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one
LEARNING
FROM JESUS
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.
Je sus

I

live on a small hobby farm in Western Colorado. We have

horses, chickens, dogs, cats, and goats. After twelve years of keeping
company with goats, I’ve learned a thing or two. For example, I have

learned that if a fence won’t hold water it won’t hold a goat. I have
learned that horses, dogs, and goats can read human body language
and will use this superpower in the service of their belly.
After a few years into our little goat adventure, I also learned that
when a mama goat is getting ready to have her kids, she prepares.
“Kids” are baby goats, and as I have children of my own, the similarities are not lost on me. The mama goat will paw the ground like
she’s making a nest. We might see her rub her abdomen against a
tree to move the kid into place, she might even stretch, doing a funny
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sort of goat yoga, downward dog meets cat pose, to move her young
near the birth canal. One particular spring, about ten years ago, I
noticed that mama goats do one other remarkable thing.
At that time I was in a raw and honest place in my walk with God.
I was wondering if God truly loved human beings. Questions circled
the inner landscape of my life. Did God really want us, long for us?
Did the character of God’s relationship with human beings consist
of love and longing? Or was it more like duty and drudgery? My
shaky reasoning went something like this: God created us, but we
ended up being such a mess that God, out of his own integrity, had
to deal with us. But in all honesty, God didn’t want to, he just wanted
to nuke the planet and be done with us.
In the midst of this conversation spring had sprung, and I was out
in a tiny lean-to shed with a mama goat who was getting ready to kid.
For several days she had been making her nest, pawing the ground,
moving dirt and hay around in circles. I often found her rubbing her
body against a tree, urging her young into the birth canal. It was just
her and me on a chilly spring night, and I could tell that her time had
come. All the usual signs were there. I remember that the sky was
crystal clear, I could see my breath and hers. The only light was from
a headlamp I was wearing, and after several dirty looks from her, I
turned it off. Who knew goats can give the stink eye?
About twenty minutes before the baby was born, she began to do
one thing that would forever change how I understood God’s love
and longing. She began to hum or sing or something like it. A soft
bleat with her lips closed. It wasn’t like a cry as if she was in pain, it
was soft and soothing. She continued this “singing” through the
8
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contractions, through the pushing, and when, finally, the baby was
born, she nuzzled the new life. She licked it clean and continued to
sing until the new life sang back.
For the next few hours, as my legs went numb from sitting on a
paint can, mama and baby softly, in a very tender way, sang to one
another. In this way she marked her baby as hers and the baby knew
its mama’s voice and sang back. Connection was in the singing. Safety
was in the song. God used that moment to speak deep healing and
truth into my questions. Our conversation took a monumental shift.
Longing for Connection
Developmental psychologists tell us that every human comes into
the world looking, reaching, and longing for connection. They tell
us that even within the womb children connect with their mother’s
voice, their mother’s smell, and their mother’s heartbeat. After we
are born, we search our parents’ eyes for connection. When they
smile, we smile back. This first smile doesn’t mean the same for the
babies as it does for the smitten parents: the babies are not pleased
or happy; they are mirroring the parents in an effort to connect.1
Although this intense desire to connect is an attempt for physical
survival, it is also a part of our psychological and spiritual survival.
The child who doesn’t connect with a primary caregiver by the age
of two is likely to develop something called reactive attachment disorder, which is a serious and horribly painful condition in which a
person has the longing to connect but is unable.
This longing to connect is woven into every human person. From
our first breath we are governed by this longing. My first memorable
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example of early human longing was when my daughter was born.
As soon as she was placed in my husband’s outstretched arms, she
grabbed onto his finger, which is a Palmer Grasp reflex, I am told.
