A Child's Spirit

Encounter ponders the subject of spiritual development in children, and also considers how forces at play in the wider world can shape, and often thwart, children's spiritual lives.

Transcript



Child: Once in my backyard I was playing with Louise and it felt like God was playing with us. And, because, it felt like there was another person playing. Like there was three of us in the backyard. Because, we were throwing and catching, and then we started playing tiggy, and it felt like there was something touching where you were - and there was the ball that was coming from a different direction. And because I was happy and...me and Louise were both happy, when we were playing, and so, it, it felt like somebody else was laughing with us. 

(Music) 

Carmel Howard: Welcome to Encounter on ABC Radio National. I'm Carmel Howard, and this week, a program about children and spirituality. Research in this area has traditionally been rather dismissive of children's spiritual potential, but a growing body of work is suggesting the reality of spiritual awareness in our earliest years. We'll hear, this week, from researchers who suggest spiritual development is a key component of child development. We'll hear about ways of nurturing spirituality in children, including some new approaches in the Christian tradition. And we'll also hear about economic and political forces that can shape, and often thwart, children's spiritual lives. 

(Music) 

There are times when many of us have been captivated by a child's special relationship with the world around them. 

Dr Peter Benson:I have a three and a half year old grandson, who lives only ten minutes from my house so he's in my life a lot. And you see a lot of things in a grandchild that you're too busy to see in your own children, or maybe I just forget. But, to watch this little person's entry into the world, his embrace of the world, his embrace of nature, his eagerness to be in the world, his unwavering sense that life is an exciting enterprise. He's got a spark - he sparks all the time. He lives in the moment; he's unburdened by his perception of the past or unrealistic expectations about the future. He's in a wonderful place in the life cycle. To be three is a great place to be. 

(Music fades)
Carmel Howard: Dr Peter Benson isn't only a doting grandparent. He has an extensive background in developmental psychology, and is President of the Search Institute in Minneapolis, an independent research body that focuses on promoting healthy development in children. Recently, the Institute launched its Center for Spiritual Development in Childhood and Adolescence. 

Dr Peter Benson: What happens developmentally, it is said that young children ages one, two and three very naturally as they enter life are in fact connected to parent, to caregiver, to people, to nature and the world - there's very little distinction between the self and that which surrounds the self. There's a kind of a natural unity or an oneness. And then what we do developmentally, just about everywhere, we start to break down that web of connectedness - we differentiate the self - so now the self becomes something of an island. And spiritual development, in some sense, is the process of recapturing what we may have had when we were born but we lose. That is, we are motivated in a very profound way to connect to a way, a people, a tradition, that gives meaning, direction and coherence to our lives. But it is a universal stream of development, we would argue, this seeking to connect the self to something greater. 

Carmel Howard:' Spirituality' can be difficult to define. It becomes more difficult as the terms 'spirituality' and 'religion' are often used interchangeably - including, at times, among speakers in this program. For Dr Peter Benson, it's important to distinguish between these terms. He suggests that spiritual development is the intrinsic human capacity and yearning to embed the self in something greater than the self. In contrast, religions are the cultural mechanisms that can provide rituals and beliefs to aid this process. 

Dr Peter Benson: People who study how human beings develop have been pretty resistant to this territory - it's so easy to confuse spiritual development and religion. Academics in a lot of universities are so skeptical of religion that they accidentally throw out what we think is a critical stream of human development. And so, it is pretty clear when you look at a textbook in child development, adolescent development, you will see those chapters on cognitive development, and moral development, emotional development, social development, personality development, and very rarely anything on this territory of spiritual development. We've done some publishing on how rare it is in the developmental sciences to ever do a peer-refereed journal article that mentions the word 'spirit', 'spiritual', 'spirituality', 'religion', 'religious.' Less than one percent of the articles in the six most important developmental journals in the world - less than one percent over the last twenty years mention any of those terms. And so we've to figure out what's gotten in the way of studying this important territory of spiritual development. 

Dr David Hay: This is an area which is very taboo for most people in the Western World. The culture is pretty hostile, seems to me, to something that's perfectly natural in us. And it occurred to me after we'd been doing this work for a while, well, of that's the case, if this is something natural in us and it's sort of shut down by the culture, we're taught not to attend to it, then the obvious place to look for it would be with kids, which is in fact what we did - we looked at children in two big industrial cities in England, Nottingham and Birmingham. 

