Pre

November is Vision Month.  We are re-discovering the vision statement of Morning Star.  Last week we talked about Morning Star’s overall purpose, which is to help people meet Jesus Christ and grow spiritually.  In the second sentence of Morning Star’s vision statement, we say that we have a special concern for the spiritual needs of young families.  In other words, we are “kid friendly.”  A priority for us is to help kids know that God loves them, and to help kids and their families grow spiritually.   In the vision for our building, we have in mind a pre-school, and places to play and learn.  A year ago, we took the risk of creating a position called Director of Children and Family Ministry.  Kids have always had a place in our worship.  We are kid friendly.  

In the Bible passage, we learn that Jesus is kid friendly, too. 

Let Them Come!

Mark 10:13-31


One family had invited another family over for dinner, and just before they began to eat, the mom of the house asked her six-year-old daughter to say the blessing.  “I wouldn’t know what to say,” the little girl replied.  “Just say what you hear Mommy say,” the mother said.  So the little girl bowed her head and said with a sigh, “Dear Lord, why on earth did I invite all these people to dinner?” (internet)


Aren’t kids great?  And they teach us so much.  


Here are just a few great truths that children have learned and they can teach us:

1. No matter how hard you try, you can’t baptize cats.


2. When your Mom is mad at your Dad, don’t let her brush your hair.


3. If your sister hits you, don’t hit her back.  They always catch the second one.


4. Never ask a 3-year-old to hold a tomato.


5. You can’t trust a dog to watch your food.


6. You can’t hide a piece of broccoli in a glass of milk. (internet)


Kids are honest, open, and forthright.  But what I think is so great about kids is their potential.  Bach and Beethoven were once toddlers.  So was Einstein and Mother Teresa.  Madame Curie and Alexander Graham Bell.  Billy Graham.  Think about Jesus lying in the manger on Christmas night.  Just a baby, yet what a future he had ahead of him.  What a great destiny.  


Every kid who walks through Morning Star’s life has great potential.  And what a great opportunity we have to touch them each with the love and grace of God.  To introduce them to Jesus and teach them what it means to be his follower.  What could be more important than that?  


Kids have such great potential.  And so many of them are at great risk. 

Think about it.  Who are the truly innocent victims in war?  Who are the most vulnerable when there is domestic violence in a home?  What happens when parents use drugs or abuse alcohol?  The kids suffer, don’t they, and they learn a dysfunctional way of living.  In many parts of the world, kids are used as slave labor.  Sometimes we are shocked to discover that the clothes we like to buy have been made by companies who use such slave labor.  When you think about the overall world situation, the tensions, the wars, it’s the kids who have the least say in what goes on.  


Here are a few statistics:  Every year 3.3 million children are exposed to violence by family members against their mothers or female caretakers.  40-60% of men who abuse women also abuse children.  In one study that was done in Florida, 27% of domestic homicide victims were children.  In the next 24 hours, 1,439 Teens will attempt suicide.  In that same 24 hour period, 2,795 teenage girls will become pregnant, and 15,006 teens will use drugs for the first time.  


Of course, kids have always been at risk.  An important part of the background of today’s passage from the Bible has to do with the status of children.  In the first century, children had no power. In a political and social sense, they simply didn’t count.  Unwanted children could legally be thrown away at birth.  Some people, greedy for gain, would gather up the throw-aways and train them up to be gladiators or prostitutes or slaves.  Some would even mutilate a child and put that child to work as a beggar.  


In the first century and today, it’s a happy day when a person grows beyond that age of dependence and powerlessness and becomes an adult who is able to make adult decisions, be self-supporting, and chart a course for the future.  Many of us who have been adults for some time may feel some nostalgia about our childhood, but I don’t know many who would want to go back there to the place of powerlessness and dependence.  


A husband asked his wife what she would like for her birthday.  She said, “I would like to be six again.”  So, the husband went to work planning a day she would never forget.  He took her to Six Flags, and they rode on every ride.  They ate cotton candy.  Then they went to Chuckie Cheeses for dinner and finally they went home, exhausted, and flopped on the couch.  The husband said, “How did you like your day, Honey?”  


She glared at him and said, “I meant SIZE 6!”  


Well, what about you?  If you are now over 21, do you want to go back to the place of dependence and powerlessness?  


