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OPENING WORDS: “Give Us the Spirit of the Child”

Give us the spirit of the child.
Give us the child who lives within:
The child who trusts, the child who imagines, the child who sings.
The child who receives without reservation, the child who gives without judgment.
Give us a child’s eyes, that we may receive the beauty and freshness of this day like a sunrise;
Give us a child’s ears, that we may hear the music of mythical times;
Give us a child’s heart, that we may be filled with wonder and delight;
Give us a child’s faith, that we may be cured of our cynicism;
Give us the spirit of the child, who is not afraid to need; who is not afraid to love.
Sara Moores Campbell

SERMON: “And When They Are Gone, I Sit Dreaming” 

American teacher and poet, Charles M. Dickinson (1842-1923) had a totally loving viewpoint about children, even to the extent of doing away with corporal punishment in class (something that was a rather common practice in his day). As he says in his poem “The Children”:

I have banish’d the rule and the rod;

I have taught them the goodness of knowledge,

They have taught me the goodness of God…

By and large, we UUs are in tune with Dickinson’s “methodology” when it comes to how we teach our children in Religious Exploration classes. 

All the other young spirits who have experienced our church’s classes through the years, have benefited from our UU approach of instilling “the goodness of knowledge” – for certainly our concept is that knowledge is power. Power in the sense that it gives a wider perspective on the workings in the world; that it can result in a loving, optimistic, and realistic viewpoint - one that will support a person’s efforts to make the world a better place. 

In return, those of you who have taught these children, or others, including your very own, know the gift you receive in bringing knowledge to others – you, along with Charles M. Dickinson, learn of the “goodness of God” – or whatever you might choose to call those incredible connections you make with those you guide.

And when you receive this gift of connecting with a young person, you might very well see yourself as a child. Sometimes, too, you realize that maybe the person you are supposed to be teaching, is really teaching you!

In his poem, Dickinson tells of his classroom situation at the end of the school day:

And when they are gone, I sit dreaming

Of my childhood, too lovely to last;

Of love that my heart will remember

When it wakes to the pulse of the past.

The children he teaches are the vehicle he uses to bring to his consciousness the memory of when he was a child, with trust and hope and expectation. He wants to recover that; he also is aware, that most of the children will grow into adulthood, and no longer be the sweet innocents they once were. So, while they are still children, they must somehow be forewarned of the disadvantages of growing older. As he says:

I ask not a life for the dear ones,

All radiant, as others have done,

But that life may have just enough shadow

To temper the glare of the sun. 

This is a realistic attitude, one that we in our RE programs have historically attempted. We listen to where the children are – aware that each child, indeed each person, has an innate sense of self and a certain amount of knowledge – and based upon those building blocks, we attempt to present the facts of life: of religions, of ethics, of social concerns, of love. We do not attempt to shield children by refusing to answer their questions about life’s meaning and purpose; nor do we fail to gently present the realities of the human condition to them. 

This all means that we are trying to prepare our kids for the life they lead NOW and ones they might choose to lead in the FUTURE. Our methodology is not just about getting kids into the future – it also is about the joy of who they are now, and what they want and might need to know.

A favorite reading of mine about teaching young people, comes from Sandy Price who reminds us in “Notes on an Unhurried Journey”:

When we adults think of children, there is a simple truth that we ignore – childhood is not preparation for life, childhood is life. A child isn’t getting ready to live; a child is living.


The child is constantly confronted with the nagging question: “What are you going to be?” Courageous would be the youngster who, looking the adult squarely in the face, would say, “I’m not going to be anything. I already am.”


We adults would be shocked by such an insolent remark, for we have forgotten if indeed we ever knew, that a child is an active, participating and contributing member of society from the time he or she is born. Childhood isn’t a time when the child is molded into a human who will then live life. He or she is a human who is living life. No child will miss the zest and joy of living unless these are denied by adults who have convinced themselves that childhood is a period of preparation.


How much heartache we would save ourselves if we would recognize the child as a partner with adults in the process of living, rather than always viewing him or her as an apprentice. How much we could teach each other: adults with the experience and children with freshness. How full both our lives could be.


How much we adults lose out in life, when we overlook the reality of a beautiful child whose presence is right before our eyes! How much we can learn from them – and how much they can learn from us. In truth, both sides must be willing to understand that this openness is part of being wise in the ways of the world.


I think that one of the major snafus in our modern society, is that we are so very materialistic – and not just about thinking we need to possess objects, but also about how we view other human beings. In a phrase: as objects, too!


We do that as adults with children; and the children do that with adults – each not considering whom the individual soul is inside that young or old body. We see only the surface features – where image not substance is important.


I know that it is very difficult for some of you to look in the mirror – because what you see is not what you think you are. Whatever message you got in life about appearance versus character (or ability), surfaces when you see some old thing in the mirror who you know can’t be you, because “you” know deep inside your “self” that you are young and carefree and can dance until the wee hours. Those of you who go beyond your appearance and continue to live life to the fullest (whatever that might mean for you as an individual), should be considered wise.