Carmel Howard: Dr David Hay is a zoologist who suggests that spirituality is biologically natural to the human species, but that it's very often socialized out of children in Western secular society. He's the author of The Spirit of the Child - a seminal text on children's spirituality and the result of a three-year research project led by Dr Hay while Reader in Spiritual Education at the University of Nottingham. 

Dr David Hay: We were working with six year old and ten year old kids, and almost all of them were out of touch with institutional religion - I mean that's just the case in Britain. And we had to think of a way of inquiring about spiritual experience without using religious language, because, for one thing, most of them didn't know it - and if they did, they didn't like it. So we decided we would have to pick certain areas of life, ordinary areas of life, where spiritual awareness is a reality - it'll happen there. 

And the areas we took are, paying attention to the 'here and now'. Now, little kids are permanently living in the here and now when they're very small. We know this; it's called the 'point mode.' They don't think about the past or the future, it's only gradually as they get a little bit older that they begin to go into the past and the future - into what's called the "line mode." Now that's interesting, because that area of point mode is where prayer and contemplation takes place. For example, someone who's a believer in God places themselves in the presence of God here and now, and stays in that area. And so, we thought that's a good area to look at. 

The second area we looked at was 'mystery'. Again , when we're adults, we have learnt that there, supposedly anyway, are explanations for everything, and we learn about them in science class at school, as I did, I'm an empirical scientist, and we lose a lot of the feeling for the mystery of why there is something and not nothing. But little kids are right in there all the time, they're full of questions like, "why does water come out of a tap when you turn the tap on?", "why when you switch the switch does a light come on?", and so on. Everything's mysterious to them. So they're very much in touch with profound mystery. 

And the third area we looked at was the area of 'value'. Religious people often say that their religion is the most valuable thing they're involved with - more valuable than anything else. Adults, on the whole, have got rather flat feelings about value, they don't express them in the way that children. We know that young children very easily and the next moment they're laughing - their emotions are very close to them, and it's easy to look at what they value. 

So we chose those three areas, and then we had to think, well how do you introduce them? And the way we did it was to use photographs of kids about the same age as the children that we were talking to, kids in a situation which has something to do with those three areas I've just talked about. So, for example, we had a photograph of a little girl sitting by the fire in the evening - you know, what's she thinking? Or a boy in his bedroom looking out at the stars. One of the pictures is of a girl crying because she's looking at her pet in its cage, and it has died, it's a gerbil. And there's another one of boy who's dropped his packed lunch on a wet pavement, and he's looking up into the sky and saying "why me?" Who's he talking to? Or, a photograph of a boy standing by himself in a school yard - he's looking miserable. Is he ignored? Is he being bullied? He certainly may be experiencing what it's like to feel, 'I'm totally alone.' 

Those photographs we used to stimulate responses from the kids, to say, well, what do you think these children are thinking, or how would you talk to these children in this situation? And what we got was what we call projective replies. They say what they would be doing or thinking in those circumstances. 

Carmel Howard: The fieldwork for the project was done by Dr Rebecca Nye, psychologist and co-author of The Spirit of the Child. Analysis of the material revealed a high degree of spiritual insight among the children in how they think about their lives and relationships. 

Dr David Hay: The interesting thing is, firstly, of course, that every kid without exception spoke quite easily about spirituality, and two things linked them all together. First of all, an unusual level of consciousness or perceptiveness, rather more profoundly aware and alive to the moment than in other kinds of talk. And secondly, the conversation is always in the context of how the kid relates to things or other people or themselves, or if they're religious believers, to God. And the term we used for that is "relational consciousness". And I think that's the main thing that came out of the research. The underlying primordial basis of spirituality seems to be this deep sense of relationship to reality. It's not itself religion - it's a physiological factor in our human makeup. 

(Music) 

Carmel Howard: According to David Hay, this capacity of 'relational consciousness' needs to be nurtured in children, if it's to endure in any meaningful way. 

Dr David Hay: Very quickly in a secular culture, children pick up the idea that this area of life is to be ignored or not to be taken seriously. Especially boys by about the age of ten are beginning to pick up the surrounding culture and be dismissive. 

