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und Ziel kindertheologischer Forschung am Beispiel der Deutung des Todes Jesu. Neukirchener Ver-
lagsgesellschaft, Neukirchen-Viuyn, 2012.

Mirjam Zimmermann’s Kindertheologie als theologische Kompetenz von Kin-
dern constitutes a foundational contribution to contemporary discussions on
child theology, as it offers an in-depth and systematically structured analysis of
how children formulate and articulate theological thought. Rather than redu-
cing child theology to a pedagogical tool or a supplementary dimension of re-
ligious education, Zimmermann positions it as an independent theological dis-
cipline that acknowledges children as capable and meaningful theological
agents. Her work is particularly noteworthy for demonstrating that children’s
theological utterances are not random, naive, or purely developmentally driven
statements; instead, they represent coherent, interpretable, and categorically
distinguishable forms of theological competence. By framing children’s reflec-
tions within specific analytical categories, Zimmermann provides a robust con-
ceptual lens through which their theological reasoning can be examined, va-
lued, and integrated into broader theological discourse.

Building on the framework outlined in Grundlagen, Methodik und Ziel kin-
dertheologischer Forschung am Beispiel der Deutung des Todes Jesu, Zimmermann
presents a comprehensive exploration of the methodological foundations and
practical applications of child theology. The book not only clarifies the theore-
tical premises of kindertheologische Forschung but also demonstrates how
these premises can be implemented through concrete empirical research. By
examining children’s interpretations of the death of Jesus, Zimmermann illust-
rates how theological inquiry with children can be methodologically structu-
red, systematically documented, and hermeneutically evaluated. Through this
example, she offers a wide methodological spectrum that includes qualitative
interviews, narrative analyses, and interpretive procedures aimed at uncove-
ring the depth of children’s theological reasoning. Thus, the study serves as
both a theoretical guide and a practical model, showing how child theology can
be researched, applied, and meaningfully integrated into broader theological
discourse.

Zimmermann opens the first major section of her book by laying out, in a
remarkably comprehensive and historically informed manner, the intellectual
foundations of child theology as a distinct theological discipline. In the intro-
ductory pages (pp. 3-6), she argues that child theology must be understood not
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as a subsidiary aspect of religious pedagogy but as an independent theological
field that recognizes children as genuine producers of theological meaning. She
frames this claim by demonstrating that children’s utterances possess internal
coherence, symbolic structure, and interpretive depth —features traditionally
attributed only to adult theological reasoning. The subsequent historical analy-
sis (pp. 7-29) traces the shifting conceptions of childhood across different eras,
beginning with ancient societies and biblical texts, where children were ack-
nowledged but rarely considered theological subjects in their own right. Zim-
mermann’s treatment of patristic and medieval sources reveals how theological
discourse implicitly shaped —and was shaped by —particular images of the
child, even when children themselves were largely silent in these texts. Her dis-
cussion of the Reformation, Enlightenment, and Romanticism shows how
emerging understandings of personhood, reason, and the inner life gradually
expanded the conceptual space in which a theology with or of children could
become thinkable.

Zimmermann’s analysis becomes more pointed in her examination of the
twentieth century (pp. 25-29), where pedagogical reforms and theological reo-
rientations increasingly positioned the child as an active epistemic agent rather
than a passive recipient of doctrine. She identifies the empirical turn of the
1970s (pp. 26-29) as a decisive moment: for the first time, children’s own speech
acts were treated as legitimate data for theological inquiry, marking a metho-
dological shift that would profoundly shape the discipline’s trajectory. In the
following section on children’s philosophy (pp. 31-44), Zimmermann provides
an extensive comparative reading of Lipman’s logical-argumentative model,
Matthews’s and Freese’s dialogue-centered approaches, Martens’s rationalist
orientation, and Horster’s Socratic methods. By integrating these philosophical
frameworks, she shows that the study of children’s theological competence is
inseparable from broader questions about children’s capacity for reasoning,
abstraction, and moral judgment. This interdisciplinary dialogue is one of Zim-
mermann’s major contributions, as it situates child theology within a network
of intellectual traditions rather than isolating it within religious pedagogy.

