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Children and our future 

 

Kevin Ward, Candour, February 2008 
 

There is much being said and written about future scenarios for the church, and particularly for us the 

Presbyterian Church in New Zealand, as vital statistics in just about every area that matters continue 

to head in the wrong direction. Many suggestions are made, often with an evangelical fervour, 

outlining what needs to be done to “stop the rot”. I have even suggested some myself. As with most 

major challenges though there is no magic bullet. Turning things around usually takes long term work, 

often with no immediate results, rather than being deceived by quick fixes that promise much but 

deliver little long term, other than make us feel good that something is being done.  

 

The more I have researched our own context, while at the same time have studied findings from other 

western societies, almost universally facing the same situation, the more I am becoming convinced 

that of all the critical factors perhaps the most significant is that of “children”. This also significantly 

flows over to and is related to that of “youth”. Like building, or re-building, anything to last you need 

to start from the ground up.  

 

Of course children have always been the key to the future of the church, just as it is with any 

organisation that wants to have an ongoing vitality. This is true from the smallest of units, the family, 

to the broadest, the nation. It is why we invest so much in education. I guess the bottom line I wish to 

raise in this article is the question of how much (or in many cases ‘how little’) of our resources are 

invested in children and youth. 

 

The data that began to lead me down this line of thinking was that from my research on growing 

evangelical and charismatic churches in the 1970s through to the early 2000s, which showed that very 

few people (less than 4%) came into those churches who had not been socialised in the faith in 

Sunday School or youth group of churches. The majority came directly from other churches, but even 

those who came and had not been previously involved as adults in church life, by and large were 

raised in the Christian faith as children. My ongoing research indicates this pattern continues into the 

next generations. Research on Student Soul in Dunedin shows that likewise only 5% of those who 

attend were not raised in Sunday School or youth group. In similar vein John Finney in his research in 

Britain, published in Finding Faith Today, found that over 90% of those who came to faith as adults 

were actually coming back to something they had experienced previously in childhood. In the USA 

George Barna concluded as a result of his research that “if people do not make a commitment to 

Christ by the age of fourteen the likelihood of ever doing so is slim.” I would add in looking at the 

data used that if not by 21, it is “rare”. 

 

This is a problem for the church as a whole in NZ, not just Presbyterians. In 1950 there was 50% of 

New Zealand’s primary school numbers enrolled in Sunday Schools in Protestant churches. In 1960 it 

was still as much as 40% (over 50% if Roman Catholics are included) but by 1975 had fallen to 15% 

and by 1985 to 11%. Unfortunately most of the data available on church involvement in NZ now has 

nothing on those aged under 15 (perhaps that says something in itself) but I would be surprised if it is 

any more than 6 or 7%. Peter Brierley in his analysis of the English Church census reports that over 

recent years children are leaving church faster than adults. A recent report found 75% had never ever 

been inside a church. We have been concerned about the drop out of youth from churches, as we 

should, but many of the few children we do have contact with do not even get to youth group. Callum 

Brown in his book The Death of Christian Britain shows that through until the 1960s people in Britain 

still constructed “their identities and their sense of self” from a broader culture that was fundamentally 

Christian. From the 1960s this has rapidly broken down and so churches find it more and more 

difficult to connect with people raised in a cultural milieu increasingly different. Consequently Brown 

claims that “missions of the new millennium will fail amongst the young because of their 

unfamiliarity with discursive Christianity due to its disappearance from the family and youth media, 

and the young’s absence from Sunday schools”. 
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In a previous edition of Candour  (September 2007) I pointed out the critical issue of our aging 

demographic. The issue of decline in the Presbyterian Church can be rooted in the fact that in the 

1960s and 1970s baby boomers in their late teens and early adulthood left the church and never 

returned. This meant the adult numbers began to decline in the late 1960s and as a direct consequence 

in the 1970s the Sunday School numbers did likewise. Parish churches have always relied on the 

repetitive cycle of reproduction in their families. Children are baptised, proceed through Sunday 

School and youth group, are confirmed and eventually become adult members who, when married, 

have their own children and so the cycle continues. This cycle which had been perpetuated for 

centuries was broken in the 1960s as the baby boomers left. The difficulty now is that many of these 

congregations are beyond the reproductive cycle. Anecdotal evidence suggests that perhaps up to half 

of our churches do not have any real ministry with children. However many of these churches still try 

and operate fundamentally as they did back then, as if not much has changed, somehow hoping that 

children and young people might come. If there are not young adults in the church where will they 

come from? 

