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“LET THE CHILDREN COME TO ME” 
THE SPIRITUAL LIFE OF CHILDREN 

Matthew 18:1-6; 10-14 
 

 
 This sermon is about Jesus and children – and about the spiritual life of children.  What 
better day to talk about this than Rally Day … especially with the kids helping in the service, 
the changes that we’ve made to Sunday School, and the Bibles that were presented by our 
church family. 

 
 Novelist Mary Gordon observes that in her reading of ancient literature, Jesus is 
pictured often uniquely as “an affectionate hero.”  Where we see this is in his relationship with 
his friends for sure, but more directly with CHILDREN. 
 If you go through the books of theologians and New Testament scholars, you see very 
little attention given to Jesus and children.  But go to collections of sacred art, to illustrated 
Bibles, to stained glass windows, to Sunday School classrooms, and one of the most often 
pictured scenes is Jesus and the CHILDREN.  Try Googling images of “Jesus and Children” and 
you’ll literally get thousands of pictures.  In almost all of them you can sense the happiness of 
the children and even Jesus is smiling.  And of course the children look almost in motion, 
playing with him. 
 I believe these pictures are the result of this famous scene we read as our scripture text 
today, coupled with Mark’s account that Matthew obviously used when writing his gospel.  
And I especially like how Mark opens this dialogue.  He says in chapter 10, verse 13: “People 
were bringing little children to him in order that he might touch them.”  The disciples actually 
tried to shoo them away.  Jesus had more important things to do.  But Jesus grew “indignant” 
Mark tells us – yes Jesus could get indignant – and he said: 
 “Let the little children come to me;  
  do not stop them; for it is to such as these  
  that the kingdom of God belongs.” (Mark 10:14) 

 Then he said looking at them all, US all: 
 “Truly I tell you, whoever does not receive  
  the kingdom of God as a little child  
  will never enter it.” (Mark 10:15) 
  And he took them up in his arms, laid his hands on them,  
  and blessed them. (Mark 10:16) 

 His first word evokes WONDER and JOY:  
 “…for it is to such as these that the kingdom of God belongs.”  And if he says that to these 
little children, then he is saying it to ALL children, and if to ALL … then maybe I HAVE A CHANCE 
too! 

 The second word is a CHALLENGE:  
 Matthew’s version says: “Truly I tell you, unless you CHANGE and become like children, you 
will never enter the kingdom of heaven.”   
 CHANGE. 
 What is the quality of child-likeness that is a prerequisite for entrance into the kingdom 
of God? 
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 Wonder and joy 
 Imagination and curiosity 
 Innocence and dependence 
 honest need 
 purity of feelings [children feel what they feel completely, 
 purely, unhinderedly, without dilution.] 
 receptivity 
 energy 

 All of that can be recaptured if we CHANGE from our grown-up, self-sufficient, cynical, 
highly defended, have-to-be-right selves and BECOME AS A CHILD.  And when we DO the 
kingdom of God is near. 

 
 But Jesus meant something else as well about becoming as a child – something we are 
not sure we want to be.  To be a child in Jesus’ world was to be one without status.  As lowly as 
slaves. 

 You can’t carry your status in the kingdom of God.  It won’t get through the door.  It’s 
like trying to sit in a Volkswagen Bug carrying snow skis.  Oh wait, you live in Florida … the 
analogy won’t work.  I had a VW Bug in Colorado and there was no way I could get my skis in 
that thing. You have to leave your STATUS behind.  Become as one WITHOUT STATUS. 

    
 Henri Nouwen left Harvard to live in the L’Arche community, a community of mentally 
retarded adults.  What he discovered was a shock to his psyche.  All the things that he had built 
his life around, his intellect and eloquence, his academic prowess, and ability to write  … meant 
nothing there.  ALL that MATTERED, ALL they WANTED, was his LOVE … ALL they wanted was HIM. 

 Gordon Cosby, the founding pastor of The Church of the Saviour in Washington, D.C., 
once said that every pastor search committee should ask this question: “Are you weak enough 
to be the pastor of our church?”  It is a Jesus question, a kingdom question: We see your 
strengths, but do you know your weakness? 
 Unless you become as a child... 

 
 But Jesus’ love could turn from tender to FIERCE.  When it came to defending children 
from harm he could become like a momma bear.  So in Matthew 18 he says: 

 “If any of you put a stumbling block before one of these little ones who 
believe in me, it would be better for you if a great millstone were fastened 
around your neck and you were drowned in the depth of the sea.” (Matthew 
18:6) 

 Whoa!  No gentle Jesus meek and mild here.  We need some Jesus scholar to tell us Jesus 
really didn’t say that. 

 BUT HERE IT IS: A church, a community, a nation is marked by how they treat the least of 
these, and the first of the least of these are our children … our youngest and most vulnerable. 

 SO HEAR THIS CALL TO PARENTS: Your first duty in life is to your children … to love and 
cherish, protect and nurture them. 

 AND HERE IS THE CALL TO OUR NATION: Your first duty is to your children.  So we must 
face the facts of our nation where every day the rich grow richer and our own children grow 
poorer: 

 Thirteen million children living in poverty, a million more since 2000. 
 Nine million have no health insurance although 90% of their parents work. 
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 There are 22 nations which rank ahead of us on infant mortality.  Among the 33 
industrialized nations, the United States is tied with Hungary, Malta, Poland and 
Slovakia with a death rate of nearly 5 per 1,000 babies … Does that not alarm you?  It 
should. 