Finally, in her treatment of the emergence of an “explicit child theology”
(pp. 46 ff.), Zimmermann argues that the field reaches conceptual maturity
when children’s theological interpretations become not only observable
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phenomena but also objects of systematic theological reflection. She demonst-
rates that children’s meaning-making processes around themes such as death,
forgiveness, or divine action exhibit hermeneutical depth that justifies their inc-
lusion within formal theological discourse. The analytical strength of this first
section lies in Zimmermann’s ability to weave historical description, philosop-
hical analysis, and theological argumentation into a coherent narrative that exp-
lains why child theology matters. By connecting the past to contemporary met-
hodological developments, she constructs a theoretically robust foundation
upon which the empirical and conceptual analyses of later chapters convin-
cingly rest. In this way, Zimmermann’s opening section does not merely intro-
duce the field; it legitimizes child theology as an indispensable dimension of
modern theological research and provides the intellectual scaffolding necessary
for evaluating children’s theological competence with academic seriousness.

Zimmermann opens her discussion by stressing a conceptual ambiguity at
the core of the discipline: whether “child theology” refers to theology for child-
ren, theology about children, or theology produced by children. She argues that
this ambiguity is not superficial but historically rooted in the marginalization
of children within the theological tradition. The repetition of the term — Kindert-
heologie oder Kindertheologie? —functions as an intentional rhetorical device to
highlight the discipline’s need for epistemic clarity. For Zimmermann, child
theology is not equivalent to religious pedagogy or catechetical instruction; ins-
tead, it designates a theological field that acknowledges children as legitimate
producers of theological meaning. This conceptual clarification is essential,
since without distinguishing the various uses of the term, the discipline risks
collapsing into general child-oriented religious education rather than establis-
hing itself as a theological enterprise in its own right (pp. 35-38).

Zimmermann argues that child theology requires an expanded understan-
ding of “theology,” one that goes beyond doctrinal precision and academic
abstraction to include the human activity of articulating belief, interpreting
transcendence, and engaging existential questions. By broadening this defini-
tion, she legitimizes children’s metaphors, narratives, questions, and imagina-
tive interpretations as genuine theological expressions rather than immature
approximations of adult reasoning. She further emphasizes that theological ref-
lection emerges through diverse modes—narrative, symbolic, relational,
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experiential, ritual, and dialogical —and that children naturally participate in
these forms of meaning-making. This insight challenges adult-centered episte-
mologies and expands the notion of the theological subject to include not only
scholars but also laypersons, communities, and especially children. Because
thought and speech are closely intertwined for children, their spontaneous
comments, stories, and conversations reveal nuanced attempts to understand
divine agency, suffering, justice, and moral order. Zimmermann therefore in-
sists that children’s language be taken seriously as a medium of theological ref-
lection, valued not through a developmental-deficit perspective but as authen-
tically hermeneutical engagement with fundamental theological questions (pp.
38-46).

Zimmermann’s discussion across pages 111-129 examines both the poten-
tial and the limitations of differentiating child theology into the three well-
known models of the theology of children, theology for children, and theologizing
with children. She argues that while these distinctions offer helpful analytical
clarity, they also risk fragmenting a field that is, by nature, interconnected. The
theology of children highlights children’s own perspectives, interpretations,
and meaning-making processes, revealing the unique theological insights that
emerge from their lived experiences and narrative constructions. In contrast,
theology for children represents a more normative, adult-generated framework
that seeks to prepare, instruct, or guide children theologically — yet it carries the
danger of overshadowing the child’s own voice with adult authority. By com-
parison, theologizing with children marks a dialogical process in which adults
and children mutually engage in inquiry, questioning, and shared interpreta-
tion; Zimmermann regards this model as the most promising for contemporary
child theology because it foregrounds reciprocal communication and ack-
nowledges children as full theological partners. Nevertheless, she concludes
that these three models cannot be meaningfully separated in practice; instead,
they together constitute a single, integrated theological approach that arises
from children, is shaped with children, and ultimately serves children as theolo-
gical subjects. From this foundation, Zimmermann turns to the hermeneutical
challenges inherent in child theology, emphasizing that the field operates wit-
hin an unavoidable “hermeneutical circle,” insofar as it involves both children’s
spontaneous theological activity and adults’ scholarly interpretation of that



Mirjam Zimmermann, Kindertheologie als theologische Kompetenz von Kindern. Grundlagen, Methodik
und Ziel kindertheologischer Forschung am Beispiel der Deutung des Todes Jesu. Neukirchener Ver-
lagsgesellschaft, Neukirchen-Viuyn, 2012.

activity. Adults can never be entirely independent observers; their theological
frameworks, cultural assumptions, and interpretive habits inevitably influence
how children’s expressions are analyzed, making the adult an always partially
dependent interpreter. This dependence creates a further risk: child theology
can become a projection surface for adult theology, especially when adults un-
consciously reshape children’s statements to fit pre-established doctrinal cate-
gories. Zimmermann also warns against the romanticization of childhood thro-
ugh myths of innocence, purity, or innate spiritual wisdom; such idealization
distorts real children and obscures the complexity, ambiguity, and develop-
mental dynamics of their actual theological reasoning. For her, these dangers
demonstrate the importance of a methodological and hermeneutical discipline
that takes children seriously without turning them into theological symbols,
ensuring that child theology remains grounded in authentic child perspectives
rather than adult projections or myths (pp. 111-129).

