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In all fairness to the disciples, they thought they were protecting Jesus.  Protecting him from interruptions and distractions.  Protecting him from matters that ought not to concern him. After all, Jesus was a busy and important man. He was a teacher and people were coming to him for his counsel on major questions about life and faith.  He was a healer and people with all kinds of illness and disabilities were there with the hope that he could help. Jesus shouldn’t have to be bothered with parents bringing their children for his blessing, they thought.  But Jesus got angry with his disciples for turning them away. He said, let the children come.  And he used the children as an object lesson for his disciples and the adults in the crowd by saying: “. .. for it is to such as these that the kingdom of God belongs. Whoever does not receive the kingdom of God as a little child will never enter it.”  What did Jesus mean by this?  

A couple years ago, our neighbors down the road brought over a Christmas box for us full of wonderful gourmet goodies and treats.  It was an extravagant gift – a package of frozen shrimp, a handful of specialty cheeses, a box of fancy crackers, a bag of assorted nuts, a tin of  imported cookies and candies.  All of it in a quantity and quality beyond what we would have ever budgeted for ourselves. I have to confess that as I began to unpack each item, my frugal self started to calculate up what this had cost our neighbors and I was dumbfounded.

The gift was unexpected.  We didn’t usually exchange gifts.  They told us it was in appreciation for just being their neighbors.  I confess that I began to think of how I could justify the gesture. My husband does plow their driveway when it snows and I bring over extra garden produce in the summer, but we had never expected payment, and this gift went well beyond any compensation, we thought. 

I confess that I felt a bit guilty receiving this gift, as I hadn’t expected it and didn’t have a gift ready to give in return.  We surely didn’t deserve this gift. I was having a lot of trouble accepting the gift as a gift.

I think of this Christmas box from our neighbors in light of our scripture reading this morning.  About Jesus’ challenge to receive the kingdom, the rule, the grace and gift of God like a child.  Operative word “receive”.  Sometimes, especially for us as adults, we’re more used to giving than we are receiving. I think about how differently children and adults tend to receive gifts.  Adults tend to carry a lot of baggage about being on the receiving end.

Now, I don’t want to put children on a pedestal, because children can be greedy and selfish and ungrateful, too. But children also have qualities that can teach grownups something when it comes to being on the receiving end of a gift, qualities Jesus may have had in mind when he urged grownups to receive the kingdom, or realm, of God as a child – for we will never appreciate it as the gift it is, unless we can do so, like a child.  Children don't think twice about accepting a gift.  Children don't calculate how much the gift costs.(although their parents might sometimes wish that they did!)  They don't worry about comparing the gift they received  to what they gave in return.  They won't wonder if they're deserving of a gift.  Children generally receive gifts with great glee and anticipation and acceptance, no questions, no compunctions.

God’s awesome grace, God’s rule, God’s realm, Emmanuel—God’s presence with us – is a gift, pure and simple. And to truly appreciate it as a gift, we need to receive it with child-like appreciation and acceptance. We need to stop thinking about whether or not we deserve this gift.  Because we don’t.  But that’s not the point with a gift.  We need to stop pursuing grace as if it is something to be achieved and receive it as the gift already given to us by God’s initiative. All God asks of us in return is to open our hands and our hearts to receive this gift of grace, this gift of Emmanuel, with joy and gratitude.  What a gift. What a God.  Let us receive the gifts of God this Advent season like a child and find ourselves blessed. Amen.  

Let us pray, spending a few moments first in silence:

Thank you, God, for your most wonderful gift of grace through Jesus Christ, and the gift of your presence as Emmanuel.  May we treasure these. May we receive these gifts with gratitude and joy, opening our hands and hearts to receive your awesome love like a child and letting this make a difference in our lives.  Help us to share this never-ending gift with others for the sake of the world.
We pray this day for those who have difficulty accepting and trusting that they are loved . . . .

We pray for children living in poverty, or despair, those who live with violence or abuse . . . 
We pray for all  those who are dealing with disabling conditions of body, mind, and spirit.  . . . Grant them the healing you have in mind for them
We pray for those who sit at bedsides.  Lift their burden of worry . .  . 
We pray for those in danger, for those in the midst of war zones.  We pray even for those who resort to violence and terrorism, that they may turn to ways of peace to find justice . . . 

We pray for those reeling from the events of the day, fearful of losing their job, or having food to feed families or a roof over their heads, or money to pay the utilities or mortgage payments. Guide those in places of decision-making in our government. Grant strength and compassion. 
Help us to bring light, to be light, in the dark shadows of life  Dear Lord, we ask for the power of your love to be at work in us, so that we can do immeasurably far more than we thin  or can imagine.  We make this prayer in Your Son’s name who taught us to pray saying,   “Our Father, who art in heaven, hallowed by thy name.  Thy kingdom come, thy will be done, on earth as it is in heaven.  Give us this day our daily bread, and forgive us our debts, as we forgive our debtors.  And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil.  For thine is the kingdom, and the power, and the glory, forever and ever. Amen.