I think that’s exactly what Mark wants us to struggle with.  In relation to the kingdom of God, we are all children.  And in fact we cannot even enter the kingdom of God unless we accept salvation as a child would.  As a gift.  The problem with the rich man was that he just couldn’t do that.  He wanted to earn his way into the kingdom.  He thought he could do it.  He wanted Jesus to say that he was good enough to get in on his own steam.  He had kept the commandments.  He went to church all the time.  He was a good guy.  And probably handsome, to boot.  If God graded on the curve, he would have been way up there in the spiritual ‘A’ range.  But God doesn’t grade on the curve.  Everyone gets into the kingdom on the same basis.  It’s a gift.  And that is why it is so hard for the rich and powerful to get in.  Because they live with the illusion of self-sufficiency.  And it is an illusion, because no one can buy his way into God’s good graces, either with money or with good behavior.  It can’t be done.  It’s impossible.


Jesus challenged the man who was powerful in the ways of this world.  He was like a camel trying to thread his way through a needle.  He needed to try a different way.  The way of surrender.  And that man turned away.  Jesus had tough words for this self-sufficient adult.  But Jesus welcomed the little children: “Let the little children come to me; do not stop them; for it is to such as these that the kingdom of God belongs.  Truly I tell you, whoever does not receive the kingdom of God as a little child will never enter it.”  


The rich man didn’t want to be six again.  But I would venture to say, neither did the disciples.  Their attitude toward children gives them away.  


The disciples were less than eager to give the kids access to Jesus.  It’s easy to understand their position.  It’s already been a tough day for Jesus, teaching, being challenged by the Pharisees.  Now, he’s back at the house where they are all staying, and it might be nice to have a little peace and quiet.  But people keep ringing the doorbell and wanting to see Jesus.  Among them, a long line of harried moms and dads with squirming, crying, drooling babies.  Think about the line of kids waiting to have their picture taken with Santa, and you kind of get the idea.  These people are really getting annoying.  


It makes sense that the disciples, who were sort of control freaks anyway, would try to manage the situation.  They chastise the parents for bringing the kids in and bothering Jesus.  It sort of reminds me of the kid who was making a minor scene in church one day by just turning around and smiling at everyone.  His mom grabbed him and jerked him around and said, “Stop grinning.  You’re in church!”  She gave his backside a little slap, and as a tear ran down his cheek, she said, “that’s better,” and returned to her prayers.  (Ill. Unlmtd, 92)  


Well, while the disciples are concerned about managing the crowd, Jesus is concerned about what’s going on with them.  I imagine Jesus looking around and saying, “Hey, who’s in charge around here?  Let them come.  These are my kind of people.  Let them come.”    


Let them come.  


If we want to be like Jesus, we need to learn to welcome children.  I think that those who welcome children are people with real vision.  Think about this story.  In the late fourteenth century a chapel and great hall were built at New College, Oxford.  Almost five hundred years later Sir Gilbert Hall was hired to restore the roof of the hall.  The roof and the huge oak beams which supported it were badly rotted.  Where would such massive beams be found?  Representatives of the college took Sir Gilbert to Great Hall Woods, in Berkshire, where a century earlier some unknown leader had planted trees for this very purpose.  The replacement beams were found because someone had seen a need and prepared for it—even though he was not there to see his plans accomplished.  (story file, 14.12.4)


The kids of today are the pillars and beams of tomorrow’s church.  We may not see the end result of our ministry with them, but the seeds we plant today will bear fruit in some tomorrow.  

Here’s one last statistic to absorb.  In surveys across the nation, 2/3 of adult Christians today say that they made their first commitment to Christ before the age of 18. Kids are making key decisions about who they are and who they want to be.  Introducing kids to Jesus needs to be more important than introducing them to karate and soccer and dance.  You might say, well that’s the parents’ responsibility, and certainly that’s true to a point.  But it’s the church’s job to make disciples, so maybe this is just another challenge for us to consider.  How to create new ministries that will reach out and touch kids that would not otherwise have the opportunity to meet Jesus Christ and grow spiritually.


Kids have such great potential!  The kid making a ruckus in the back row could be the next Billy Graham or Mother Teresa.  Then again, that child could be the next Adolph Hitler or Timothy McVeigh.  That child could end up changing the world for better or worse.  What could be more important than to welcome that child in Christ’s name?   What could be more important than to introduce that child to Jesus?  
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