impressive to see how the children are stimulated by elementarized reduction and
how they make the effort in conversation with the teacher and in their own work to find words
to express what they sense and what they have understood. We recall Jesus' words which offer
the basis for doing theology with children: "anyone who will not receive the kingdom of God
like a little child will never enter it..." (Mark 10:13ff).
What makes children stand out is that they embrace the unknown without
preconceptions; and they think and speak in an unbiased way. We should appreciate, grasp
and support this willingness and gift of children in religious education.

23

Oberthür 1995, 121.

