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.....  Whoever humbles himself like this child, he is greatest in the Kingdom of Heaven.  
Jesus again is here teaching his disciples, trying to explain the ways of God to them.  And we all love the story - the image of a small child on his knee, looking up at Jesus - innocent, trusting, - and we hear the words of Jesus, telling us to be more like this child....  But how can we?   We're not children - we are grownups, full of purpose and responsibility!   Can we ever be a child again - can we ever feel that wonder?  
Childhood is a special time in our lives - full of emotion and memories of another time.  I had a great childhood - my Mother and Father raised 8 children - and somehow made each one of us feel special.  As a child, I always felt loved, safe, and protected.  One of my fondest memories of that time was going to the drive-in movies.  All those kids and my parents, crowded into the station wagon - I imagine we paid by the carload!  In the summer, it wouldn't get dark until after 8:00, so when the second movie would finish, it must have been close to midnight.  I would be in the back seat, trying to keep my eyes open for the ride home - but they got heavier and heavier.  I knew that my father up front at the wheel, he was in control, and it was alright to just let go and fall asleep.  Sometimes when we got home, I would wake up and stumble inside and upstairs to bed.  But many times, I would wake up the next morning, warm and safe in bed, and I knew that my father had carried me upstairs and tucked me in.  What a great memory.  
But did I remain a child?  No - I grew up, went to school, went to college, and as the Apostle Paul did, I "put away childlike things" - I became a "grownup".  

But what is a grownup - and why doesn't Jesus like us to be grownups?  Jesus knows what happens as we grow up.  He knows that as we get to a certain age (the teens?) we decide that we have it all figured out.  We learn, and learn, and learn - until suddenly - we are full - and we know it all.  And once we know it all, we stop listening - we stop learning.  But as a grownup - do we really know it all?  One of my very favorite quotes is from Will Rogers - a social commentator/humorist and wit - who said 
"Everyone is ignorant - only on different subjects"  

How true is that observation - I know nothing about vascular surgery, the doctor knows nothing about automatic transmissions, and the mechanic doesn't know how to baste a turkey......   And yet, no grownup would ever consider themselves ignorant.  In fact, I think a grownup.....  including myself..... would tolerate a slur saying that I was overweight, or funny-looking - but not stupid!!!!
So what does knowing everything do to us?  First, if affects our hearing -we cannot hear very well - either our fellow man or our God.  Maybe our head  swells to such a proportion, that our ears don't work right!  So, instead of listening, we try to use our intelligence to know what others think, and even to explain how God thinks.  This attitude keeps us from a proper relationship with our God.  A child understands the true relationship between themselves, adults, and their God.  A child is here -    an adult is here - and God - well he is way, way, up there.   When we grow up, we know that we are way above a child - and imagine that we have closed the gap between us and God.  But in reality, He is still way, way up there - literally and figuratively.  
When Jesus picked his disciples, did he go to the temple - did he choose the Pharisees and the Sadducees - the scribes and men who did nothing all day but study the scripture - men who knew it all?   No, he walked by the shores of Galilee, and chose fishermen and tax collectors - men who knew the scriptures, but did not know it all.  Men - like children - willing to walk humbly with their teacher.  Jesus knew that you cannot teach someone who already knows it all.  And Jesus had a lot to teach them.  Yet even the disciples got themselves into trouble with Jesus on occasion - and how did they do that?  First, when they debated over which of them was the greatest - and again, when Peter rebuked Jesus for saying he would die on the cross.  Both times, they had ceased to walk humbly with their master.  
Look at a child - when you tell a child something, what is their reaction?  They nod, and say ooh, or why? Or how come?  Children want to learn - they look to their parents and teachers for help and support.  Now, if you tell a grownup something, what is their reaction?  Probably shaking their head, telling you that you are wrong, or that they already knew that..........  
You see, an adult has a very hard time says those three little words - some adults have never uttered them.  I know personally how difficult they are to say - the words are "I don't know".  Somehow, we are expected to understand everything - and by saying I don't know -  we appear -- stupid?.....  So we say something - anything - and sometimes prove that appearance true.  I have heard many politicians speak for hours in this way.  
Yes, knowing everything - being a grownup - can keep us from our God.  The symptoms for Know-it-all-itis resemble the symptoms for the love of money or power.  Once we put our faith in our brain power, once we trust in our titles and self importance, we push God aside - sometime completely out of the way.  Rather than sitting on the knee of God, like a child, listening  - we talk about what God is thinking - we imagine that we can think and see things like Him.  
Most of you have heard a line about how power corrupts.  It was written by a man known as Lord Acton.  In a letter to a friend of his, Bishop Creighton, he wrote "Power tends to corrupt, and absolute power corrupts absolutely.  Great men are almost always bad men."  What a statement - yet we all know that it rings true.  The more fame and power and stature a person has, the more they believe themselves above mere mortals like us - indeed, maybe above God.  The nightly news always has stories of congressmen, sports stars, and investment bankers that have all stepped over the line - from good to bad.  It seems the farther we are from being a child - the farther we are from God.  
Once we stop being a child of God - in our teens or whenever - are we stuck with that condition all our life?  Well, I don't believe so.  At some point, as people get older and our age begins to show, I think perhaps we do lose some of our "sureness" - that is, things are no longer so black and white.  Like our hair, maybe some issues become gray for us.  Many people call this "getting mellow" - I like to think that we are getting back to being a child - realizing that we don't have all the answers.  