So, one of the things one can do is first of all, help the children to keep an open mind. For example, there's one [exercise] that I very often use, where you get a circle of kids and you say to them, "For the next five minutes, observe, and write down what you observe." When they do that, what you find is that nobody of course observes exactly the same thing. For example, I remember one kid who focused entirely in describing the toe of his show for the five minutes. So, the thing is, nobody ever is being aware of the quite the same thing, seeing the same perspective, and this helps them to realize that there's not any one way of seeing reality that is, so to speak, 'correct.' 

The second thing that you can do is help them to explore ways of seeing by using ambiguous figures, the famous one is Wittgenstein's duck/rabbit figure, you know, where you look at it from one perspective, it looks like a duck, and from another perspective it looks like a rabbit. And there are dozens of these ambiguous figures that you can use, just to help kids to see, "well it depends what story you tell about reality, what things look like" - and maybe, what story you tell about the spiritual life, opens it up, or closes it down. 

And the third thing you can do is encourage awareness. There's an exercise developed by a fellow called Patrick Pietroni in London University, which is just, getting people to eat an apple, very very slowly and contemplatively. You cut the apple into slices, and you observe what it's like to eat it, very very slowly and very very awarely. It's rather like the kind of meditation Buddhists do when they're doing what's called vipassana or awareness meditation. And what of course they discover when they're doing this is, how beautiful the apple is, how much there is to understand about it, and also, interestingly, that you don't need to eat much for it to be enough. 

So, you're using these different exercises to help kids to nurture that dimension of 'here and nowness' and awareness of relationship to the rest of reality. Trying to keep their minds open, in other words. 

(Music fades) 

(SFX - swings) 

Child: Sometimes when I'm scared or sad, I pray to God, stuff. 

Carmel Howard: What do you ask God for? 

Child: Um, for happiness. And I ask God for a good day. And I ask God that things don't go wrong. And yeah. So. 

Carmel Howard: Do you feel like God hears you? 

Child: Yeah - in my heart, I get, I feel stuff coming and, yeah. 

Carmel Howard: If spirituality, or, as David Hay has described it, 'relational consciousness', is part of a child's natural capacity, then it obviously precedes any 'religious' affiliation. But religious traditions can potentially provide the context in which to nurture a child's spiritual capacity. 

The Catechesis of the Good Shepherd program is an ecumenical approach to Christian education that seeks to draw out the child's 'spiritual' nature. It's a program that has strong links to the acclaimed educational reformer, Maria Montessori. Carol Dittberner is an international trainer for the Catechesis of the Good Shepherd, and I spoke to her when she was in Brisbane recently. 

(SFX - children in atrium) 

Carol Dittberner: Montessori developed the religious materials in 1915, but, what happened over time was that her general method, the one that we know and most associate with Montessori schools, was more important to people, and she was called upon more often to teach about that. But it did not mean she let go of the spiritual needs of the child. She always saw the child as a whole being - and that if we didn't address the spiritual needs of the child, we weren't addressing the whole child. And she wrote that she found in the child "an even deeper joy" than in her regular method, and that the children had a "new dignity." So she described respect for the child's capacity for religious education and for a spiritual nature. We might think that a child isn't capable of such things, but in truth, they have a deep spiritual sense. 

Carmel Howard: The Catechesis of the Good Shepherd Program was developed by the Biblical scholar, Sofia Cavalletti, who, like Montessori, saw in children a deep spiritual potential. Whereas some religious programs seem to be about "pouring information" into a child, Lavallette's program insists that the teacher stand back, and allow the child to come into relationship with God in their own way, through their own "work." Paints, paper, and puzzles abound, as do small wooden figures evoking Biblical stories. And the materials are set out for the children in a gathering space called the "atrium." 

Carol Dittberner: As the child comes into the atrium they work with the things they want to - and they're allowed to work with things as long as they want to. Which is something that's quite different than a traditional Sunday School program, where you come in and all do the same program for the same amount of time and you work on the same chapter in the book, for instance. But, in the atrium, the child can work as long as they want to. And so, the work helps to develop concentration which helps to develop their inner selves - and that was a concept of Montessori. 

