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CINDY: I’m glad that I get to introduce our next guest, Julie Faith Parker, who is an associate 
professor of biblical studies at the General Theological Seminary in New York. Her research 
focuses on children in the Bible and get this. She’s basically pioneering a whole new academic 
field of childist, which means child-centered biblical interpretation. That sounds amazing to me. 
I cannot wait to learn more about what that even means. Julie, thank you for joining us and the 
floor is yours.

JULIE: Thank you so much, Cindy. I first would like to say a word of thanks to you for this 
amazing webinar, and all your hard work in pulling it together. Also, to everyone who is 
watching. You are doing the life-changing work of caring for children, and just by your 
presence in this webinar it speaks silently, and loudly about how much you care. So as we say 
in Hebrew, Kol hakavod, all honor.

What I like to do on my time this evening is first talk a little bit about how we might read the 
Bible with children as an affirming, and life-giving word for them. I’d like to lift up some stories 
of children in the Bible, which will mostly be from the Hebrew Bible, or Old Testament because 
this is my area of expertise, but, also, this is from the tradition of both Christians and Jews, 
and a lot of these stories are not as well-known by Christians. I have some brief concluding 
thoughts, and, hopefully, we’ll have some time for a conversation.

First, let’s ask the question, is the Bible appropriate for children? I know that many of you are 
from evangelical backgrounds, and I’m not. I’m United Methodist, and I grew up in a pretty 
progressive Christian household, but one thing that we progressive Christians can learn from 
evangelical Christians is love and fidelity of scripture. Evangelicals know their Bibles, and 
that can be a really wonderful thing. The problem, of course, is when the Bible is used as a 
weapon to judge people and hurt people. I think it’s important for us to realize that the Bible is 
descriptive of a time and place long ago. It does not intend to be prescriptive for us thousands 
of years later. As I’m constantly telling my students, the power is not in the text. The power 
is in the interpretation, and we as those who care for, and about children have the power to 
interpret these stories in ways that are really life-giving and affirming for the children in our 
lives.

If the Bible has been used hurtfully for you, or a member of your family, there is no need to 
throw out the baby with the Bible bath water. There is so much that scripture has to teach us, 
and has to teach our children. Is the Bible appropriate for children? Yes and no. I was given 
this Bible when I was seven years old. I was in church and I was asked to recite a Bible verse, 
Ecclesiastes, chapter three, verse five about casting and gathering stones. It was not relevant 
to anything in my life, but I was given this Bible. It is somewhat worn, but that is from age, 
not use. I tried reading it. As you can see, it’s not especially ... Well, there’s some pictures, 
but the print is not really child-friendly. It’s pretty much an adult’s Bible. I just found it kind of 
irrelevant, and a lot in this book really is not appropriate for children.

transcript



We don’t have to get very far in reading the Bible to encounter some real difficulties. In 
Genesis, chapter four, for example, Cain murders his brother Abel. Genesis, chapter six through 
nine we have the story of Noah and the Ark. Well, we know that because of the animals, but 
we tend to gloss over the obliteration of humanity piece. And then Noah gets off the boat, and 
what does he do? He gets drunk and curses his own grandson. We’re not even 10 chapters in, 
and we’ve already got some really significant challenges with this text, but that does not mean 
that we write off the Bible for young people. There is a lot of value in reading and studying the 
Bible, and for young people, too. It offers strength for faith. The Bible binds communities. It 
provides words of inspiration and hope. So how do we get there?

Well, we approach the Bible with love and care just as we do the young people in our lives. 
The first step I suggest is to select Bibles that are appropriate for children, unlike this one, but 
we need to be very careful when we do this because there are a lot of bad children’s Bibles 
out there. When I say bad, what do I mean? I mean racist. You have to look carefully at the 
illustrations because they convey a lot of messages. I’ve done some research in this area, and 
I was really saddened to see that a lot of the bad guys like Goliath, that’s a classic one, have 
darker hued skin in these illustrations. I have found, however, the Bibles published by the 
American Bible Society tend to be good in this regard. Also, this storybook by Desmond Tutu 
has a number of illustrators so it’s really very racially inclusive. My colleague in this webinar, 
Rabbi Sandy Eisenberg Sasso, she has some wonderful children’s books such as In God’s Name, 
which I recommend to you.

