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For the last several years, the term postmodern has floated around academic and theological circles.  (The term is also used in many other disciplines—art, literature, architecture—but it means different things in each context.)  Now it is part of the popular vernacular, and yet most of us don’t really understand what it means.  Children’s Ministries leaders need to understand this concept for they are working with many postmodern children and their postmodern parents today.  
While it is true that the purpose of evangelism is to convince people that the Good News of Jesus is true.  But the time is here when the response to our attempts to convince them will be, “Okay, it’s true.  So What?
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Who Are the Postmodern Generation?  
Postmodern  literally means “after modern”.  So when we say we’ve moved into an age of postmodernity, we’re saying that the modern age has passed and we’ve moved into a new paradigm, a new overall worldview.  
While it is primarily a generational issue, it’s worth noting that those with the strongest tendency toward a postmodern worldview are those currently labeled the Millennial Generation or Generation Y.  These are the children we see currently in our churches.  Millennial Generation has been described as those children born between 1980 or 1982 and 2001.  Some generational specialists believe the Millennial Generation ended on September 11, 2001.  
So, sitting in your kindergarten Sabbath School rooms every Saturday morning are a bunch of cute, curly headed postmoderns!  Whether you agree with the postmodern way of thinking or not, ministering to these children demands that you understand their worldview.  
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What Do Postmoderns Believe?
· No Absolute Truth.   Just as moderns believe there is discernable and knowable absolute truth and objective reality, postmoderns believe there is no absolute truth or ultimate ideal that explains and undergirds all of human existence.  

·  Truth is Subjective/Relative.  Truth is always subjective.  One’s reality or truth grows out of one’s perspective and life experiences.  It is not imposed from the outside.  Therefore, the modern idea of a metanarrative or a grand story that explains everything about the world is greeted with incredulity.  
Richard Middleton and Brian Walsh, authors of the book Truth is Stranger Than It Used to Be, explain it this way:

“But if metanarratives are social construction, then like abstract ethical systems, they are simply particular moral visions dressed up in the guise of universality.  And in falsely claiming universality while being blind to their own constructed character, metanarratives inevitably privilege unity, 


homogeneity, and closure over differences, heterogeneity, otherness, and openness.  The result is that all kinds of events and people end up being excluded from the way in which the story gets told.  No metanarrative, it appears, is large enough and open enough genuinely to include the 



experiences and realities of all peoples.”
So postmoderns instead acknowledge that one’s beliefs and stories are local.  They proclaim what is true for that particular community or tribe is not necessarily true for another.  Some postmoderns acknowledge that these big stories can be helpful as explanations of personal reality while others condemn them because the stories are seen as exclusive and closed systems.  But they can never been seen as objectively true.  
· No Common Standard.  The lack of belief in a system of absolute truth translates into the postmodern idea that there is no common standard by which to measure, judge, or value ideas or opinions.  What I believe is good, beautiful, moral, or normal is shaped by my environment, context, and culture.  Therefore, we have no right to judge the behavior, views, beliefs, or opinions of others.  Any measuring stick implies a human construction born from the biases and views of a particular group.  
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More Postmodern’s Beliefs . . .
· Reason is not the only way.  Postmoderns don’t subscribe to the view that all knowledge is good, nor are they optimistic about the future.  They see the world is  not getting any better.  They see continuing problems with racism, poverty, sexism, and morality.  They are skeptical about the ability of human reason to solve these problems.  Hence, they believe that reason is not the only way to discover knowledge and truth.  
·  Emotions/Intuition Matters.  Emotions, intuition, and other less reasonable modes are valid paths to discover truth too.  A premise doesn’t necessarily have to be logical for them to believe it’s true.  Postmodern minds make interesting connections between data in what is sometimes called “loopy thinking.”  For example, the writers of the television sitcom, Seinfeld  understood completely this kind of thinking.  Each episode consisted of several seemingly disparate plot lines that eventually criss-crossed each other and came together into a somewhat coherent whole.  In one episode the story was told in reverse chronology, starting at the end of the story and ending with the beginning.  
Moderns believe it is possible to know what is real and what is not.  Postmoderns aren’t so sure about that.  The line between reality and nonreality is blurred and porous. 
Slide 5

