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Sanctify us in your truth, O Lord; your word is truth.  

Who do you think you are?  Most of us, I am guessing, have probably heard that question prefaced by:  “Young man”…..or “Young lady”….just who do you think you are!?!”

It sounds like a reprimand from our parents, doesn’t it?  When we overstepped our role…or went beyond the boundaries?  These past several months, our Men’s Breakfast Group has been looking at the stories of Israel’s pre-history in the Book of Genesis:  creation, the fall, Cain & Abel, the Flood, the Tower of Babel.  In all of those stories, the temptation for humankind was to be like God.  Who do we think we are?  Sometimes we think we are God.

But we are not.  The author of First John gives us the correct answer to “Who do you think you are?”  

See what love the Father has given us, that we should be called children of God; and that is what we are.”  

We are not God, we are the children of God.
We’ve all seen the pictures of Jesus with the children all around him.  And we all know the story behind the picture:  parents bringing their little children to Jesus so that he could bless them, and Jesus’ disciples getting all bent out of shape over it.  They wanted to send the little brats away, but Jesus intervened:  “Let the little children come to me,” he said.
That part of the story we know well.  Maybe we even have one of those pictures hanging up in our kids’ bedrooms.  But do we also remember what Jesus goes on to say?  “Whoever does not receive the Kingdom of God as a little child will never enter it.”

That Gospel story is not just about Jesus’ love for human beings under the age of five.  That Gospel story, like the words from First John, are about the childlikeness in each of us.  “Unless you become like a little child, you will never enter the Kingdom of God.”  Today you and I need to consider what it is about being a child that Jesus thought was that important.

That will probably be easier for us to discover than it was for those in the first century.  I mean, we today are generally drawn to kids, we like them.  There are maybe still a few of us around who can remember that marvelous Art Linkletter television show from the 50’s and 60’s, Kids Say the Darnedest Things.  More of us probably remember from 20 years ago how Bill Cosby took over Art Linkletter’s role in those great jello commercials.

Our culture, you see, is kid-friendly.  Not so, 2000 years ago.  Children in first-century Israel had no status whatsoever.  The disciples’ view of children was the usual one:  “Get ‘em outta here!”…probably more like the legendary attidue of W.C. Fields, who, when he was asked how he liked kids, replied, “Well done.”

Our culture is more open to children.  Theologian George MacDonald once said that he would not believe in a person’s Christianity if children were never to be found playing around that person’s door.  If that’s literally true, I think we here at Lord of the Hills Church on Sunday mornings can be well assured of our Christianity!

So what is it about children that makes it important for us to be like them?

Purity.  Is that it?  Some kind of innate goodness about them?  I don’t think so.  I mean, we today may put children on a pedestal, but none of us are so blind as to think kids are perfect.  Isn’t that why grandparents think they have the best of both worlds?  They can be around their grandchildren when they want to, but they can also go home and be without their grandchildren, too!

What about a child’s sense of wonder, wonder at the very simple things of life?  We’ve all heard the stories about parents who have given their young  child the latest $50 toy and is playing with the box the toy came in and having a whee of a time!
Who do you think you are?  You are a child of God in wonderland!

But there’s more:  what open the openness and freshness of children?  Here are some excerpts from one of Art Linkletter’s many books on things children have said:

A jaguar is a mammal.  You can tell by feeling its hair if you really want to know that bad.

To write a story in the first person means to write it like Adam would.

Because of George Washington, I once told the truth even though I might get into trouble.  I was right.

The freshness of children!  There is also a kind of eagerness about children, isn’t there?  Do you know where I see that in a worship service?  When the children come forward for a blessing at communion.  We pass out the bread and the wine, and the children are almost begging with their eyes:  “Why can’t I have some?”  A real eagerness for it all!

That’s why we in the church have learned to prepare our children for their First Communion at an early age.  That eagerness is the teachable moment.  Maybe Jesus was thinking about a child’s eagerness when he said, “Unless you become like a little child…”

Who do you think you are?  You are a spirited child of God!