Young people can learn from you. And perhaps the wisest thing a younger person can do in regard to overcoming a materialistic, object-fixated life, would be to look into a mirror, and imagine what it would look like if 50 years had gone by! Or perhaps they should take a current photograph and let a computer enhance it, so that they age that half-century, and then get to see what they have to look forward to!


At any rate, all ages of people can learn from each other. But it takes intentionality to do this. So, if you older ones do not have a kid in your life – and even if you don’t want one – go out and find one, anyhow. You will be amazed at how you will grow in wisdom.


And if you kids don’t have a grandparent or a parent or mentor or other configuration of a person older than you, go out and find one.


So, let us ask, what are some of the lessons we older people can learn from the younger ones?


Back to the idea of materialism, of gain and profit motives, of purpose. Consider this observation by David J. Wolpe (Teaching Your Children About God):


Children do not study shoeboxes to manufacture better boxes. They study them because they are. That is a rare but wonderful devotion. It is important and necessary to study things for some purpose. It is holy to study them for no purpose. Each moment is precious not because of what it can be used for, but simply because it is. Creation is only one use of time. Another is appreciation.


Truly, a child can often have a very different perspective than an adult’s and can in fact, have a very wise and inventive one. 

It is very sad, when a child is not able to develop into the fullest possible flowering because an adult discourages such a natural process. 

Truly, our UU way of being in the world, supports our movement as ever evolving beings who seek personal as well as communal growth. And yet, how many of us when we were children were told we couldn’t or shouldn’t do or be something that we wanted so very much. How fortunate are those of us, on the other hand, who have been encouraged by others over the years to reach for our goals. 


In an article titled “The Miracle of Resiliency” David Gelman writes on the subject of how some kids are able to succeed, despite the odds against them. He says:


A prominent child psychiatrist, E. James Anthony, once proposed this analogy: there are three dolls, one made of glass, the second of plastic, the third of steel. Struck with a hammer, the glass doll shatters; the plastic doll is scarred. But the steel doll proves invulnerable, reacting only with a metallic ping.


In life, no one is unbreakable. But child-health specialist know there are sharp differences in the way children bear up under stress.


Gelman goes on to make the point that there are various factors why some children are more “resilient” to life’s blows, than are others. But the chief one that most of these kids have in common is a basic, trusting relationship with an adult.


Let us expand this thought by proposing the opposite. Let us say that there are no obvious unsettling factors in a child’s life, other than the lack of a basic, trusting relationship with an adult. Think about a child who has all the materialistic possessions any kid could ever want, but has no adult – no parent, family member, teacher, or friend with whom to confide, to trust, to look to for guidance and support. Instead, this kid has just the opposite – adults around who do not allow the kid’s natural desire to be the kind of person s/he is meant to be.


There is a story told by Joseph Goldstein (Insight Meditation) that can be instructive on this point:


A friend’s son was in the first grade of school, and his teacher asked the class, “What is the color of apples?” Most of the children answered red. A few said green. Kevin, my friend’s son, raised his hand and said white. The teacher tried to explain that apples could be red, green, or sometimes golden, but never white. Kevin was quite insistent and finally said, “look inside.” Perception without mindfulness keeps us on the surface of things, and we often miss other levels of reality.


What negative messages some – not all – adults give to kids. And in this transaction, the kid gives the negative message to him/herself. I am not attempting to blame anyone here, just to point out that it is never too late to make the attempt to be more affirmative and more loving toward others, no matter how very different the person might be from you age-wise or in other ways. 


The story about Kevin believing apples to be white, reminds me of the line from the painter Paul Cezanne who, indeed, saw things very differently from most people. What he said about apples (specifically about painting them his own way) was simply this: 


With an apple I will astonish Paris!


Like Kevin, Cezanne would allow others to see another level of reality.


Children must be encouraged to pursue their creative lives, their inner selves, their deeper place of wonder and joy. They must be encouraged to try things out, not told they can’t – as long as they are not hurting themselves or others in the process – although there are degrees of “hurt.”


In this regard, let me quote the man who would have been 200 years old next Sunday, May 25, had he lived – although, for me and many on this planet, Ralph Waldo Emerson is still very much alive in our hearts and minds.


Said the great bard of Concord in giving advice to children, and to those of us who should not forget that somewhere within each of us resides a child still:


Do not be too timid and squeamish about your actions. All life is an experiment. The more experiments you make the better. What if they are a little coarse, and you may get your coat soiled or torn? What if you do fail, and get fairly rolled in the dirt once or twice? Up again; you shall never be so afraid of a tumble.


A similar thought is echoed in a Japanese saying:


Fall seven times, stand up eight.

And so to all the youth in our church community, may you keep standing and may you remember that you will always have adults here who love and support you and will help you stand up again, if you fall.

CLOSING WORDS: “New Life Comes to Us”

New life comes to us as a gift…New life bears untold promise. Each new life has a story to tell, and we shall listen. Each new life goes forth from us, laying the child’s sovereign claim on whole realms of being we had called our own. God of grace, may they be blessed, whatever the pathways they follow, whatever the life they claim as their own.
George Kimmich Beach