Characteristics of Postmodern Children
Postmodern children are the most protected and most wanted generation.  Most of these kids are the result of planned pregnancies and hence they are well watched over.  High level of safety is ensured.  They display the following characteristics:
· Cyberliterate and Technology Dependent.  Postmodern children are exposed to computers and high tech gadgets from their earliest days.  The Internet culture exposes these children to life around the globe.  They can easily communicate with a child from Japan or get information on the Middle East.  Exposure to more than a million Web sites reinforces the concept that truth is what one chooses to believe, not some objective standard from one screen or website. 
· Able to Multitask.  Computers usage contributes to the children’s ability to multitask.  Every 13-year-old I know can instant message, email, and surf the website while watching television and talking on the phone.  At a summer camp for older elementary school children, researchers found that a high percentage of them owned at least two or more of CD players, phones, computers, and/or televisions in their bedroom.  This is a generation of super multitaskers who will move on quickly to new stimulation when they find boredom creeping in.  
·  Tolerant of Differing Opinions.  This generation is also shaping up to be passionately tolerant of differing opinions, cultures, and lifestyles.  They believe in inclusion, not exclusion.  Millennials have an emotional intellectual openness not seen in previous generations.
·  Value Personal Freedom of Choice.  They believe each person should have the freedom to choose his own truth as he discovers his own truth or  his own story of the world.  There is no absolute truth that restricts them from choosing what they think is truth. 
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Postmodern Children . . .
· Do What’s Right for Him.  Millennials seem to believe intuitively that each person should do what is right.  He should discover his own truth, his own story of the world, and live that out with integrity.  These attitudes will be frustrating to those who hold to an objective standard of right and wrong.  Those of us who teach and love them will have to work hard at developing innovative ways to help them think through their own personal truths and values. 

· Experience oriented.  Generation Y is very experience-oriented.  They want to experience something before they learn about it.  Before they accept any view or value, they “want to try it.”  They’ve grown up with theme parks that stimulate every imaginable experience and event, and with virtual reality computer games that transport them into fantasies and scenarios they could never access in real life. They want to use all their senses as they learn, and they want their learning environments to provide experiences, not just facts and formulas.
·  Value immediacy and in living in the moment. 
·  Want to experience God.  In spiritual life, they want to experience God, not just learn about God.  Theologian Robert Webber quotes a youth director, who says, “What appeals to this new generation are not the cathedral and the stained-glass window.  Take the pews away, let them sit on the floor, burn incense, have Scripture readings, lots of music, chants even, and have 



communion, and they say, “Wow, this is me.”
George Barna notes that this generation is a spiritual one (Generation Next, Regal Books, 1995).  Millennials are open to the idea of God, but because of their acceptance of all points of view, they don’t really know which God they believe in or want to believe.  They tend to have a pick-and-mix approach to spirituality, not necessarily buying into the complicated systematic theologies or step-by-step discipleship plans of the other modern generations.  They are willing to accept certain tenets or values of Christianity, but they see nothing wrong about pairing these with ideas from Buddhism or other world religions.  

· Slow in Trusting Adults.  This generation is not quick to trust adults.  They can tell quickly if adults are not genuine.  Adults need to prove themselves to be trustworthy.; if they are let down by these adults they are unlikely to offer a second chance.  
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More Characteristics . . .
· Value integrity and honesty.  
·  Value authentic adults.  They want people to be authentic with them.  In Kidscreen magazine a 12-year-old girls said, “Goody-goody characters are very BORING.  I like watching characters like Bart Simpson because it’s funny when they get into trouble and then get themselves out of it.  They are more real.”  Because millennials are tolerant and accepting, it doesn’t really matter what you are being real and authentic about—homework, troublemaking, religion—just as long as you are real and authentic.  
·  Trust in themselves not authority figures.  They tend to trust themselves and their own opinions and truth.  Teachers of millennial children consistently say that these kids don’t automatically give their respect to people who are older or in positions of authority.  But if one wins their respect through being real and truthful, they will listen.  
· Value hard work.  These millennials value hard work but not necessarily career prestige; according to one survey more than 92 percent of millennials place high value on volunteer work.  But other researchers disagree.  In his book Growing Up Digital:  The Rise of the Net Generation, Don Tapscott suggests that this generation will be like Generation X only more so.  He believes their independent values, their need for tolerance and inclusion, and their thirst for immediate experience and authenticity will actually act as impediments to their ability to be civic minded and other centered.  However, what experts do agree on is that children of this
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How Should We Deal with Postmodern Children?
· Understand Postmodern Sensibilities.  It is important that children’s leaders, pastors and other church leaders understand that children growing up in the postmodern age will not think like we do.  We may not like their responses or attitudes, but we need to be sensitive to these postmodern thinking instead of fighting it or denying it.  

·  Think Creatively of Faith Building.  We need to think creatively of bringing a discussion of faith and the Christian story to our children.  

·  Rethink Effective Ways.  If we want to work effectively with postmodern children, we need to think outside the box.  We must rethink how we can help our children experience the gospel story.   They need to know and experience God as being real in their lives.