One, we need to choose our Bibles carefully. It also helps to know what kind of stories children 
enjoy. Here I’m sharing with you the research of Melody Briggs who wrote this book, When 
Children Read Biblical Narrative. In this she has discovered that children like to focus on heroes. 
They tend to accept the narrative, or story world as it appears to them, and they want to 
lessen the power differential. They want stories about justice. Children appreciate these stories 
because they feel engaged by them. So we choose our Bibles carefully. We’re attentive to 
what might interest children, and we’re also aware of how we read the Bible with them. Melody 
Briggs suggests that we go in a setting where children are comfortable perhaps before bed, or 
another setting. We choose stories that we think they’ll like. Also, we engage them, ask them 
what they think. I teach a class here at General on children in the Bible. One part of the course 
is, of course, with appropriate restrictions interviewing children for their insights on texts. I am 
just amazed at the insights children offer on these stories if we just ask them.

My own experience with the Bible as a child was not so engaging. Here is a picture of me in 
my Sunday school class. I don’t know if you can see this so well, but there I am. This is me, the 
one on the end who looks totally bored. I did not even know that this picture existed until my 
sisters gave it to me when I graduate, got my PhD, and I put a little thought bubble above my 
very sad face saying, “Seriously? She calls this teaching the Bible,” because I did not find the 
Bible interesting. I went to a lifetime of Sunday school, and I couldn’t even tell you one girl in 
the Bible, Old Testament or New. I just felt like the stories didn’t relate to me, but there are 
stories of children in the Bible, and that’s what childist biblical interpretation is all about.

As Cindy mentioned earlier, this is really child-centered, biblical interpretation. Just as feminist 
interpretation has looked at the stories of the women in the text, childist interpretation looks 
at the stories of the children with an eye to reassess their roles and importance. I honestly 
was not that interested in the Bible until I discovered feminist biblical interpretation, and then 
I thought this story is mine, too, and I got really excited about it. I hope with childist biblical 
interpretation we can continue to lift up these stories of children so our children will see their 
lives also in the pages of the Bible.



I’d like to share a couple of stories that feature children in the Bible. These might be stories that 
you might share with the young people in your life. One story is that of Moses in the bulrushes. 
You might know this story, Exodus, chapter two, but I suggest it’s really a story about Miriam, 
his sister. Moses’ sister is not named in Exodus two, but she’s named later in the Bible. The story 
as you may recall is that Pharaoh commands that all the boys should be killed. And Moses’ 
mother puts baby Moses in a basket. Pharaoh’s daughter finds him, and Miriam who has been 
watching out for her brother on the sidelines then comes forward, and she offers to find a wet 
nurse for Pharaoh’s daughter who can raise this baby. Pharaoh’s daughter agrees, and Miriam 
gets Moses own mother to be the wet nurse, and Pharaoh’s daughter pays her.

Here we see Miriam crossing lines of race, class. She’s a slave, of course, race, class, culture, 
even language, but the two things that she, and Pharaoh’s daughter have in common are 
gender, but also age. They’re young, they’re living in their father’s households. When girls 
got married, they went to the household of their husband, and they got married shortly after 
puberty because life did not last that long. People lived to be in their 30s or 40s on average. 
These are girls, and these girls are the precursors to the whole story of salvation. Without 
them, Moses dies a watery death, and the Exodus never takes place. Moses also needs to be 
bicultural so he’s raised in Pharaoh’s household because he is the child who grows up to lead 
the Israelites out of slavery as you know, but the girls are key players here. They save a life, they 
advocate, and Miriam advocates, and she’s really heroine of this story.

Another Bible story is that of young Samuel in the temple in 1 Samuel one through three. This 
story is that of Hannah and Elkanah. Hannah is barren, and then she makes a vow if she has a 
son he will be given to the Lord. So she has this son, Samuel, and she brings him to the temple, 
and she leaves him there. He lives with Eli, and then God calls to Samuel during the night by 
name repeatedly. While he is just a child, God calls him, and gives him a prophecy that Samuel 
then delivers to the priest Eli. He is a brave child. It’s a hard prophesy, and he grows up to be 
one of Israel’s great leaders. This story might connect with our children if they have something 
hard that they need to do. Also, it shows adults listening to what a child has to say. The spiritual 
connection that children have with God is honored in this story.