(SFX - child playing with wooden sheep/Shepherd figure in atrium) 

Child: The story's about...there's a shepherd and one sheep was lost. And so - so, the shepherd went out and he found the sheep. And then they came back happy, yay. You take them all out, then you put them back in. 

Carmel Howard:Why do you like this one? 

Child: It makes me feel special sometimes. And happy. And, yeah. Hmm (giggle). 

Carol Dittberner:One of the things I notice the most is their capacity for prayer. And its one of my favourite times when we have community prayer. We open it up to the young children. And they pray for everything - including Cinderella, and Tom the Train. And in the next breath, someone will pray for the world. And for peace. And for the sun and the moon and the stars. So, you have to take them where they are - they might be praying for many different things at the same time - but when you are least expecting it, they'll surprise you and say, you know, "I thank God for the whole world", or "I thank God for everything made." 

Carmel Howard:The Catechesis of the Good Shepherd program has been growing, particularly in Catholic and Anglican communities, since its inception in Australia ten years ago. Reverend Carol Roth is Diocesan Children's Ministry Co-ordinator in the Anglican Church in Brisbane. 

Rev Carol Roth:I have been a Children's Ministry Officer in our diocese for ten years. And most people really believe that the way to work with children is the big children's programs - the big "hype", you know, "entertain." And we know, and I think, Mother Theresa will be a person who would have written about the fact that, you can't come close to God if you're frantic and busy and always rushing. 

And especially with our children these days, who are living in an environment where much of it is stimulation, and I believe, sometimes, over-stimulation. And when it comes to children's programs, I think, sometimes it borders on entertainment, rather than really helping the child to come into relationship with God. And anybody that, you know, knows about Christian journey will know that it is a long journey - there's no quick solutions. It's a "walking with" for many years. 

And this environment sets up a "walk with" - it sets up a materials and environment and the respect [so] that the children can meditate through the materials. They can actually concentrate and slow down and actually be in that environment and really absorb a sense of being present with God. And we don't know how they commune with God, but quite honestly, the children, the way they respond, it just bears out how successful the program is. And its as if, they walk into the environment, and just, like, a sigh, as if - Oh, I'm here - I can just "be." 

And this is a place for "being", rather than "doing", and yet, there's so many things that they can do. But they don't have to do. It's just like a retreat place - a time out. And, it's something that is, I think, starving in the child's soul. 

(SFX: Gong) 

Carmel Howard: The spiritual practice of meditation has seen a great renewal in the Christian tradition, and Benedictine monk, Fr Laurence Freeman, leads the World Community for Christian Meditation. Having brought this practice into the wider community, he's now helping to bring it into the lives of children. I spoke with him when he was in Australia recently to launch a meditation program throughout Catholic schools in Townsville. Fr Freeman believes that young children are born contemplatives. 

Fr Laurence Freeman: The adult coming to meditation later in life is coming of course with a personal history or personal baggage. So the big challenge is to get out of the head and to move the mind into the heart. But children, I think, aren't so totally up in the head at that stage of their lives. I think they are more in the heart and their perception of the world is more from an integrated centre of consciousness. Because the heart isn't a sentimental symbol, it's not just about interiority or emotion. The heart as a spiritual symbol expresses the wholeness of perception - just as when we say, you know, "I speak from the heart" or "I put my heart into it" - integrated perception. 

And I think that's why children sometimes amaze us with their perceptions, their insights, because even though they don't have a lot of experience and they have very little conceptual structures developed at an early age, but nevertheless, they can have some insights into the truth and into people's motives and into people's characters - so they have heart consciousness. And I think that's why they can meditate so readily. 

According to St Thomas Aquinas who was not the most simple of theologians, but he had a simple enough definition of contemplation. He says it is "the simple enjoyment of the truth." So there are three elements there. Simple, meaning integrated, to be one. Enjoyment, which means we have the capacity for joy in simple things. And the truth - the truth means what is. Not just the answer to a problem, but the whole situation, the whole reality. So the simple enjoyment of the truth. And children have that capacity, I think. 

It is important to try to develop a child's capacities to allow them to unfold to their full potential, that we at least recognize what gifts they have. And I think that's a universal gift in childhood. I mean, every one of us as adults, if we looked back at our childhood, we would find that they were moments, quite profound moments, or God-consciousness, if you like, when we were really conscious "in" God - not just "of" God, not "thinking" about God. 