·  Involve Church Community and Families.  Working with millennial kids requires the involvement of the entire faith community and the families.  Faith is not something that develops in a vacuum.  Having faith, sharing faith, exploring faith, and questioning are done with others.  John Westerhoff in his book, Will Our Children Have Faith?  says that a faith community is conducive to the soul care of its members.  Their faith growth depends on shared stories, traditions, and memories.  Hence, the church faith community must include members of different generations who can pass on the goals and purposes of the community and model the community’s identity to the younger members.  

Younger, newer members of the faith community are needed to create new traditions or new, more up-to-date understandings of the older ones.  Hence, we need the faith community and the families to experience the faith story together with the children.  
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Spiritual Development of Children in the Faith Community
      
Lawrence Richards is a longtime observer and critic of the way churches typically teach children about faith.  He feels that most churches are more interested in the cognitive schooling of children about faith than in actually nurturing them and caring for their souls.  In his book, Theology of Children’s Ministry, he outlines five processes for guiding the spiritual development of children in the faith community today.  These tenets can be helpful for nurturing postmodern children in the emerging church.  
1.  Children need to be involved in processes that communicate belonging.  
An affective relationship with people in the faith community other than their parents and relatives is an important piece of their spiritual nurture.  Children must feel they belong in their faith community as much as the adults do.  It’s not enough to say, “Children are welcome here.”  This belonging needs to be demonstrated through the policies and practices of the community.  Forming relationships with children is the responsibility of all members of the community, not just those who work with them in educational programs.  
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Spiritual Development . . .
2. Children need to be guided in processes that involve participation.  

For positive spiritual nurture to happen, children must be allowed to participate in the activities and ritual of the faith community.  They cannot be shunted off to the basement of the church building while the adults do the real business of faith.  The children need to do things in the community, not just have things done for them.  The faith community should intentionally provide opportunities for the children to act on their faith, such as expressing it in worshiping God or serving others.  Children need to experience the stories of faith, nor just hear them.  Childhood religious education needs to be experiential.  Children should be provided with opportunities to play with the stories of the Bible through tactile materials, imaginative play, and physical activity.  They should have time to explore the reasons why each story is an important part of the story of their faith.  
Slide 11
Spiritual Development . . .
3. Modeling of adult lives in front of the children.  
When the child brushes up against people of faith through this participation in the life of the community, the child sees models of faith.  The child sees adults who struggle, who trust God, who makes mistakes and are forgiven, who work for mercy and justice, who model kingdom values.  This modeling is powerful teaching for children—more powerful for faith development than listening to a hundred Bible stories or watching a month’s worth of VeggieTales videos.  Children will remember the people of the faith community and their lives more than any Bible facts they learned at a church program. 
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Spiritual Development . . .
4. Children need to be guided in instructional processes as interpretations of life. 
Churches are far too dependent on the formal schooling model for instruction about faith.  If we know anything at all about children, it’s that they tend to learn more through informal and nonformal means of education than through sitting in a classroom.  The lessons learned through writing and art project, opportunities for service, and even simple walks outside will stick with children long after they’ve forgotten how many sons Noah had. 
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Spiritual Development . . .
5. Help and encourage children in the exercise of choice making.  
From their earliest years our children need to be taught how to make good choices.  After all, following Jesus is about making good and appropriate choices.  Every day each of us is confronted with the choice to follow Jesus through the options presented to us or to go another way.  Understanding how to evaluate these options and think through the possible consequences, good and bad, is an important life and soul skill for children to develop.


Children can be given the opportunity to make choices and what it means to live with the consequences of a choice.  Children can also be challenged to make choices to live intentionally in God’s way and see what happens.  Debriefing the child on the results of these choices can help him see and experience that following God’s ways is the better way.
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Lawrence Richards, Theology of Children’s Ministry 

Lawrence Richard’s reiterates that God surrounded children with adults both in the family and the community of faith to guide, teach, and model life for them.  Not only are we to teach things like how to button a button, use a spoon, and throw a baseball, but we are also to pass on the things of God and Jesus through our relationships with these children.  No church program, camp, video series, or Sabbath School curriculum can emulate the power these relationships have in the spiritual formation of children.  

No child can truly come to know God without the influence of caring, godly adults in his or her life.  The soul care of children is an awesome responsibility, one every parent and participant in a community of faith needs to take seriously.  
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Ellen G. White’s Counsels
 

From the pen of inspiration, Ellen G. White strongly advocates the need to nurture our children and to minister to them.  Read what she says in Reflecting Christ, p. 373:


“Those who love God should feel deeply interested in children and youth.


To them God can reveal His truth and salvation.  Jesus calls the little ones 


that believe on Him, the lambs of His flock.  He has a special love for and 


interest in the children …The most precious offering that the children can 


give to Jesus, is the freshness of their childhood.” 

Based on Ivy Beckwith, Postmodern Children’s Ministry; Ministry to Children in the 21st Century, 2004.
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