 

More sectarian churches such as the Baptists and Pentecostals, have never just relied on this process.   

In sociological terms they have seen themselves as communities of choice rather than birth. They 

have realised in order to continue they have had to attract people who are outsiders to join and thus 

have put a greater emphasis on evangelism. In particular they have realised the most significant group 

to attract are children and young people and so have always put a high priority on running 

programmes for these people that are attractive to others in the community, apart from their own 

members. In addition they have put greater emphasis on socialising their children and youth in the 

Christian faith. The Church Life Survey data shows that young people in Baptist and Brethren 

churches are more satisfied with what the church offers for them than are those in mainline churches 

such as we Presbyterians. I believe this focus on children and youth is perhaps the major reason why 

they have shown considerably greater resiliency and vitality in the challenging culture of recent 

decades, than have the mainline churches.  

 

Much has recently been written on the importance of young adult ministry, and I would be fully 

supportive of that. However the evidence indicates that if you want to attract young adults who are 

married and with children (and I acknowledge that is a smaller sector of that age group than in 

previous generations, but that is another issue) then perhaps the most critical issue is what does the 

church offer for children. The research done, for the PCANZ, by AC Neilson on Attracting New 

Zealanders to Spiritual Life, out of which “Kids Friendly” developed, also indicated this. This raises 

questions about where our priorities in church life lie? Three questions we need to consider. 

 

(1) How much of our financial resources are spent in this area. One principle I remember decades ago 

from the veteran church consultant Lyle Schaller is that, if you want to find out what a church’s 

priorities really are (as opposed to what they say they are), then look at the budget. This would be 

alarmingly revealing in terms of the priority we place on children or youth in many of our churches. 

Part of this is of course to do with payments made to those who work in the area, but also to the 

provision of quality facilities and resources. What kind of rooms do children come into and what 

message does it give? Do we have a budget to provide good materials or are those involved always 

having to fork out of their own pockets? 

 

(2) How much of our ‘quality’ people resources are encouraged to work in this area. I remember when 

I first became involved significantly in church life as a young adult offering myself to be involved in 

one of the children’s ministries and being encouraged by the minister, because I had something really 

worthwhile to offer, to work in a more adult ministry. There were plenty of others who could work 

with children. The message often given is that children’s work is for beginners, and especially the 

women. Quality ministry requires quality leadership, and if it is a priority we should be focussing 

some of our best into it. Important in giving priority to it and attracting others into it can be the real 

and physical interest the minister shows in it, by such things as being present at times, and the place it 

is given in the life the church together. 
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(3) Valuing children as people who count in the life of the church. “Kids Friendly” addresses this in 

so many great ways I do not want to dwell on it. But how does our church welcome children who 

come, allow for them to contribute to the life of the whole church together and seek to do things in 

ways that are empathetic and understandable to them when they are in church, rather than being just 

passive observers of an adult world. A number of larger churches now do not have children present in 

the worship service at all, rather sending them straight into a children’s programme. While I have no 

doubt about the quality of what is offered I do wonder what implicit message it sends about the place 

of children in the life of the church. 

 

One final point we need to consider, is that our children’s ministries need to focus outward and not 

just look inward. Much of what has been considered relates to the need to work with children who are 

already in church life. We need to do this well. However as pointed out many of our churches have no 

children. In addition if the vast majority of those who come to church as adults were at some point in 

church as children, then the very small percentage of the total number of children involved (less than 

10% compared with 50% in 1960) means that unless we seek to work with and create connection with 

those outside our churches the future is still rather grim. This is of course true for every area of life in 

a ‘missional’ church. As in all areas we need to shape our activities not just around those we already 

have but those we hope to have. One practical suggestion for a church with no children, maybe the 

first thing it needs to do is begin channelling some of its resources in employing somebody to begin 

working with children in the community, and taking advantage of our church’s own resource, Kids 

Friendly, in helping with this. 

 

I conclude with a quote from a report from the Church of England, which could have been written for 

the church in NZ. “During the last generation there has been a tragic collapse in the involvement of 

British churches with children. Yet the door is still open. The exact way it is open may have 

changed… but there are still clear and welcoming ways in. ‘Mission’ with children gives them the 

opportunity to be the people they were created to be, the people that many already sense they are… 

Getting stuck back into children’s ministry may be the most important gift the Church can give to the 

next generation.” 

 

  

 

 