So, we teach children to meditate because we had this gift inbuilt into us, we have this capacity to share in the divine mind and the divine consciousness - but of course we lose that capacity or it becomes suppressed. For example, I remember as a child once, waking up in the middle of the night...well - to me it was the middle of the night, I think it was about nine o'clock - and I was just filled with the most overwhelming, almost painful, experience of love. I mean, that how I describe it now. And it was so great that I had to run out to the sitting room where my mother and father were and I can remember them laughing. And there was no way of explaining what I had experienced. And I think many children have similar types of experience. Whether it's something they see or their experience of nature or their experience of play or music. They have this capacity. But that experience of God cannot be conceptualised, a child can't conceptualise that or describe it. 

Now, at the same time, the child is learning concepts of God, ideas about God and religion, which may have very little direct reference to this experience that they have actually had. For example, I was brought up at a time when I was also been prepared for Holy Communion and prepared for the Sacraments and I was quite at an early age filled with a sense of sin and certain fear of God as punishing and I think that's still around - maybe less in the Catholic Church than in the past. But that image of God, concept of God, as punishing is a long way from the actual experience of God. So, what happens for a child is that the experience and the image of God that he or she is learning get further and further apart until they break, and then so by the time the child is in adolescence, we shouldn't be so surprised then that they give up their religion, because the religion often doesn't bear much relation to what their experience has been. 

Now, meditation is experiential. The reason they can come to it is because they don't have to think about it. They don't need to conceptualise it or explain it or prove it or justify it. They just experience it. 
(Music) 

Child: First we were really still, and then we read a section out of a meditation book, and then we closed our eyes, and said a mantra in our head, which is "Maranatha." 

And - you felt really calm afterwards. And - um, I can feel God's presence, when we were meditating, you can feel it really strongly. When you're quiet and still. But I don't feel like God's actually talking to me, as such, yeah (giggles). 

Dr Peter Benson:I think spiritual development happens best from the "inside out." It starts from the strength of the individual child, and then building on that. One of the traps that some religious institutions fall into, is to think that development is from the outside in - that the job is exclusively one of teaching and inculcating a set of ideas into a child's life. I think spiritual development moves forward the best, when the best of a tradition, and its symbols and ideas, its traditions and rituals, are linked in a very powerful way, to the inner life of a young person. 

(Music fades) 

Carmel Howard:This is Encounter on ABC Radio National, I'm Carmel Howard, and we're listening to a program about children and spirituality. 

In contrast to the experience of many people, for whom contact with religious settings as children was at times a destructive process, the sort of spiritual nurture we've been hearing about this week lays strong emphasis on respecting the child's own sense of relationship to the world and to the Divine. The focus, it seems, is on creative and experiential approaches to children's spiritual development. 

But beyond questions of nurture - how do complex social, cultural and political forces in the wider world shape children's spiritual lives? 

The Rev Dr Joyce Mercer is Associate Professor of Pastoral Theology at Virginia Theological Seminary, and author of "Welcoming Children: A Practical Theology of Childhood." According to Dr Mercer, children have long been marginalized - both in the history of Christian theology and in the wider culture. Her work is committed to affirming the role and status of children - and she bases much of her theology in the Gospel of Mark. 

Child reading: 

People were bringing little children to him, for him to touch them. The disciples scolded them, but when Jesus saw this, he was indignant, and said to them, "Let the little children come to me. Do not stop them, because it is to such as these that the kingdom of God belongs. In truth I tell you, anyone who does not welcome the kingdom of God like a little child will never enter it. Then he embraced them, laid his hands on them, and gave them his blessing. 

(Mark 10: 13-16) 

Dr Joyce Ann Mercer:The interesting thing about Mark's Gospel is the way Mark tells the story of Jesus through the stories of children. We could look at the world view that's being presented by Mark; it is a kind of counter-narrative to the situation that the people at that time and context would have been in which was one of imperial occupation and colonisation by the Roman Empire. And so, in contrast to a view of empire that says power and might are the signs of value and worth and importance, Mark asserts through stories of Jesus' engagement with children that what's really important is the last, the least and the littlest. 

