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You might remember the often told story that’s claimed to be true. Marcus Borg tells it in his book “The Heart of Christianity.” It’s the story of a 3-year old girl. She was the firstborn and only child in her family, but now her mother was pregnant again and the little girl was very excited about having a new brother. Within a few hours of the parents bringing the new baby boy home from the hospital the girl made a request: she wanted to be alone with her new brother in his room with the door shut. Her insistence about being alone with the baby made her parents a bit uneasy, but then they remembered that they had installed a baby monitor system in anticipation of the baby’s arrival, so they realized they could let their daughter do this and if they heard the slightest indication that anything strange was happening they could be in the baby’s room in an instant.

So they let the little girl go into the baby’s room and shut the door and then they raced to the listening monitor. They heard their daughter’s footsteps moving across the baby’s room, imagined her standing over the baby’s crib and then they heard her say to her three-day-old brother, “Tell me about God – I’ve almost forgotten.”

Perhaps that 3-year old girl remembered what we sometimes forget – that we come from God and that we return to God and that the journey in-between is always a journey in God and with God.

Her conjecture was that her three-day old brother had a little advantage, since he was fresh from God so he still knew all this. Some of us, and I count myself among them, aren’t quite fresh from God anymore. I was reading one sermon, and I am sorry but there was no name attached to it so I cannot tell you who authored it. But I think there is truth to what the writer said. As time goes on, we start believing what the world tells us about how things work, rather than what God tells us. Even at a young age we are already receiving messages that what is important is not to whom you belong, but rather what belongs to you, not your consciousness of God but rather the consciousness of yourself. We start to wonder whether we are attractive enough, rich enough, capable enough until that consciousness of self becomes self-conscious and then self-estrangement. In Fred Buechner’s words, we stop living from the inside out and start living from the outside in, because what starts to become important is not what is inside us, but rather what is outside us.

As C.S. Lewis tells us, the doors of Hell are locked from the inside, and barred by people who have come to believe what the world tells them about themselves. (The Great Divorce)
But what the world tells you about yourself isn’t the whole story, and that 3-year-old girl and her three-day-old brother know about the rest of the story. They know that God rejoices in them just as they are. And God rejoices in you and me just as we are. For we are all children of God.
“Let the little children come to me, and do not stop them; for it is to such as these that the kingdom of heaven belongs.”
Why is it that heaven belongs to children, or more accurately, why is it that the kingdom of heaven belongs to those who are childlike? Is it because they are innocent? Pure? Free from sin? If you believe children are innocent, pure, or sinless, then you haven’t hung around children much. Children can be as impish and manipulative and as selfish as any adult.

Perhaps, though, what separates children from adults is that children have the innate capacity to trust. What parent here hasn’t had the experience of their child hurling themselves at you with the full trust that you will catch them? You might not be looking or ready, and all of a sudden you have this pint size human missile coming right at you. You somehow snatch it out of the air before it lands with the thud. And while you are a bit surprised by your own quick reflexes the child laughs and giggles, fully confident that you would not let them drop.

Or you might remember as a child when you weren’t feeling well how the touch of a parent’s caress could calm you down and make you feel better. I have never done nausea well. I do not like feeling nauseous. As a child I would physically shake and tremble if I were sick to my stomach. But if my mother would sit at the side of my bed and stroke my forehead, I would be asleep in moments. There was a trust, a faith in my mother that she would care for me that allowed me to be calm.
I am convinced, in part, that when Jesus told his disciples and the crowd that the kingdom of heaven belongs to children and those like them, he was referring to their ability to trust with abandon. They don’t weigh pros and cons. They don’t break things down to knowable parts or to ideas that are intellectually acceptable. They simply throw themselves into the care of God, trusting in God’s grace and blessing.