In pages 131-159, Zimmermann situates child theology within contempo-
rary debates on educational standards and argues that “theological compe-
tence” must be understood more broadly than measurable learning outcomes.
She proposes that the three dimensions of child theology — theology of, for, and
with children — correspond to different types of competencies: children already
possess foundational interpretive and existential competencies; adults aim to
cultivate result-oriented competencies; and shared reflection processes develop
dialogical and hermeneutical competencies. Zimmermann then reviews several
influential models (Klieme, Hemel, Comenius Institute, Baden-Wiirttemberg
curricula, Schréder, the DFG Berlin project, PTT Hamburg, Dieterich) and notes
their common view that theological competence involves questioning, interp-
reting, narrating, understanding symbols, and articulating images of God rat-
her than reproducing doctrinal correctness. She concludes that children’s theo-
logical competence is best defined not by what they “know,” but by how they
meaningfully engage theological questions through narration, imagination,
and reflection, positioning child theology as an indispensable field bridging pe-
dagogy, theology, and developmental theory (pp. 131-159).

In pages 165-207, Zimmermann presents a concise yet systematic overview
of the methodological foundations of child theology, combining qualitative re-
search approaches with dialogical methods derived from child philosophy. She
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first outlines perception-oriented qualitative methods used to access children’s
theological expressions — questionnaires, interviews, group discussions, narra-
tive and artistic artifacts —and emphasizes the importance of triangulation and
detailed transcription in ensuring methodological reliability. These data are
then analyzed through formalizing and interpretive qualitative techniques that
reveal children’s symbolic, narrative, and conceptual theological patterns.
Drawing on philosophical models, especially the Socratic dialogue, Zimmer-
mann highlights the adult’s role not as an instructor but as a professionally ref-
lective dialogue partner who opens spaces for inquiry. Building on this, she
proposes child-theological didactics inspired by the “Johannine conversation,”
a dialogical process in which understanding unfolds gradually and misinterp-
retations are treated as productive steps in theological reflection rather than er-
rors. She concludes by identifying the pedagogical conditions, attitudes, and
conversation techniques required for authentic theologizing with children,
showing that meaningful theological dialogue depends on openness, tolerance,
and creating space for children’s exploratory thinking (pp. 165-207).

Zimmermann examines the interpretation of Jesus’” death as a central pa-
radigm for child theology, arguing that the Passion narrative offers a uniquely
rich field for studying how children construct theological meaning. She begins
by outlining the historical, theological, developmental-psychological, and phe-
nomenological reasons for choosing the death of Jesus as a paradigm, noting
that the long-standing diversity of interpretations surrounding the crucifixion
provides an ideal lens for exploring children’s interpretive and theological com-
petencies. She then analyzes the historical reconstruction of the events surroun-
ding Jesus” death —its time, place, political context, Roman legal authority, the
involvement of Jewish leadership, inconsistencies in the biblical accounts, and
legal-historical questions —emphasizing that even historical reconstruction al-
ready functions as a form of theological interpretation. Zimmermann proceeds
to highlight how the New Testament Passion accounts are not neutral reports
but narrative constructions shaped by theological intention, symbolic richness,
and literary diversity; this narrative plurality, she argues, invites children to
engage naturally through retelling, reinterpreting, and forming their own nar-
rative frameworks. She next explores metaphorical and conceptual abstractions
in the theological tradition — sacrifice, ransom, reconciliation, substitution, pro-
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existence, and salvation-historical models —demonstrating how these metap-
hors emerged as both receptive and productive interpretive processes and how
their complexity shapes Christian understandings of Jesus” death. Her analysis
of substitutionary models distinguishes cultic-sacrificial, forgiveness-centered,
and existential-proexistential interpretations, while also addressing participa-
tory models in which believers share in the transformative meaning of Jesus’
death and the paradox of the cross as both suffering and salvation.