The intense longing to connect is even wired into our reflexes.
But not only are humans wired for longing, we were created from
longing. The Creator God longed us into existence. “Before I formed
you in the womb I knew you,” says Jeremiah 1:5. The psalmist reminds us, “It was you who formed my inward parts; you knit me together in my mother’s womb” (Psalm 139:13). And Paul explains
that God “chose us in [Christ] before the creation of the world”
(Ephesians 1:4 NIV).
Every human has been chosen. God, who needed nothing else to
be whole and whose joy was complete before one ounce of creation,
longed for you. We human beings often long from a place of brokenness, but God, who is whole and holy, longs from a place of
abundance and joy. The parable of the lost sheep found in Matthew
18:10-14 is about longing. It is a story about a shepherd who longs
for his sheep so intensely that he leaves the ninety-nine to find the
lost one. God has been longing for you, longing to connect with you,
since before your very beginning. Every child you know has been
longed by God into existence.
We also long for God. Just as we are hardwired to seek connection with our caregivers, we are hardwired to seek connection
with God. Lisa Miller, psychology and education professor at Columbia, says, “Biologically, we are hardwired for spiritual connection. Spiritual development is for our species a biological and
psychological imperative from birth.”2 This hardwiring pulses in
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our bodies, in our minds and hearts, compelling us to reach for connection with God.
We get a glimpse of the human wiring to connect in Mark 10:13-16.
People were bringing little children to him in order that he
might touch them; and the disciples spoke sternly to them.
But when Jesus saw this, he was indignant and said to them,
“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.” And he took them up in his arms, laid
his hands on them, and blessed them.
Notice Jesus’ first word in this passage, “Let.” Let implies an already
forward moving progression. The children are already coming; it is
their natural inclination to seek connection. God has been longing, is
longing now, and will continue to long for children, and, further,
children are wired to long right back. The movement is already at hand.
What begins with forward motion continues on to what will
hinder. Jesus says, “do not stop them,” which could be an indictment
of the ministries for children and youth in the past and in our time.
The past teachings of the church for training children in the way of
Christ were created and implemented with good intention. However,
many of these intentions have fallen short of acknowledging the full
humanity of children or God’s capacity to meet children precisely
where they are.
When we adults fall into broken patterns of thinking about children
and about God, we tend to move toward models of babysitting,
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entertainment, or, worse, manipulation through shame and fear. Jesus
seems to be asking less of the adult and more of the child. Jesus seems
to be inviting the adult to empower the child and move out of the way.
He is inviting the child to direct encounter.
A Broken Pattern of Connection
My first conscious memory of God was in the La Sal Mountains in
Utah. I was with my family and we had driven up and into the timber
from our tiny town of Moab to cut firewood for the coming winter.
As the adults began their work, I wandered off into a grove of aspen
trees. If you’ve never seen aspens in autumn, imagine gold coins,
suspended by tiny gossamer strings, glistening in the sunshine.
Aspen trees grow in groves. Underneath, in the dark richness of
the soil, they are connected to one another by their life-giving root
system. They live in close proximity to each other, and while each is
a single tree, they are also a community. They share their health and
their sickness. And on this particular day they seemed to be issuing
me an invitation. I was only five years old but can still remember the
sponginess of the ground, which was damp with morning dew and
squishy from years of healthy cycles of decomposition. I bounded
my way into the aspens’ presence.
All at once I had a sense of awe and perhaps glory. The space was
so lovely, so inviting. I remember being drawn in. I wanted more of
whatever this was, so I lay down on my back in their midst. I gazed
up at the little coins, squinting from the intense brightness of the
sun. It seemed like the earth itself was breathing, and I was breathing
with it: slow and deep breathing of indescribable sweetness. A long12