 In our nation a child is abused or neglected every 35 seconds. 
 We continue to cut public money from the care and education of our children.  We 

have other priorities, others we benefit first, most of whom are among the “first of 
these” not the “least of these.”   

 And if we don’t do something about it, our era will be marked by this: We took care of 
the “first of these” not the “least of these.”   

 We are in huge denial as a nation about our children.  I speak of personal responsibility 
within the family – are you liberals listening?  And I speak of the social responsibility of our 
community and nation – are you conservatives listening? 

 “Whoever welcomes one such child in my name welcomes ME.”  “Inasmuch as you’ve done 
it to the least of these, you’ve done it for ME,” Jesus said. 

 I’ve always loved his words: “Any who would receive such a child as this, receives me and 
whoever receives me receives the one who sent me.” 
 To welcome a child into our lives is to welcome CHRIST and the ONE who sent him.  To care 
for a CHILD … is to care for CHRIST.   

 
 And now I turn to the spirituality of children and to the last verse I want to address from 
Matthew 18.  It may be unfamiliar to you.  It never appears in the church’s three-year 
lectionary.  In fact, none of today’s verses from Matthew 18 appear.  That’s one of the reasons I 
don’t use the lectionary for my preaching.  Verse 10 states: 

 “Take care that you do not despise one of these little ones; for, I tell you, in 
heaven their angels continually see the face of my Father in heaven.” 

 In Jesus’ day, to have an angel was to have direct access to God and to have God’s 
protection.  It was like having God’s cell-phone as number 1 on your speed-dial.  And people 
thought only some people had angels. 
 Jesus says we ALL have angels … we ALL have infinite worth before God.  In our 
understanding of this verse, an angel stands for our “spirit-self” that is connected to God’s own 
self and Spirit. 

 I know this all sounds rather nebulous, but your angel is your “spirit-self” … your 
“deepest-self” which has come from God and lives before the face of God.  We ALL have a 
sacred calling to nurture that “spirit-self”, our “spirituality”, and to help nurture the spirituality 
of others.  For truly, we are ALL sacred persons … MIRACLE CREATIONS of God. 

    
 I love Shaker furniture … its beautiful clean simple lines, its use of cherry, oak and 
walnut.  We have some in our living room, made in the Amish Country of Northeast Ohio.  
Thomas Merton says of it: 

 “The peculiar grace of a Shaker chair consists in the fact that it was made 
by someone capable of believing that an angel might come sit in it.” 

 The great Medieval Jewish philosopher Moses Maimomides wrote a “medical ethics.”  
In it he said that a physician should enter a patient’s room as if there were an angel hovering 
above the bed of the patient.  I had a member in my church in Ohio, Ted Woodhall, the first 
Goodyear blimp pilot, who would say, “the Spirit hovers over us.”  Can you picture a blimp 
above you, but instead of “Goodyear” it says “Spirit”? 
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 So we approach EVERY child, EACH child as a SACRED GIFT OF LIFE, a UNIQUE CREATION of 
God, their SPIRITUALITY, their SOULFULNESS as unique as their fingerprint.   

    
 Robert Coles, the famous Harvard professor, a physician, psychiatrist and social 
psychologist says that “children are soulful in ways that they themselves reveal.”  Our job is to 
give them a place where their spirituality can be revealed ... and nurtured. 
 His own career was completely altered by the soulfulness of a 6 year old girl named 
Ruby Bridges.  It was 1960.  The schools of New Orleans had been completely segregated, 
black and white children never going to school together.  But now the courts had decided 
that the children had to go to school together. 
 Ruby Bridges was the first black girl to go to Frantz Elementary School.  Everyday she 
walked through a mob of angry adults who waved racist signs and shouted insults at her.  For 
many days she was the only child who came to school.  White parents refused to send their 
children to the school. 
 One day as her teacher, Miss Hurley, watched from a window, she saw Ruby again 
making her way through the angry mob.  She saw Ruby’s lips moving as she worked her way 
through them.  When she got to her classroom her teacher asked, “I saw your lips moving, 
who were you talking to?”   
 Ruby said, “I wasn’t talking to them, I was talking to God.”   
 “What did you pray?” her teacher asked. 
 Ruby said it was the prayer she said every day, before and after school: 
 Please God, try to forgive these people. 
 Because even if they say those bad things,  
 they don’t know what they are doing.   
 So You could forgive them  
 just like You did those folks a long time ago 
 when they said terrible things about You.  
 (Robert Coles, The Story of Ruby Bridges (New York: Scholastic Press, 1995)) 

 When Robert Coles interviewed Ruby and heard her prayer and sensed her depth of 
spirituality … he decided to spend the rest of his life studying the life of children in crisis.  And 
that he did, reflecting on the moral life and spiritual life of children. 
 (Robert Coles, The Spiritual Life of Children (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Co., 1990), p. xi.) 

 WHERE did Ruby get the stuff to pray that kind of prayer, to stand strong in such an 
atmosphere of hate? 
 You know where, don’t you?   
 Her little Baptist church Sunday School class. 

 
 Behold your children,  
 Listen to them,  
 Care for them,  
 Provide for them,  
 “for it is to such as these that the kingdom of God belongs.” 

Amen and Amen. 