There are stories there of sick children having seizures, children in the crowd who would have been children of the poor, outcast children, being healed and raised up as exemplars again of the way that God becomes known. God becomes known through the healing of these children. There are examples of the disciples arguing about who among them is the greatest, and in those places Jesus intervenes often with the example of a child, saying belonging to the Kingdom of God is not about wealth and influence, or hierarchy and power. It happens through solidarity with the lowliest, and certainly children are among the lowliest in most societies and cultures. 

And so, children have an important way in Mark's Gospel of expressing the purposes of God. Mark depicts Jesus saying, welcoming children is the way to welcome me, and when you welcome me you are coming to God. So children figure in Mark's Gospel as the way humankind welcomes the reign of God. That's a pretty central role for children. 

Carmel Howard:Dr Mercer's search for a "welcoming" theology of childhood is especially sensitive to the ways in which globalized capitalism and consumer culture shape the lives of children around the globe. This stems in large part from her years spent in the Philippines, as a missions coworker. 

Dr Joyce Ann Mercer:The Philippines is one of the poorest nations with children who are the poorest of the poor. It's also a place where the effects of globalized market capitalism are very visible in the lives of children. So, for example, we routinely saw children on the streets selling plastic bags for a few pesos, and children who worked alongside their parents as scavengers in garbage dumps or on garbage mountains, for whom North American notions of child labor laws make absolutely no sense because they're eking out a subsistence existence. So children there are relating to the economy primarily as producers - as the ones who stitch the baseball gloves together that children in the US then buy at deeply discounted prices, because they have done it for very low wages there. 

At the same time that there is all this deprivation and poverty, Filipino culture is one with tremendous respect for and affection for children. And what we experienced there was an awareness of the deficiencies of nuclear family as the centre of life for children, because households are extended family arrangements. And, unlike here, where often people think they have to have a degree in child-rearing or child development before they can attend to a child who is not their own, or they're reluctant to get involved in the life of a child who is not their own, in the Philippines, there is a kind of corporate involvement and engagement with children. So when we would, for instance, get on the bus with our groceries and our children, we would lift our children up and someone would just take them into their laps and sit them down, and we'd follow with our groceries. And sometimes our children would just stay in their laps and sometimes they'd come crawling to ours but the rules of this sense of "Oh, that's not my child so that's your problem." 

When we came to the US after three years of enjoying that experience in the Philippines, we were in reverse culture shock at the kind of radical individualism and its effects on the lives of children, particularly our own children, at that point and, therefore, our life, which was strictly curtailed as we found it was all up to us. Several times our children felt an enormous sense of rejection as they would go up to some adult to interact and the adult would pull back because our children had somehow violated the norms of body space. They had assumed a Filipino norm. 

That kind of disparity between, on the other hand, a culture in which poverty and the effects of global capitalism are so detrimental to children, on the one hand. And then this profound respect and care for children by the community, on the other hand, left a huge impact on me, and caused me to think a lot about the situation of children in commodity culture, the way in which the fate of children in the two-thirds world and the producer nations is tied to children in nations that are consumer cultures like this one. 

The way in which globalization certainly has had benefits and yet also has had extremely detrimental effects on local cultures that impact children in those places, and how my own children are connected and embedded in this globalization culture by virtue of the practices that we engage in here. 

(Music) 

Children are being educated in consumer practices practically from the cradle forward - Relationships are focused around consumption, identity is focused around consumption - and targeting children in particular means that children come to understand desire as something that can be solved through an accumulation of goods. And their desires are cultivated by the marketplace - and we see that in the way that children don't particularly want something and then they see an advertisement for it and quickly they're pestering their parents to get that thing - which they didn't even know about or have any desire for and is suddenly a necessity. 

Children's spirituality is thereby shifted - what it means to be a child - the ground of meaning of childhood itself comes to shift - when the fabric of human relationships and the way people spend their time and structure their experience is basically revolving around consumption. 

And spirituality is a lot about relationships. It is a form of meaning making in which children engage with significant others and also with the society and culture in which they dwell. It also has to do with getting outside of one's own selfhood to connect with others, and to connect with, in the Christian tradition we would say, the Divine Other, with God. So, when children's spirituality becomes commodified, when it becomes shaped so that relationships are in terms of commodity and use value instead of inherent human worth, that has a detrimental effect on children's capacities for spiritual growth and formation. 