Another story that might not be as familiar to you is that of the Israelite slave girl. This is a 
story of a girl captured from her home in Israel, and she’s brought to Arab, or modern-day 
Syria. There she has a master whose name is Naaman, and he has leprosy. She speaks to her 
mistress about Naaman. She says, “Oh, that my Lord knew that there were a prophet in Samaria 
he would cure him of his leprosy.” Her words of kindness generate the action of the narrative. 
The commander writes letters and assembles riches to pay the prophet. He goes to Elisha, 
and eventually he’s cured of his leprosy. This is a girl in a very difficult situation. She’s a slave, 
but still she is kind, and she is brave. She speaks up and powerful people listen to her. It makes 
me think of the Climate Change March just this past week, and Greta Thunberg, and powerful 
people listening to a girl.

Then, finally, one last story that I’ll share with you is that of Daniel. Now we know Daniel from 
the story of the lions’ den, but we might not know that in the first chapter of Daniel he is called 
a yeled, the Hebrew word for child or boy, and he’s in the foreign palace in Babylon, and he is 
with friends. He used to be taught both the literature and language of the Chaldeans, or the 
Neo-Babylonians. He will not eat the royal rations set before him. He just wants water and 
vegetables, so he negotiates with the palace master. He eats vegetables, he gets healthy. It’s a 
little biblical plug for a vegan diet. He gains knowledge, and skill, and insights, and he becomes 
a great interpreter who explains the king’s dreams to him later. Children might connect to this 
story here is a good student. He sticks to his convictions. He gains skill and knowledge, and 
eventually rises to great power in Babylon.



One other topic I’d like to bring up is that of children with special needs. There are stories of 
people in the Bible that I read as stories of people with special needs. I will share with you 
that I’m a parent of a special needs child. Our son, Graham, when he was five years old was 
diagnosed on the autism spectrum so because of that I think I’m extra attentive to noticing this 
in the Bible.

The story of Moses when he’s called in Exodus three, and then the next few chapters, he keeps 
on trying to fight this call that God has given him to lead the Israelites out of Egypt, and gives 
a whole bunch of excuses, but one is that he can’t speak. “I am slow of speech, and of tongue,” 
or a stutterer scholars say. And God says, “I’m going to give you Aaron,” which we might call 
accommodations, “but you can do everything you need to do. You can do amazing things.” And 
indeed, Moses is really important in the biblical story. So we see someone that we might see as 
having special needs, but really has great gifts that are in no way diminished.

Also, the story of Joseph, This actually was pointed out to me by my daughter. She was reading 
the story of Joseph in a class, and she said to me later, “Do you think Joseph might have 
Asperger’s syndrome?” I said, “What do you mean?” She said, “Well, first he has this dream 
about all these sheaves bowing down to him. Then he has a dream about the sun and the moon 
and the stars bowing down to him. His brothers already hate him because he’s the most loved. 
He’s got this fancy coat. He’s really good visually, but he doesn’t seem to be that good socially 
because he doesn’t stop about it.” I thought, “Yeah, maybe so.” Perhaps he’s also on the autism 
spectrum, but the people that we might see as special needs, it seems to me God sees as 
having special abilities because they do amazing things.

So children in the Bible have incredible roles. Some of these stories are familiar to us, some 
of them are not, but we can share them with our children, and help the young people in our 
lives to see how important young people are in the Bible. The Bible gives us repeatedly this 
message of resilience, and we know that resilience is so helpful for our children. If I had to 
summarize either Testament, the Old Testament and the New Testament, I would put it like this. 
For the Israelites and the early Christians, the world is not going their way, but they hold onto 
their faith. They hold onto their stories, and they not only survive, but they thrive as a people. 
Resilience is critical, and our children have a lot to get through. Despite popular romantic 
notions it is hard to be a child, and one of our jobs as parents, caregivers, and educators is to 
equip our children as they make their way through this world, so let the Bible be one of these 
tools. Thanks.

