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I. Intro/Story about special insights children have
Good morning. I am thrilled to be here with you this morning. Usually on Saturday morning I’m playing the role of chauffeur for my kids, so I was very happy to have an excellent reason to pass this job on to my husband for a week, so thank you for having me. So, you know I’m a wife and a mom, I have three little boys eight and under, and when I can fit it in, I’m also a writer. I’ve written a book called The Missional Mom, which is coming out in Janury, and it’s about lessons I learned from speaking with a number of missional moms across the country and the world, a couple of whom are sitting in this room. In no way does writing this book make me any kind of expert on the topic of missional living. But I do feel like I gleaned a number of insights from getting to know so many missional moms, and I’d like to share some of those thoughts with you this morning.

I’m in my 40s which means that a great deal of my life has been defined by the 80s. And one of my favorite movies from the 80s was called Working Girl with Melanie Griffith and Harrison Ford. Anyway, in that movie there was a little story that for some reason I’ve never forgotten. The story goes like this:

A truck got stuck at the entrance to the Holland Tunnel.  Too high for the clearance.  Well, for hours, the experts tried to find some way to unwedge 

the vehicle, but to no avail.  Finally, a ten-year-old girl in a passing car suggested simply letting the air out of the truck's tires, thus lowering it to the clearance level, which they did. And it worked.

I love this little story because it so clearly depicts that a little child, who we often think of as being so dependent on us, the adult and not nearly as wise, a little child can actually be the one with the clarity of insight to lead the way.

Long ago, there was a similar gathering of a group of people, wrestling over a question together, in which a child ultimately was the source of the answer. Matthew 18 tells us that the disciples were wrestling with the question, “Who is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven?” And you know what happens: Jesus picks up a child and puts him in the midst of the group, and says those famous words: “unless you become like little children, you will never enter the Kingdom of heaven.” 

We often look at that moment in Scripture from either the disciples’ point of view, or from Jesus’ point of view. But very rarely do I hear anyone talk about what this moment must have meant for that particular child. Can you just imagine how it must have felt to be that child, singled out to be the representative for all children of the type of person Jesus wants for the human race to emulate? Can you imagine the thoughts going through his head?

(SLIDE 2)

--Jesus thinks I am somebody!

--Jesus thinks I have something to offer!

--Jesus thinks those adults over there have to become more like ME to enter the kingdom of heaven!

Yet how often in our churches do our kids hear those same messages? How often do we treat our children in our churches as essential, contributing members who have something to teach the rest of us? Do we think of ourselves, the adults, as being the wiser ones, the ones with the answers that we are then tasked to pass on to the children? Are we missing an opportunity to embrace the idea that children may have the secrets to missional living that we adults can’t quite embrace in the same way?

Lately, I’ve come to realize that children have way more to offer than I may have realized before. Children have an openness to missional living, they have a heart and readiness for it that not only trumps most of the adults around them, but that churches can and should think more about leveraging as they think about becoming healthy missional communities.

What do I mean by that? What do I mean by the idea that children can be the ones who can teach us how to be missional.

II. What can children teach us about living missionally? (SLIDE 3)

A. Kids are action-oriented.
A couple of weeks ago, my 8 year old was reading Windows on the World, which is a wonderful book that introduces kids to global needs all around the world, country by country. He was reading about Haiti, and we also went onto Unicef’s site to see some current statistics about the situation there for Haitian children. We learned that Haiti is a nation where nearly half of its population is made up of children, and yet more than half of all Haitian children do not go to school, a situation made worse in part by the recent earthquakes. We also learned that it costs $26 to send a Haitian child back to school for the year. 

Now an adult, faced with these statistics of the millions and millions of Haitian children in need, might be inclined to focus on the impossibility and the enormity of the prospect of making a difference. Sometimes seeing all those statistics just blurs our minds and spurs us to inactivity. But children are different. My son’s instant response was, “How can I help? I can find $26 to help a child in Haiti.” He decided he would ask our neighbors if he could rake their lawns and raise money to send a Haitian child back to school. And he raised those $26. It might not have made a huge difference in the ultimate needs in that country—but he has made a difference in the life of another child. Children want to put their faith in to action.

In a recent interview, Dr. Ron Sider, the author of Rich Christians in an Age of Hunger was asked this question: How do we as Christians fulfill the Scriptural mandate to preach good news to the poor, bind up the brokenhearted, and proclaim freedom for the captives?” His answer was so simple and blunt: “I think that we get on with it.” Meaning, let’s stop talking about it, and let’s start doing it. Adults often have a “But wait...” or a “But what about....” kind of mentality, which leads to no action at all. But kids, if you tell them about a need and invite a response, they just want to get on with it. And that kind of attitude to make a difference can be infectious.

B. Kids don’t have barriers (yet) to missional living. 
They don’t know or feel that missional living is hard, compared with adults--they don’t have the baggage or the preconceived notion that living a missional lifestyle is usually akin to living a counter-cultural lifestyle. 

Think about how wonderful it would be for example, to preach a message of giving away your possessions, living and working amongst the poor, and to hear from the people you’re preaching to, “That sounds great! That sounds awesome! I want to give everything I have!” Kids are like that. We were talking in our house one day about holding on loosely to our possessions and to give freely, and my 5 year old decided to bring the contents of his entire piggybank to church that week and pour it all into the offering. You ask a child to give his savings to the poor, and he will do it! Gladly, willingly, and without any worries about the future. Can you imagine a church service in which you ask the children to come forth and give what they feel led to give? How meaningful would it be to the adult to see child after child coming forward with their piggybanks or savings and giving it all to the work of God’s kingdom?