Another aspect of being childlike is that children have no power. They exist and have being at the whim of the adults around them. They are not physically strong enough to exert themselves to gain power. They’ve yet to acquire knowledge to master a subject in order to exercise influence or power. They haven’t the wealth to buy their way through life, which is often a form of power. They are literally at the mercy of whatever prevailing wind blows.
There is probably no theme that is more prevalent in Scripture than the fact that God cares specifically for the powerless, the disenfranchised, and the outcasts. God stands with those who have no standing. We tend to avoid people like that. We tend not to get too close because we do not like to be associated with the failures, the ignorant, the powerless, those who the world casts aside as unimportant. They make us feel uncomfortable.

I am convinced, in part, that when Jesus told his disciples and the crowd that the kingdom of heaven belongs to children and those like them, he was referring to the fact that there is a reverse justice in the realm of God. The first of the world shall be last, and the last shall be first. That may come as little comfort for those of us who have the means, the education and the position to exercise power in our lives. I know that often it doesn’t feel like we are very powerful, but when you look around the world, even when you look around our own community, when you realize the choices you are able to make for yourself that many in the world cannot, then you come to realize how powerful you are.

Fear not, though. Just because you are powerful now does not necessarily mean you miss out on the kingdom of heaven. The grace of God in Jesus Christ is a universal grace, available to everyone. Being powerful is not an automatic “go straight to jail” card. It is what we do with the power that we have been graced to have. What do we do with our resources, our education, our position.

Well, in this short passage from Matthew we are not informed so much on what to do as what not to do. And what we are not supposed to do is hinder, get in the way of, prevent anyone from seeking God’s blessing and grace as represented with the children – the powerless, the ones with no standing.
It was not unusual in Jesus’ time that people would bring out their children to be blessed by a rabbi, religious leader, or anyone that seemed to have a special connection or insight between the earthly and heavenly realm. People looked for any edge they could to get ahead in life. Maybe that is what the disciples were reacting to. Surely Jesus, this rabbi of all rabbis, the Messiah, the Son of God has more important things to do than waste his time on children.

But it turns out that, no, he doesn’t, because there is nothing more important. And to claim there is, is a hindrance to his mission and purpose. This is where I want to pause to acknowledge the great work of our children and youth ministries. I think Beth Pascoe, Chris Nelson, and Drew Angotti are doing a huge and terrific job. What Carole Dehart does helping our children to express faith through music is wonderful. But they don’t do it alone. The great work that our children and youth ministries accomplish is only possible because of the many dozens of volunteers that work hard to make sure that nothing is hindering our children from knowing God’s love in Jesus Christ.
I am proud of the ministry this team accomplishes with the resources we have, which is also a reminder that the good we do is only made possible when everyone generously participates in our Stewardship Campaign. We don’t want to fail the children or any other part of our ministry because we didn’t have the interest or the faith to fill out a commitment card so that we can better plan our ministry.

But perhaps the biggest hindrance for children to receive God’s blessing through Jesus is the fact that we often don’t bring our children to experience the blessing. We have all sorts of reasons not to, including soccer and other sports that conflict with church; often there are activities that seem more important than bringing your child to church.

Or there are some who don’t want to prejudice their children, or they want them to wait until they are old enough to decide for themselves about spiritual things or going to church. Although they don’t let them wait until they are old enough to decide for themselves if they should go to school, visit the dentist, or clean their room.

There’s the old story of the preacher who wanted to show off his garden to a man who wouldn’t let his children attend church … this man wanted them to wait until they were old enough to decide for themselves. When they walked into the garden, it was full of weeds, which were choking out his squash, beans, and tomatoes. The man said: “This is a pitiful excuse for a garden!” To which the preacher replied: “I just wanted to wait until the vegetables had a chance to decide for themselves what they wanted to do.”
Children have a special place in the kingdom of heaven, as do those who are childlike – powerless but trusting. And while we may not always know what to do for our children and those who are childlike, Jesus is very clear what we should not do – hinder them from experiencing God’s grace.

May God grant both you and me such wisdom. Amen.
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