
‘Could British churches examine their baptismal liturgies and

perhaps change them to reflect this community responsibility

for children? There is historical precedent for this in ancient

liturgies where those present at the baptism of a child vow to

look after the material needs of the child.’
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CHILDREN living in poverty
should be a scandal in the
UK, one of the richest coun-
tries in the world. The Joseph
Rowntree Foundation reports
that some 4.3 million children
are living in poverty in the UK
and the rate is rising. With the
current cost of living crisis
things are likely to get worse.
Food banks, now entrench-
ed into the work of church-
es, have become an accepted
part of daily life for many.

What is the solution to
child poverty? For some it is
clear: the Government sho -
uld intervene and change its
social, economic and taxa-
tion policies to raise the in-
comes of the poorest families
and lift children out of pov -
erty. Put simply, the Govern-
ment is in a position to fix the
problem and should do so.
Such policy-centric approa -
ches are well-intentioned
and helpful contributions to
public discourse. Yet this ap-
proach has limitations, as it
leaves the solutions up to ex-
perts and politicians. While
they could do much to solve
the problem of poverty, pol -
iticians work under the con-
straints of public opinion and
they will only act on child
poverty if they feel there are
votes in taking the right acti -
ons.

While Christians can sup-
port politicians with policies
that aim at alleviating pove -
rty, they can also examine the
beliefs and practices of their
churches, with the aim of
ma k ing a unique Christian
contribution to the issue of

child poverty. This theologi-
cal work can include thinking
theologically about children
living in poverty and acting
in ways to create an enviro-
nment where children have
better social outcomes.

Value

Beginning with Jesus, we
recognise that he was himself
an infant, a child and then a
man. By incarnating as a hu-
man and passing through all
stages of human life, Jesus
gives value to childhood. In
his ministry, Jesus kept chil-
dren close to heart, “Whoev-
er becomes humble like this
child is the greatest in the
kingdom of heaven. Whoever
welcomes one such child in
my name welcomes me” (Mat-
thew 18. 4-5). Jesus’ accepta -
nce of children runs counter
to those who try to make chil-
dren second class and in the
background: “Let the little
children come to me, and do
not stop them; for it is to such
as these that the kingdom of
heaven belongs” (Matthew
19. 13-15). 

All Christians are not only
to approach God as a child,
we are also children of God;
“we are God’s offspring” (Acts
17. 29) and “sons and dau-
ghters” (2 Corinthians 6. 18).
Made in the image of God

and as descendants of one
couple (Adam and Eve) all of
God’s children have equality
with one another.

Our compassion for chil-
dren living in poverty should
reflect God’s grace and com-
passion. When we baptise in-
fants into the body of Christ
(1 Corinthians 12. 12-26) we
are demonstrating God’s gra -
ce and love for children and
in doing so we make them
members of the family of God
and members of a new soci-
ety, the Church.

The 1999 Worship Book
of the British Methodist Ch -
urch publicly demonstrat-
es that raising a child in fai-
th is too important to be left
to parents alone. Godparents
and the congregation as a
whole have a responsibility
to offer guidance and support
to the child being baptised.

The baptismal liturgy states
that the parents are to care
for the child’s “body, mind
and spi rit”, while the godpar-
ents and congregation are
asked if they will nurture the
child in their faith. This, how-
ever, reinfor ces a body/soul
divide; it is the parents that
look after the body of the
child, and not the commu-
nity of faith, who only looks
after the soul.

In earlier baptismal litur-
gies there was provision for
the congregation or godpar-
ents to provide material thi -
ngs for the child, or to protect
the physical well-being of the
child. For example, in the
Sarum Rite, used in England
up to the eve of the Protestant
Reformation, we read “God-
fathers and godmothers of
this child we charge you that
you charge the father and the
mother to keep it from fire
and water and other perils to
the age of seven years” [mod-
ernised]. The godparents are
to assist in protecting the chi -
ld from fire, water and other
perils to bodily life. Here th -

ere is wider community re-
sponsibility for the material
welfare of children.

Could British Churches
examine their baptismal lit-
urgies and perhaps change
them to reflect this commu-
nity responsibility for chil-
dren? There is historical pre -
cedent for this in ancient lit-
urgies where those present at
the baptism of a child vow to
look after the material needs
of the child. This view is also
expressed in the African pro -
v erb: “It takes a village to rai -
se a child.” 

Conflict

However, in society we
sometimes hear people say
parents alone have the resp -
onsibility to raise their kids.
This is not only contrary to
the Christian belief in the
community taking respon-
sibility for the well-being of
children, it is in conflict with
cultures where children are
raised in the wider network
of familial relationships. It
also conflicts with the Gospel

message where we are en-
couraged to bear the burdens
of others (Galatians 6. 2).

To help children in pove-
rty it is not enough to argue
for changed policy, althou-
gh that is very important. Th -
ere must be a will for the nec -
e ssary changes and ideally
the public opinion to support
politicians in their policy de-
liberations. Christians in the
United Kingdom have a lot
to offer the children of the
country and that goes far bey -
ond Government policy. Ch -
urches are involved in wel -
fare provision and benefit
advocacy. They can also con-
tribute theologically through
Christian worship and prac-
tices and teachings that ele-
vate the worth of children as
gifts from God, recognise th -
eir full humanity in all stag-
es of life, and value them in
their own right, ensuring that
they have what they need for
a good wholesome start to
life.
Dr Richard Davis is director of

Contextual Theology at Wesley

House (email rd652@cam.ac.uk).
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