SpiritualConversationsChildren 12

December 18, 2019 10:05 AM

L e a rning Fro m J es u s

known reality began to be realized in me that day. I gradually understood that I was not alone. I can’t explain how I knew this, and I
certainly couldn’t articulate that knowledge then, but I distinctly
remember knowing that I was not alone, I had never been alone,
and that whatever, whoever, was with me, loved me.
Fast-forward six years and my life was much different. A big
family move to Texas and the daily comings and goings buried this
experience in my memory. At the Christian school I attended, I sat
at a tiny, isolated desk, surrounded by thin booklets of math, science,
spelling, reading, all the usual culprits. I felt myself being swallowed
by loneliness. The intellectual pursuits doled out to me in four-page
increments were no salve for my soul. Each student was required to
have a Bible in their possession and to memorize an assigned
passage of Scripture each month. They were mostly passages around
what Dallas Willard calls “sin management.”
In the midst of drudgery, curiosity and, I suspect, the gentle
guidance of the Spirit led me to the Gospels, and I found a name for
that someone who was with me in the aspens. I don’t remember
what story of Jesus captured my heart first. All I can remember is an
insatiable desire to be with this person Jesus. I grew to love him. My
imagination was enlivened by his life, my heart was broken by his
death, and hope found a source in his resurrection. I refused to complete my other assignments; all I wanted to do was read about, talk
about, and, yes, even write minisermons about Jesus.
The universe of my little desk with my Bible was safe and full of
life. The generous gospel was the lifeblood of this universe. It was in
stark contrast to the rest of my world. The implicit theology of the
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school and the church was that all human beings are isolated from
God unless they have spoken the words of confession until they had
been broken by their sin and begged God to forgive them. To be
sure, this was a lived reality for many adults, but God was as near as
the breath in my lungs, and I had already grown to love him.
As an adult I understand why it was done, and I can empathize
with the driving need to control outcomes. If theology is rooted in
scarcity and logical conclusions lead to a fear that children will burn
in Dante’s eternal fires of hell, there is no time to muck about with
loving relationship. The children have got to be “saved” through any
means. And that’s what happened. Manipulative and coercive means
were used to convince the children to walk the aisle and say the
prayer. This, we were assured, would save us from the impending
devastation. My young mind understood that if I didn’t comply, I
would be alone again. My family would be ripped away by the Jesus
I had grown to love. Seeds of distrust were sown in my heart.
This must surely be what Jesus meant when he said, “Let the
children come to me and do not stop them.” When fear is used to
manipulate outcomes, it will cause a full stop. Danger doesn’t draw;
it drives. Jesus was well aware of the adult propensity to control.
Even in this passage his disciples are “speaking sternly” in an attempt
to control the situation. Jesus does not put up with it. He is indignant
and commands the adults to back down.
Longing for God
What did Jesus know about children? That they are already drawn to
connect with God. That coercion is a short-term, highly damaging
solution to behavior management. That every person, especially a
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child, is wired to long for God. That direct encounter with the Father
would change everything. He knew how to tap into this longing. He
knew how to listen people to life.
I have seen this many times as I sit with children as a listening
friend at Haven House. Our ministry is called holy listening, which
is a period of time set apart for an adult to sit with a child and listen.
Together the adult and the child listen to the life of the child, discerning where God has been showing up. On one particular day I
was meeting with Sadie, who was ten. She and her mother had
moved into Haven House seven months earlier. It was the longest
she had ever lived in the same place. For many years they lived in
their car, driving from Walmart parking lot to Walmart parking lot.
At Haven House, Sadie was in school and had regular meals and a
community surrounding her, but she still was struggling. She was
contentious with the other residents, explosive with the staff, and
rarely at rest in her body. The dedicated care providers at Haven
House got Sadie into counseling, which helped.
Sadie also wanted to come to holy listening. Most weeks I sat
with Sadie and listened to the disjointed stories of her life. In holy
listening we sit on a white blanket as a sign of sacred space. Sadie
entered the room with me but sat just outside of the blanket. This
was her choice, and I honored it with no protest. After several weeks
of meeting, I wondered how Sadie might respond to the Imago Dei
Ministries Reflection Cards.3 The Reflection Cards are the brainchild of therapist Katie Skurja. The deck of cards contains photographs of superheroes, fictional cartoon characters, and other objects on which to project thoughts and feelings. We opened our time
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in the usual way: she sat just outside of the blanket, and I asked for
grace. I introduced the Reflection Cards and invited Sadie to choose
two cards that told a story about a time she knew God was with her.
Sadie chose her cards and arranged them in a shallow sandbox we
used to draw prayers. “Can you tell me these stories,” I asked,
pointing to the cards. She introduced her stories with the caveat that
“these are not from today but over a while.” She told the story of a
bullying incident that made her afraid. “But it wasn’t the scariest.”
She went on to say, “The scariest was the day my dad and brother got
in a fight.” I asked, “Where was God during the fight?” “Oh, he was
there,” she said. “Only no one could hear him.” With the next card
she told the story of swinging at school and singing. She described
how God was all around her, lifting her up, and singing with her.
“He likes it when I sing,” she said. Then she shifted her focus to
drawing patterns with her fingers in the sand around her pictures.
She asked if she could use the blocks in the sand too. I agreed that it
was a brilliant idea. “You can use this time to talk with God about
your stories,” I offered. She nodded her head and then asked if she
could move our battery-powered candle to the sand too.
Slowly, she moved her entire body onto the blanket and created
her own prayer collage out of her stories, the sand, and our candle.
This Jesus, who knows that children are wired to connect, reached
out his hand and drew her to himself.
Soaking It In
The following are suggested topics for conversation with God, with
others, or even with yourself.
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• Reflect on your first experience of God. How did this experience shape what you believe about God today?
• Meditate on the version of Psalm 23 found in appendix 1.
Notice what stirs in you. What resonates with your soul? What
seems to be too good to be true?
• Reflect on your own childhood spirituality. Was it shaped by a
theology of scarcity or generosity? What do you think about
that today?
• Reflect on your relationship with Jesus over the course of your
life. How has it grown or changed as time has passed?
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