Carmel Howard:If children's spirituality is shaped by the way they perceive and relate to others, then what happens when children are taught to perceive and relate to others as enemies, on "religious" grounds? 

Religious extremism, be it Christian, Jewish or Islamic, is a potent and frightening force in our world today, and a dire reminder of what can happen when religion becomes more political than spiritual. 

Rabbis for Human Rightsis an organization based in Jerusalem that advocates for Palestinian human rights - and Rabbi Arik Ascherman is its director. He believes that changing the way that children "see" others is crucial to restoring hope in the Middle East - and hope, he believes, lies at the very core of children's spiritual development. 

Rabbi Ascherman spoke to me by telephone from Jerusalem (and because of an intermittent line, we at times use a voice-over here). 

Rabbi Arik Ascherman:I don't know how many times Palestinian parents have insisted on bringing out their children to meet us - and it's like déjà vu, the same conversation, "Our ten year old child has just seen his home demolished in front of his eyes, our ten year old child has just seen his parents humiliated in front of his eyes. What do we say to our ten year old child when he says, "I want to grow up and be a terrorist." We want our son to know that not every Israeli comes with guns to demolish our homes, but there are Israelis who come to stand shoulder to shoulder with us to rebuild our homes. 

And, why is it that we correctly get very upset when we hear about terrible propaganda being taught in Palestinian schools about Israelis? Because even if we signed a perfect peace treaty tomorrow, if we continue to teach hate about each other, there's no way a treaty can last. 

So, what are we doing, then, to empower the Palestinian parent that wants their child to know something else? What are we doing, so that child can grow up believing in a world that could be different than the world that he or she sees around them? And what are we doing to inspire that child, as part of their spiritual direction, to believe that even as a part of a religious spiritual obligation, that they can take matters into their hands and help create a different reality - be part of creating a different reality. 

I think, first of all, they have to believe it's possible - so we have to provide a role model of people who are willing to step out of their normal boundaries to reach out to the other side, particularly from a religious point of view. And it makes a difference that children see me with my kippah, my religious head covering, signifying that I'm someone who out of faith and out of a sense of spirituality is trying to make a difference - and believing that we can be partners with God - what we call Tikkun Olam - be partners with God, in making this a better, a more sanctified, a more perfected, a "repaired" world. 

I had an incident in which I was called over to another neighbourhood where a thirteen year old Palestinian boy had been caught by the border police and was being beaten. When I arrived, the officer beckoned me and then grabbled me by the throat, shook me violently, head butted me, and started screaming, "You're arrested, you're arrested." I knew very well at that point I was arrested - I didn't know why I was arrested, but I knew that I was arrested. I see this boy strapped to the windshield of a jeep, shivering in fear, trying to hold back the tears, I am handcuffed and put in front of a second jeep, and the Palestinian youth starts throwing stones, hitting the jeeps that we're positioned in front of, and for the next couple of hours we're used as human shields. All my protestations not to use us as human shields, to move us, to look after the welfare of the boy - they're all met with threats or with laughter and derision. 

Now, ask yourself, what are the psychological scars a young thirteen year old boy is going to carry for the rest of his life after an incident like this? What he's thinking about all Israelis, perhaps all Jews? What he's thinking about the world? What he's thinking about his parents who weren't able to protect him from this? 

After he gave an affidavit describing all the horrific things that happened to him, he said, "And then a tall Jewish man in a kippah came to my rescue and told me not to be afraid." The work that we do, for me, as an Israeli, as a Jew, as a Rabbi, as a Zionist, is not fun - there's no great pleasure in dealing with the deepest, darkest corners of a society that I love. It's dangerous, as it was that day, and danger can come from being beat up by security forces, or attacked by settlers, or having my car stoned by Palestinians. But I'll do it again and again and again for the young boy who will say, "And then a tall Jewish man in a kippah came to my rescue and told me not to be afraid." 