CINDY: Julie, that was amazing. Thank you so much. It’s just mind-blowing there’s so much to 
unpack and think through. Feel free to jump in with questions everyone. I would love to hear 
you talk, you’ve told these stories of children who have resilience in the Bible who are doing 
good things, who God uses for good, but we cannot deny that children for the majority of the 
time in the Bible are treated very poorly. Pete Enns in the last session talked about Abraham 
and Isaac. Of course, all the genocides include women and children, which is specifically 
pointed out. How can we wrap our minds around this? As we read the Bible with kids, or tackle 
the Bible with kids how do we address this grave injustice done towards children in the Bible?

JULIE: Good question, and it’s a hard question. I think that in terms of these stories with 
children, I don’t know that I would introduce them all to children. The story of Abraham and 
Isaac, that’s really hard. What do you say? What’s helpful to me, and maybe we can think 
through how we would explain this to think together, how we would explain this to children, 
but what’s helpful to me is to realize why these stories are written, and what is their goal, and 
who’s writing them.



The Bible is written by the elites. We need to keep that in mind. That there are so many stories 
about people from all walks of life is kind of incredible because if you look at other literature of 
the ancient Near East it’s about kings, it’s economics, there are some contracts, and that’s how 
we learn about life for regular people, but most of the stories have to do with great people, 
important powerful people.

How do we know it’s written by elites? Because to read and write in the ancient world was a 
real luxury. The Hebrew Bible is written on parchment, which is animal skin, and it’s made of 
natural inks. It’s super expensive so you need to have access to these materials, and the New 
Testament of papyrus, which is paper made out of reeds woven together and then beaten and 
inked. Anyway, it’s really expensive and you have to have some power. That’s your interest 
holding onto power. In the ancient world life was really brutal and hard. It was really easy 
to die, so what you wanted was a God who was powerful because that’s what you needed. 
Kindness, compassion, those are important, but power is really important. They tell stories 
about their God being very powerful because that gives people hope.

Let’s take for example, you mentioned all these stories of genocide. In the Hebrew Bible, the 
Hebrew word for this is herem, and that means ban, or extermination. We read about it a lot 
in Joshua, for example. This whole idea is you slaughter everyone, including men, women 
and children because this is the sacrifice that you are making to your God. If it’s any comfort, 
there’s no archeological evidence for it. If they had these huge mass slaughters if the walls of 
Jericho went down really quickly when the trumpets were blown, we’d have something in the 
ground that would say, yes, this happened. We don’t have that. So that may be somewhat of a 
help, but, nonetheless, it’s there. It’s extremely difficult. It’s showing that this God had power 
because that gave the people hope and courage at that time. I’m not saying it’s easy, but I am 
saying that it shows the value of this text for the people of that time. Our job is to wrestle with 
it, and to interpret it within its own context.

CINDY: I feel like the world at large, I mean, I think people treated children poorly in ancient 
times no matter what. I think it’s a very recent modern movement, and even now that we’re still 
fighting for justice for children, for children to have rights, have human rights that didn’t even 
happen until just the most recent decades. As we see the world continue to advocate and give 
children freedom, and autonomy, and rights, how do you feel the Bible can contribute to this 
movement, to this trajectory?

JULIE: Sure. You’re so right. In terms of recognizing the rights of children that is relatively 
recent. If we go through the history of childhood, there’s a book by Lloyd deMause called The 
History of Childhood in that he documents these atrocities that you’re speaking of. However, 
these atrocities were not universal. Really what we discovered, and this is the research of Mark 
Golden, what we’ve discovered is that if a child is a wanted child that child is treated very well. 
We see in the Bible images of great tenderness and care for children. It’s used as a metaphor 
in 2 Isaiah of that child being dandled on the knees, and in Joshua, Ephron being held close. 
There are very tender images in the text as well that involve children. These images show that 
parents did really care for their children, but at the same time there were terrible brutalities and 
atrocities.



I think that what we can do is lift up some of these passages that show the love and care for 
children that in some ways is timeless. When this book came out about the history of childhood 
saying how horrific it was, and in many ways it was, a lot of scholars countered it with letters 
showing parents great concern for their children with medical records, showing how much 
parents went forth on behalf of their children. So it’s not all bad and now getting better. It is 
getting better, but we do see love and care and tenderness for children throughout the ages.