When I was going to sea, there was a story about an old captain.  He was bringing a ship into port, New York I think, and it was foggy, and ships and small boats were everywhere.  The young third mate and the pilot hurried around the bridge, checking the radar, looking out for boats, and avoiding traffic, while the captain sat quietly in the corner in his chair, drinking coffee.  When things finally calmed down, the pilot went over to him, and said, "Captain, you must have done this so many years, nothing seems to worry you."  The captain replied, "Well, pilot, I have been doing this for a long time, but that's not why this doesn't bother me.  You know, when I first started going to sea, I was a young third mate, right out of school, and I knew everything.  There was nothing that I couldn't do.  After a couple of years, I got a job as a second mate, and while there were a couple of things that I didn't understand, they didn't bother me, and I had no fear.  Soon, I was sailing as Chief Mate, and I realized that there were a lot of things that I really should study up on, because I wasn't sure about them.  But then I started sailing as Captain.  And I have been sailing captain for twenty years - and now I realize that I don't know anything about anything.  But I'm not worried.  You know why, Pilot?  Because I have a third mate right over there, and he knows everything!  
So my message today - is to remind us that no matter how old or young we are - that we can always be a child of God.  We don't understand it all - but that's okay.  The apostle Paul, the man who met his Savior on the road to Damascus - he says that he doesn't know.  
"for now we see in a mirror dimly, but then, face to face.  Now I know in part; then I shall understand fully" 

 Paul did not know all of God's ways.  What a liberating thought - that we don't have to have all the answers - that we are allowed to shrug our shoulders.  Only by seeking to be a child - a child of God - do we draw near to Him.  Like a child, we should be eager to learn - to read his scripture, to talk with him constantly, to listen for his still small voice.  Allow ourselves that childlike sense of awe - allow our God to be Great.  And - like a child - walk humbly with our God.   Listen to our neighbors - hear their opinions without judging them - and be open to other ideas and philosophies.  Nod more.  And sometimes, just throw our hands up and say "Who knows? God knows!"
And I like to imagine, that, if we stay children of God - if we let God be in control, if we stay in the back seat, and let Him drive - then, when our eyes close for the last time, it will be his strong arms that pick us up, and carry us across that threshold, and upstairs.  And we will wake up .......home.....home in his heavenly kingdom, home with our Father.  
Is that just a childlike thought?   - I hope so!                          Amen