Because that child has had trauma - I know that he was waking up with nightmares every night for at least a month afterwards - but somewhere, there was also a tikkun - there was some kind of a correction, a repair - that, as he looks at this in the future, he can understand that, (a) not everybody on the other side wishes to cause him harm, and (b), that someone out of religious motivation can come at risk to him or herself, and try to help the quote unquote "other." And maybe leave something in this young boy's mind about what I can do as I grow older, and how I can influence the world. 

There's a wonderful image in the Talmud where we're taught to look at all of life both on the personal and the cosmic levels as two perfectly balanced scales. And we never know what little act that we take that seems irrelevant or meaningless or pointless at the time, whether that will be the act that tips those scales one way or the other. 

Part of what we want to communicate to everybody but especially to children, in terms of spirituality, is having that kind of relationship with the world around us. That even when things seem pointless and hopeless, we need to model the fact that we act never knowing which little tiny act that we take may make all the difference. If we look at the world that way, that also adds a sense of responsibility for us, because we always need to be acting to tip the scales in the right direction. And I believe, that if there's responsibility, there's also again, hope. 

Religious leaders and psychologists speak to us of the importance of instilling hope from a very young age. I think this is an essential part of spiritual development. And what we must do is provide the hope and the vision that will give them the tools and the spiritual strength to take an active role. 

Fr Laurence Freeman: In the practice of meditation, you face your own, and you resolve your own, conflicts. And you become less ready to project your problems out onto the world and onto other people. I mean, we do this in family life, we do it at the international level, when we demonize an "enemy", and turn the enemy into the devil, therefore giving ourselves the right to do whatever we like to them. 

So I think in meditation, we withdraw the projections, we accept our own faults, we accept our own mistakes, and we live with them. And we maybe can then begin to transcend them. And if we can learn that at an early age, it will save us from some big mistakes. The world we live in now is run mostly by men of a certain age, who were children - and whose personalities, whose style, whose manner, whose ideologies, have been formed continuously from a process of development that began in childhood. 

I was in Northern Ireland recently - we held our community Way of Peace there with the Dalai Lama - and it's again very obvious that the roots of that social conflict between two sister faiths or sister denominations, the Protestants and the Catholics, that wound and that division in society is so deep. And even though the violence has largely been controlled, there's no peace yet in that society because the two sides are as alienated as they have ever been. 
(Music) 

Children - by the time they get to five or six - have been taught to demonize the other side, so the pattern continues into another generation. How are we going to interrupt that cycle of violence, which has characterized human history from the beginning, of course? And I think it just calls for a new look, a new understanding of the spiritual dimension of that developmental process - and how it shapes the social, intellectual and ideological.
So quite obviously, if we want really to change the world radically, we have to begin with children. 

Child reading: 

A child's spirit is like a child, 
You can never catch it by running after it;
You must stand still, and,
For love, it will soon itself come back. 

(from "The Crucible", by Arthur Miller) 

Dr David Hay:The traditional view in my field, in the field of science, is that the default position of our species is that of secular atheist. If you leave somebody just to grow up naturally without brainwashing them, so the story goes, what you'll get is somebody who is a natural atheist, because religion or spirituality is seen as something that is strapped on to people by culture and is artificial. 

I think that my research shows that that's the wrong way round. I think that people are naturally spiritual, naturally religious, and the culture surrounding them crushes it out of them - sometimes suppresses, sometimes represses it. And this leads to a great deal of unhappiness. It's very clear that unhappiness is one of the biggest problems facing us in our culture at the moment. In my home country of Scotland, a report was produced a few years ago called "The Sorrows of Young Men", and it's about the isolation, the loss of meaning, the sadness that's in many young people. And when you get back to relational consciousness, it warms up life, and you realize, I belong here. I'm not alienated from the rest of reality - I'm part of it - I'm part of the whole thing. 

(Music) 

Carmel Howard:You've been listening to "A Child's Spirit", an Encounter program on ABC Radio National. My thanks to all who contributed - including the children and teachers of the Corinda-Graceville and Kenmore atria. 

Special thanks to Susannah, Louise and Jenny, and to our readers, Kathryn and Francis. Francis read from Arthur Miller's "The Crucible", published by Penguin. The voice-over was by Antony Funnell. 

David Hay's new book, Something There: A Biology of the Human Spirit has just been published by Darton, Longman and Todd. 

Technical Production was by Jim Ussher, and I'm Carmel Howard. 
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