Just another biblical example, that story I mentioned before, Hannah and Samuel. At the end of 
that story, she gives him over to the temple because that is fulfilling her vow, but she also goes 
back, and she visits him every year, and she brings him a little cloak that she made, and that 
shows the love and care and concern that is ongoing of this mother of her child.

CINDY: Wouldn’t it be wonderful if we had a children’s Bible that only had these tender images, 
the stories?

JULIE: I would love it. Maybe someone out there could write it please, or maybe Rabbi Sasso, 
she could take that up. That would be great.

CINDY: Yeah, that would be really cool. Okay. Can you tell us a little bit more about just the 
academic field of childist. Can you count on one hand the number of scholars whose doing 
childist, this work that you do, or is it a growing thing, and what kind of challenges do you face 
being sort of the pioneer of even this field?

JULIE: Well, thanks for asking. The field is growing, I’m glad to report in leaps and bounds.

CINDY: Oh, good.

JULIE: I began this work with my doctoral studies. I finished my doctorate in 2009, and there 
was really nothing. There was one book that I knew of by Danna Nolan Fewell called Children 
of Israel. I contacted her and I asked her ... There we go, right on cue. So I contacted her and I 
asked her if she would be willing to chair with me a section of the Academic Guild. Basically, a 
group of people coming together around a paper topic at an academic conference. We formed 
the children in the biblical world section of the Society of Biblical Literature. And what this 
means is that every year when biblical scholars would gather, this is a gathering of thousands 
of people with the American Academy of Religion is about 8,000 to 10,000 people every year. 
So we would have these papers on children in the biblical world.

Every year since 2008 we’ve hosted between two and four sessions. It is gaining ground with 
incredible speed because people really didn’t notice children before, and now that they do. 
They’re realizing children are throughout the Bible. It’s just taking the time to pay attention to 
them. In the beginning if people were giving me a hard time, it was not so much to my face so 
I don’t really know about it, but I knew that it took a little bit to be taken seriously. It took a lot 
of academic work. The term childist they’re confused by that because they wonder is it difficult 
like racist, or is it affirming like feminist? It’s affirming like feminist. It’s been used in different 
ways that complicates things. I suggest it could be a contronym. A Contronym is a word that 
can have two different meanings, even opposing meanings like fast means to go fast, or stay 
fast, stay still, but in context that’s how we know what it means. In context, we speak of childist 
as analogous to feminist, or womanist, or humanist really in a positive sense.



This is my most recent book, co-edited with Sharon Betsworth, Children in the Biblical World. 
You can see it’s pretty thick. This is one of the three volumes that has just come out this year, 
compiled volumes on Children in the Biblical World. So the field is taking off. I gave a paper 
at International Conference this past year in Rome, the families and the ancient world section. 
So we’re noticing. In the guild we’re noticing. Part of what we do is we try to be creative in 
our scholarship, and engage people through plays as Danna Nolan Fewell does in that book, 
or through first person narratives to try to reach out to people who might not read academic 
scholarship. We are concerned about children in the world, and the ethical implications of what 
we do. We are collegial, we play very nicely together in our sandbox. Because of those three 
things, it really is a joy in this field.

I’d like to say a little bit about being concerned. The paper that I gave in Rome was about 
girls and trafficking, human trafficking. There are three stories in the Bible that I suggest are 
about human trafficking. In putting these stories out there in the biblical context, and also in 
our modern context. Our hope is that through childist interpretation it will call attention to 
good people of faith to realize how these struggles are going on for so long, and raise them in 
our awareness, and understanding, and our commitment to change these situations that are 
hurting so many of our poorest children.

CINDY: That’s amazing. Thank you.

JULIE: Sure.

CINDY: I have a question that I feel is a larger question as well. People are wondering what 
advice you have for parents who have children going to churches that don’t have child-centric 
Bible reading. I hear that question as how can we help you on the ground push forward a child-
centric reading of the Bible in churches, in Sunday schools, in our families?

JULIE: I think whatever we can do to raise up these stories of children so our children relate 
to them in our communities of faith there is so much that we can do to include children more 
than we do. If you email me, my name is Julie Faith Parker, and my email is parker@gts General 
Theological Seminary .edu, or you just Google, Julie Faith Parker, I come right up. I will gladly 
send you an article that I’ve written called Embrace the Bible’s Children. Part of that article is a 
whole list of things that congregations can do to include children.

