In Flannery O'Connor's story The River set in the American deep South, Harry is a seven-year-old boy growing up in a rather rackety apartment with his casually neglectful parents. The story begins early one early morning with Harry's father anxious to get work and his mother "ill" in bed with an unnamed malady that turns out to be a hangover and Harry is to be looked after by a babysitter named Mrs Connin "a speckled skeleton in a long pea green coat and felt helmet". Mrs Connin is a woman of firm religious views and she explains to Harry's sceptical father that they will be like back because "We're going to the river to a healing. This particular preacher don't get around this way often." 
So Mrs Connin and Harry find themselves with a crowd on the riverbank listening to the words of a preacher called the Reverend Bevel Summers. "The preacher was standing about 10 feet out in the stream where the water came up to his knees. He was a tall youth in khaki trousers that he rolled up higher than the water. He had of a blue shirt and a red scarf around his neck but no hat and his light-coloured hair was cut in sideburns that curved into the hollows of his cheeks.... He looked as if he might have been 19 years old. He was singing in a high twangy voice, above the singing on the bank, and he kept his hands behind him and his head tilted back." After a number of those gathered at the riverside have come forward for a healing, Mrs Connin asks the preacher to pray for Harry's mother during which it emerges that the boy has not been baptised. "Swang him over here," says the preacher. He takes Harry in his arms and Harry unsure how to react plays the fool pulling a comical face and using a silly voice as seven-year-old boys are wont to do. But "the preacher didn't smile. His bony face was rigid and his narrow grey eyes reflected the almost colourless sky. ...The grin had already disappeared from [Harry's] face. He had a sudden feeling that this was not a joke. Where he lived everything was a joke. From the preacher's face he knew immediately that nothing the preacher said or did was a joke. ..." And the preacher offers to baptise Harry an offer which Harry accepts thinking "I won't go back to the apartment then, I'll go under the river". Then without warning the preacher unceremoniously dunks Harry under the water "and then he jerked him up again and looked sternly at the gasping child. [His]eyes were dark and dilated. "You count now," the preacher said. "You didn't even count before."

Barry has chosen for his mayoral year to promote work amongst children and young people. It seems to me they can be no more urgent or pressing task not just, of course, for Barry but for us all. Most children and young people live happy and contented lives but there are too many who simply don't believe that they "count". Too many young people who, like Harry, are growing up in an environment that makes them think they don't matter. It may be, like Harry, this is because they come from a home in which they experience neglect of one kind or another. This we know happens and some children grow up starved of the affection and approval for which they crave. But there are other forces at work in our world that can make children believe they don't count. Harry lives in a world in which the adults around him are cynical and where nothing is ever taken seriously and everything is a joke. And we too live in a world which is increasingly preoccupied with triviality distracted by the entertainment industry and where to be cynical or sneering has become almost a virtue. And, yes, the media has some responsibility for this but the media simply reflects the shallowness of the culture generally. 
And how can children feel that they "count" for anything if they grow up into a world where they are told nothing really matters and everything is a joke? We have been very good at entertaining children but absolutely useless when it comes to challenging them. If there's nothing worth fighting for you can quickly reached the conclusion that there's nothing worth living for. If nothing is ever asked of you, you may feel you have nothing to give. However absurd we find the image of the hick preacher and his wild words, standing there in the river with his rolled up trousers, Harry at least knew when he looked into those eyes as grey as the sky "that this was not a joke." This mattered. This was about ife and death. Here was something important, something weighty and rich of which he could be a part. We need to offer something weighty and rich to our young people, something that gives shape and meaning to their lives. We need to be able to look our children and young people in the eye and say, "You count, you count".
But there are other just as insidious ways in which we adults can give the message to children that they don't really count. All around them are images of success, beauty and perfection and all these images are false. What they do is tell children that unless they achieve the status of a celebrity, unless their bodies conform to some highly sexualised notion of physical beauty or unless they can eventually get their hands on vast quantities of money or consumer electronics then they are losers. And we can tell our children as much as we like how important they are as individuals and how much we want them to achieve their potential and how it doesn't matter what they look like or what they achieve but every glossy magazine, billboard and TV ad screams out the opposite message. Unless you are rich, beautiful or famous you really don't count. So we need to find ways in which we can look our children and young people in the eye and say, "You count, you count".
So any project, organisation or activity that makes children feel that not only their opinions or achievements count but they themselves matter, is to be commended and so the money that Barry raises this year for groups working with children and young people will make a contribution to giving children this sense of worth and value. But it falls to us all to think about ways we can make children and young people feel that they count. Think of the children and young people you know. What can you do that will help them grow and develop, confident of their innate value and significance that is God's gift to them?

The consequences of feeling, as children, that we don't count are devastating and leave long-lasting wounds well into adulthood. Because all I have said so far about children might equally apply to us as adults. Many children's experiences of neglect, aimlessness and cynicism at the hands of adults come because those same adults have themselves been on the receiving end of such treatment as children. The need to "count" , to matter is not particular to children. You need to feel you count. I need to feel l count. Some of us, most of us, perhaps, all of us from time to time will struggle with a sense of worthlessness because deep down it matters that we matter to someone.
In his baptism, Harry learns that he counts. Not because of what he has done, achieved or owned but simply because of God's grace freely almost randomly bestowed upon him. He wasn't even looking to be baptised! In the gospels and at his baptism we are told that Jesus heard a voice from heaven saying. "This is my beloved Son with whom I'm well pleased." What child would not like to hear words like these from his father? This too before Jesus has done anything – right at the start of his ministry. God's approval does not have to be earned. It is just given. "You count. You count". 

So many children are hungry for this affirmation which is way of loving others and we live in a world that suggests that far from being beloved and the object of others' good pleasure most children are made to feel they are second rate or losers. Baptised or not, God reckons that we matter. And we matter not because of what we have or have done but because we are all equally God's beloved sons and daughters. If God sees us in this way can we, as it were, borrow his eyes and start to see one another – young and old – in the same way and tell one another in word and deed. "You count."