C. Kids love to help.
Scot McKnight says that in its most basic form, living missionally is about asking the simple question, “How can I help?” And then actually doing so. Kids are usually so eager to help others, if you create the opportunities for them to do so.

With children, we have an amazing opportunity to help them embrace missional living as normative. We have the chance to teach them missional values at an age where they don’t have the barriers that adults do to living in this way. 

III. Final questions

So, to end my portion here, I have a few questions for you to ponder:  (SLIDE 4)

· Where does your church focus its attention in terms of encouraging your congregation to be missional? 
· Could your church be doing more to encourage and teach the most teachable group in your church with regards to living more missionally?
· How can you take advantage of the natural openness that children have to be missional?
· What can you begin doing to influence and encourage missional living amongst the kids in your congregation?
I will look forward to chatting more about these questions and more as we continue with our sessions this morning. Thank you.
(Extra material)

Think about how much impact it would have in the families in your churches if the children were the ones to start encouraging the parents on towards missional living. Adults are influenced by so many cultural forces that make them feel as though living missionally is a challenge; something more to do, something that makes them feel guilty; something only for the super-committed Christian. They might not always rise up and respond when you challenge them to live more missionally. For example, if you are a pastor and you preach a message on anti-consumerism or anti-materialism, the adults in your congregation may nod their heads and say they agree, but not change much about their actual lifestyle.

But what if their son or daughter comes to them and says, “Mom and Dad, I’ve been thinking and praying about my birthday party this year, and I really feel that God wants me to do something different. I think I’d like to have a World Vision party, where we invite kids to come and bring a donation that we’ll pool together and use to buy livestock for children in impoverished nations who need a way to live and eat.” That parent who might have not taken the initiative to change the way birthdays are celebrated in their family will now likely do to, because of the initiative of their son or daughter. Children can be the conduits through which you can influence an entire family, if you make a targeted effort to engage them with ideas about missional living.

IV. The shrinking window of opportunity: Case in point, the subject of race

Let’s turn to an example of what the consequences can be when we don’t encourage missional thinking and living at a young age. I’d like to introduce the topic of race, which I know can be a tricky and touchy one to talk about, but in my mind pursuing racial reconciliation is an important missional value for the church. Let me share with you some interesting statistics about race and children that I’ve learned about recently.

In their fascinating book Nurture Shock, Po Bronson and Ashley Merryman outline a number of studies on the topic of race and children. Did you know that babies as young as six months can discern racial differences? Children as young as 3 years old start categorizing people by race and they start developing the idea that those who are the same race as themselves are the ones to befriend. So even in these early years, kids are beginning to develop racial preferences.

Bronson and Merryman also discovered that parents, however, often do not address the topic of race in their families, particularly those families that are Caucasian. In a survey of 17,000 families with a kindergartener, 75 percent of those families that were Caucasian almost never talk about race. It either makes them uncomfortable to talk about it, or they think their kids are too young to understand. So if kids are making judgments about other kids based on race, but parents aren’t addressing the topic, you can see how the idea of racial prejudices, even in small ways, can start very young.

Here was the most sobering part of the book for me, though. The window for how long kids remain open to change is potentially much shorter than any adults around them realize. In one experiment, children in first grade were put in cross-racial study groups in class, and then after two months, their playground behavior was observed. Having been in the cross-racial study groups significantly increased the playing with other kids of different races. But--and here is the sobering part--by third grade, this effect had completely vanished. Being a part of a cross-racial study group had no effect on 3rd graders, who tended to just play within their own racial groups. The implication is that by the time parents start feeling comfortable addressing the topic of race in their families, the development window to be open to the subject might be closed.

And so just as it is never too early to start addressing issues such as race; it’s also never too early to start helping our kids live missionally. You don’t know when that window of openness that children have will start closing, when kids will start being more affected by the strong forces in our culture that push them to be consumeristic, materialistic, individualistic, and so on. You don’t want to miss the opportunity to build in missional values to a segment of your church that is so open and willing to embrace those values.

V. Closing story

Carisa Hinson and her family used to live in a suburban neighborhood in South Carolina. They cared deeply about missions and went every year on a missions trip with their church, but there was one place Carisa felt this barrier in her heart and mind about, one place where she could never imagine going to serve and live, and that was the inner city. Carisa says, “Something about inner city culture, maybe it was the fear of everything the inner city represents—drug dealers, prostitutes, racism, welfare—scared me to death. I just couldn’t imagine ever going there.”
Well, to make a long story short, where do you think the Lord called Carisa and her family? Of course: the inner city. Carisa and her family now live in a rough neighborhood in Philadelphia, where they minister to the community and help drug addicts through a recovery ministry that Carisa and her husband lead. They also have three young children, and for these kids, living and serving and loving those whom society might consider the least of these is not even something they blink twice about. 

Carisa says, “I laugh because all those people I feared before—the drug dealers, the prostitutes—we know many of them all now. We have prisoners and heroin addicts in our home all the time because my husband leads the recovery ministry here. These are people we count as friends, who we have Thanksgiving with, who my kids will hug and call ‘Uncle.’ These are people I love.”
In other words, living missionally in the inner city, befriending and loving drug addicts and those struggling with poverty isn’t even a stretch for Carisa’s kids. It’s just normal life. That’s what can happen when you start encourage missional living for the younger generation. It becomes not something to do, or a way to act on occasion--it becomes the way to live.


