NEWS COMMENT INSPIRATION DEBATE

TIMO
FIRST

“How are we, who are adults, to become like
little children again?”

“...unless you change and become like children, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven. ...”
Matthew 18:1-5

T

he disciples want to know which
of them will be the greatest
in the Kingdom. Peter, James
and John are probably the hot
favourites – they’ve just witnessed Jesus’
transfiguration (17:1-8). Of the three, Peter is
the one consulted by the temple authorities
as to whether or not Jesus pays the temple
tax (17:24-25). And, of course, it’s far more
comforting to think about Jesus making
cabinet appointments as the newly-installed
ruler in Jerusalem than to take seriously his
prediction of forthcoming suffering and
death (17:22-23).
Jesus’ response is as disconcerting as it is
shocking and powerful. He calls a child over,
stands her in their midst and says: “There –
that’s your role model of greatness!”
Children were so unimportant that
the word “child” was frequently neuter,
rather than masculine or feminine. A child
was an “it”, as here in 18:2. Adults tended
to become interested in children only at
puberty; disturbingly, at the point in which
they become potential sexual partners.
Girls in particular suffered. Newborn girls
were often simply thrown away, left to
starve or be eaten by predators, or sold into
prostitution at an early age, because families
didn’t want expensive daughters.
Jesus turns this world upside down.
The disciples’ question becomes the
occasion for a discourse on the priority
and preciousness of “these little ones”
(18:6-14) in which the cultural disregard
for “the expendables” is countered by
God’s passionate love and concern for
their welfare, made most poignantly
visible in parable of the lost sheep. The
“little ones” are not just children, they are
throwaways – the people we regard and

‘Jesus’ response is as
disconcerting as it is
shocking and powerful’
treat as subhuman refuse. If we want an
insight into God’s opinion on the drowned
migrants washed ashore, look at 18:6-7.
I “get” Jesus’ point about children being
the least in society, and therefore first in the
Kingdom. But what does Jesus mean when
he says: “Unless you change and become
like little children, you will never enter the
Kingdom”? Why does he say that? And, how
are we, who are adults, to do what he says
and become like little children again?
I suspect it has to do with being able
to “hear” what Jesus says about the new
world of the Kingdom in ways that trigger
an enthusiastic response. I suspect it has
to do with a child’s capacity to imagine (a
capacity that diminishes with experience

and education) and therefore with the
urgent need for us adults to engage very
intentionally with “becoming children
again”. We need to unlearn all the lessons
we’ve learned so painstakingly about “the
way the world works” so as to be open to
the radically different, God-infused world
of the Kingdom.
Little children respond joyfully to new
worlds. The stories that capture their
imagination conjure up imaginary worlds
peopled with dragons and magic and all the
myriad possibilities evoked by “Once upon
a time”. These are worlds in which anything
is possible – where paupers turn out to be
princesses, love and goodness triumph “and
they all lived happily ever after”.
We adults lose our wonder at these
worlds. Experience tells us that they can
never be. Disappointment and despair
poison our capacity to hear and imagine and
reach out for such worlds. We dare not trust
them; they are too unbelievable. Literally.
Jesus knew well that most of us would
be unable to hear and imagine a world
of Good News. One where people would
love God with heart and soul and mind
and strength, and neighbour as self. One
where even the most despised were fêted
and honoured as beloved children of God.
One where compassion would ensure that
suffering, cruelty, oppression, hunger and
injustice were obsolete. One where people
experienced personally the very life of God
indwelling them; in which resurrection, life,
love and forgiveness had the last word.
We don’t become children again in a
moment. It takes daily, weekly, lifelong
immersion in the stories of the new world
and of Jesus, who made it present and real.
We hear it in preaching; we see and taste it
at baptisms and Communion. It becomes
real enough to embrace like little children
when we spend time in these sacred spaces
… and God shows up.
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Small group discussion questions
November 2015
Chapter & verse – Lawrence Moore (p22)
Read Matthew 18: 1-14, followed by Lawrence Moore’s article.
1. Thinking back to when you were a child, in what ways was your life most different to the
way it is today?
2. Lawrence mentions in the first paragraph of “Chapter & verse” that some of Jesus’ disciples
had recently received special recognition. How do you suppose the others felt about this?
3. In the third paragraph, Lawrence looks at the way children were treated and thought of in
the ancient world. How different is their position in our society?
4. “The ‘little ones’ are not just children, they are throwaways,” says Lawrence in paragraph
four. Do you agree that Jesus is talking about more than children? What difference does this
idea make to how you read this passage?
5. Asking what Jesus meant when he said: “Unless you change and become like little children,
you will never enter the Kingdom,” Lawrence suggests in paragraph six that “it has to do
with a child’s capacity to imagine”. What does imagination have to do with the Kingdom of
Heaven? Do you find this a helpful way in to understanding Jesus’ words?
6. In paragraph nine, Lawrence describes “a world of Good News”. How does that description
make you feel? Does it sound realistic?
7. Lawrence suggests that most of us are “unable to hear and imagine a world of Good News”.
What makes it hard for us to do so? What makes it hard for you personally?
8. What can we do to become children again? Lawrence shares some ideas in the last
paragraph. Do you have suggestions of your own?
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For further reflection: “See what love the Father has given us, that we should be called
children of God”. ( 1 John 3:1)
Prayer: Father, we are your children, but many years of experience have changed us from the
children you made us to be. Scrape away the years of hardness and cynicism. Give us again
the eyes to see the world as you see it, the hearts to hope for it and the hands to make a
change. Amen.
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