But there is still more:  a child looks at life as an adventure.  Life, for a child, with both its joys and sorrows, is just plain interesting.  There is this sense of astonishment, of being surprised, by the things that happen and the people a child meets.

Or what about a child’s short memory when it comes to bearing grudges?  We’ve all noticed, haven’t we, how quickly a child can forgive and forget?  Your daughter comes in crying and proclaims loudly, “I’m never going to play with that awful Billy ever again.”  Things eventually calm down, you look outside a half-hour later, and there’s Billy in the sandbox with your daughter, the two of them playing together as if nothing had happened.  A child has an enormous capacity to forgive.

Who do you think you are?  You are a child of God who forgives as you have been forgiven!

Oh, there’s still more:  a child is a work in progress.  A child is in the process of becoming.  One of the characters in a Henry James’ novel is characterized as “eminently incomplete.”  That description fits us all.

The author of First John reminds us of that:  “Beloved, we are God’s children now; what we will be has not yet been revealed.  What we do know is this:  when he is revealed, we will be like him, for we will see him as he is.”

God is in the process of sculpting you and me, shaping us into the people he wants us to become.  Like any sculptor he chips and chisels away at us, working us into the exact form and shape which he desires.  And sometimes that chipping and chiseling hurts…and perhaps we squirm and complain and maybe even want to run away.  But as long as we live by our faith in Christ, we cannot escape from this divine Artist and we soon discover that we don’t want to escape from him.  We want him to have his way with us, no matter how much it hurts.

Who do you think you are?  You are a child of our artist God, you are God’s work in progress!

And yet there is more!  And, you know, we are getting close and closer to the truth as we go along here.  Children know how to trust.  They know how to depend upon somebody else, realizing that they are not able to do everything for themselves.

Erik Erickson, in his famous theory on life cycles, said that that was the first stage that an infant goes through:  a basic leaning of how to trust.  If a child’s emotional and physical needs are met, then a child will be able to trust.

Isn’t that true of the children in our families?  They do not worry about whether or not breakfast will be on the table when they wake up.  Or whether Mom or Dad will be there at night to tuck them into bed.  Most children do learn to trust, to depend upon others.

But what happens when we become adults and begin to do things for ourselves:  get a job, buy food, rent an apartment, drive our own car.  Do we think then that we can do everything for ourselves, that we no longer have to depend upon others?  That we don’t need to trust?  Not even God?  “Unless you become like a little child, you will never enter the Kingdom of God.”

Who do you think you are?  You are a child of God, a creature….who trusts in your Creator.

And finally now, there is one more piece:  a child knows how to receive a gift!  Today in our New Member Class I will once again be sharing this favorite illustration of mine.  It’s the day before Christmas and your friend drives up to your house, rings the doorbell; you answer it, and there she stands with a beautifully wrapped Christmas gift, hands it to you and says, “This is for you.”

And your first response is, “Oh, you shouldn’t have!”  And you mean it…because you don’t have a gift for her, and you’re embarrassed!  It’s hard for adults to receive a straight-out gift!

But not for a child.  I could come up to any 3rd-grader in this congregation, give him or her a ten-speed bike, and not a single one of them would say to me, “Oh, Pastor Tom, you shouldn’t have!”  What they’d probably do is jump right on and pedal around the block – without even saying “Thank you” – they’d be so excited!

Who do you think you are?  You are a child of God, with empty, outstretched hands, able to receive gifts.

Do you know what is for me the most moving moment in our celebration of the Eucharist?  It’s when you come forward, down to the front, and you hold out your hands, empty, almost childlike, waiting to receive.

We children of God know how to receive gifts.  This is the rock-bottom Gospel truth.  Because that’s what the Kingdom is….it’s a gift!  Jesus holds it out and he says, “Become like a little child and receive the gift.”

And you and I – whatever age we are – with our sense of wonder at the gift, our eagerness, our adventure, our trust in God wanting the best for us….we reach out and grab the gift and pedal away off into the world with joy on our faces!