Building on this theological foundation, Zimmermann turns to the field of
religious pedagogy, examining how the death of Jesus is treated in curricula,
textbooks, and teaching materials at primary and secondary levels. She notes
that curricular representations often simplify the theological depth of the Pas-
sion, whereas textbooks vary between narrative retellings and doctrinal abst-
ractions. Zimmermann identifies three pedagogical approaches: a hermeneuti-
cal approach that centers the child’s perspective, a problem-oriented approach
that addresses children’s existential questions about suffering, death, and injus-
tice, and a theological approach that frames the crucifixion within the hope of
the resurrection. She concludes by posing the guiding question of whether
children are capable of understanding the theological dimensions of Jesus” de-
ath, ultimately arguing that children —although not yet equipped to grasp abst-
ract doctrinal formulations —are fully capable of engaging with the existential,
symbolic, relational, and narrative layers of the Passion when approached thro-
ugh dialogical, age-appropriate, and meaning-oriented methods. Thus, the de-
ath of Jesus becomes not an obstacle but a significant opportunity for child the-
ology, revealing the depth and authenticity of children’s theological reasoning
and interpretive imagination (pp. 231-323).

Zimmermann in this final section presents an extensive empirical investi-
gation into how children and adolescents understand and interpret the death
of Jesus, using multiple studies conducted between 2004 and 2006 to explore
theological competence across different age groups. She first discusses the
questionnaire-based study with 10-19-year-olds, showing that while older
children possess substantial factual knowledge about the Passion events, their
theological interpretations vary widely, often oscillating between historical re-
asoning, moral explanations, and traditional doctrinal formulations. In inter-
views with 6-10-year-olds focused on the Gethsemane narrative, Zimmermann
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finds that younger children express their interpretations primarily through me-
taphors, narrative reconstruction, and emotional associations, revealing early
forms of theological insight even without explicit doctrinal language. A further
study on children’s understanding of sin (ages 7-11) establishes that concepts
such as guilt, wrongdoing, responsibility, and forgiveness form the conceptual
foundations necessary for grasping soteriological interpretations of Jesus” de-
ath. Zimmermann then analyzes a large-scale survey in which children respond
to the question “Why is he hanging there?”, showing that their answers can be
categorized into several interpretive modes: narrative structuring of Jesus’ life
and the Passion; historical explanations involving causes, agents, and responsi-
bility; christological and soteriological interpretations centering on Jesus” iden-
tity and salvific meaning; and relevance-oriented reflections connecting Jesus’
death to contemporary moral or existential concerns. Through detailed qualita-
tive coding and transcription analysis, she identifies distinct linguistic, narra-
tive, historical, dogmatic, and hermeneutical competencies, demonstrating how
children integrate storytelling, evidence evaluation, doctrinal intuition, and
personal meaning-making. Zimmermann emphasizes that substitution (“Jesus
died for us/for our sins”) emerges as a dominant interpretive pattern across
ages yet is articulated in diverse and often original forms. The section concludes
with a close analysis of a theological dialogue with a child named Rebekka, il-
lustrating the process competence children display during theological conver-
sations: the ability to ask questions, negotiate meaning, revisit assumptions,
and collaboratively build theological understanding. Zimmermann argues that
these empirical findings confirm that children possess authentic and differenti-
ated theological competencies, and that meaningful theological dialogue with
them requires pedagogical sensitivity, open-ended questioning, and recogni-
tion of the child as a genuine theological thinker (pp. 323-392).

Zimmermann's work occupies a distinctive and influential place in the fi-
eld, offering not merely new empirical insights but a comprehensive fra-
mework that integrates the historical, theoretical, methodological, and empiri-
cal dimensions of child theology. By positioning children not as passive recipi-
ents of religious instruction but as active theological subjects with their own
interpretive capacity, linguistic creativity, conceptual intuition, and spiritual
experience, the book marks a genuine paradigm shift within theology and
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religious education. Zimmermann’s combination of qualitative research strate-
gies with dialogical methods drawn from child philosophy provides a robust
methodological model for making children’s theological thinking visible and
academically accessible. Her extensive analysis of the death of Jesus as a theo-
logical paradigm further demonstrates how children engage meaningfully with
complex doctrinal themes, establishing a solid conceptual and empirical foun-
dation for future research. In this way, the work transforms child theology from
a scattered set of practices into a coherent academic discipline, while simulta-
neously inviting a broader reconsideration of theology’s nature, methodology,
and epistemological boundaries — constituting a substantial and enduring cont-
ribution to the scholarly literature.
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