So often we ignore them really, we overlook them, but to incorporate them, and their stories 
into our worship, and into various activities in our communities of faith there are a lot of 
opportunities. There’s so many simple things we can do that really don’t take much like having 
a child greet people when they come in. Having a child handout bulletins. Have a place for 
children in church. Have snacks that kids like. Some of them are really simple. Some of them are 
more involved, some of these suggestions, but there is so much that we can do because there’s 
so little being done. There’s lots of room to grow. And in terms of furthering childist to biblical 
interpretation, just telling these stories, raising these stories, finding these stories of children, 
going over them with your children, let them become part of their souls so they know that the 
Bible story is theirs, too.

CINDY: So good. Somebody wanted you to give an example of a story that you use in the Bible 
that is about human trafficking.



JULIE: Sure. So there are three stories that I used. One is the story of Abishag, that is in 1 Kings, 
verses one through four. It’s the story about this young girl who is brought to King David. 
The title of the paper was Hardly Happily Ever After: Trafficking of Girls in the Hebrew Bible. 
Because these stories are often read like, “Oh, let’s get the most beautiful damsel in the land, 
and bring her to the palace, and it will be so wonderful for her.” Not really.

In this story of Abishag, King David is getting old, so they want to get a young girl to liven him 
up. They searched throughout the land. They find the beautiful Abishag, the Shunammite. They 
bring her to King David. She lays in his bosom, but the King did not know her. So this is a story 
to show how inept David, the once womanizer of many wives and children has become, but 
for Abishag it meets all of the criteria for sexual trafficking. She is recruited, she is transported, 
she is harbored for the purpose of exploitation. So that is one example of a story of a girl being 
trafficked in the Hebrew Bible.

The other stories that I used just briefly were the story of the Israelite slave girl. Again, the 
power of the interpretation is a powerful girl who speaks up, was a girl who was taken from her 
home to be used as a slave. That’s not sexual, but she is used as a slave. And the third story 
was that of Esther. In Esther, chapter two, verses two through four approximately, we have the 
story of Esther who is brought to the king because he is seeking a new queen after Vashti has 
been dethroned, and a lot of girls are rounded up for the purpose of sex.

CINDY: You study the Old Testament, the Hebrew Bible?

JULIE: Uh-huh (affirmative).

CINDY: What about the New Testament? What would you say is the most liberating for children 
passage, or story, or lesson in the New Testament when it comes to children? Is it that Jesus 
welcomes the children passage?

JULIE: I love that Jesus says, “Let the children come to me.” It seems to the disciple they’re not 
important enough, and Jesus is, “No, they are. Let the children come to me.” I also love when 
Jesus says, “If you want to enter the kingdom of God, you have to enter like a child.” Now that 
interpreted in a whole bunch of ways. What does that mean? Just as we find in Genesis that 
people are created in the image of God. What does that mean? Well, libraries have written 
about it, but I’d like to tell you what I think.

I have a friend who is a well-known biblical scholar. Phyllis Trible is her name. She spends her 
time tutoring these African boys and helping them, they’re refugees. They think she’s great 
because she’s being kind and tutoring them, and they have no idea she’s really internationally 
known. I thought maybe that’s what Jesus means because kids just care if you’re kind, and if 
you’re loving. They couldn’t care less how famous, or how rich you are. They just care if you’re 
kind and loving. And maybe when Jesus says if you want to enter the kingdom, you need to 
enter as a child he’s speaking about how we all need to be kind and loving, and kids really get 
what matters the most.

CINDY: That’s so good. Okay, well, I think that was a good note to end on that if you want to 
enter the kingdom of God, you must enter kind and loving like the children.

JULIE: May I just one more thing please?

CINDY: Yes, please.



JULIE: I’d just like to say that the Bible, I think can be really helpful to us in seeing children as 
not only participants in the Bible story, but absolutely essential to the unfolding of God’s love 
because they really are.

CINDY: That’s just perfect. I hope somebody wrote that down because I love that. Thank you.

---
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