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There’s a lovely responsive reading written by Sara Moores Campbell, now Sarah
York, in the back of Singing The Living Tradition aka the “gray hymnal” entitled
“Give Us The Spirit of The Child”, that goes like this,

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
Jjudgment.

Give us a child's eyes, that we may receive the beauty and freshness of this day
like 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.

One of the things I appreciate about this reading is it asks to be given the spirit of
the child, not to return to being a child the way some fantasize reliving their
youth or doing over a part of their life with the benefit of hindsight. Indeed to
invoke the spirit of the child is to seek, in some sense, to embody what a Zen
master might call a “beginner’s mind”.

Nonetheless, there was a time when I used to imagine going back to my
childhood to fix things the adult me didn’t like about it. Indeed, when I was a
young adult, I used to harbor fantasies of going back in time and striking back at
kids who bullied me. Not with my fists necessarily. But more with the perfect
comeback to their taunts, delivered with such force and confidence as to send
them running in the opposite direction for their mommies. All while garnering
fearful respect from any schoolyard observers who happen to witness it.

Such a desire seems to me today to be childish rather than child-like for it surely
lacks any of the innate, raw wisdom the reading lifts up as the spirit of the child.
Indeed, while a clever take down of a bully or adversary might prove a temporary
boost for the ego, it does nothing to nourish the soul.

Now, when I use the word soul, I do not mean some entity, often depicted as a
diaphanous apparition in movies and cartoons, that escapes the body after death.
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Rather, I mean that part of us that seeks to be grounded in life, and importantly,
your particular life. In many ways, the spirit of the child describes the conditions
necessary for that grounding: trust, imagination, song, openness to receiving and
giving with reservation or judgement, an appreciation of beauty, and myth,
wonder and delight, and nuance over novelty even in the absence of awareness or
language to explain the difference. And of course, faith, expressed not as belief,
but an unapologetic embrace of vulnerability: to need and to love.

Living within or from the spirit of the child is a form of what Galway Kinnell calls,
“self-blessing”. Recall in his poem “St. Francis and the Sow”, he writes, “The bud
stands for all things, even for those things that don’t flower, for everything
flowers, from within, of self-blessing.”

Yet adults, it seems, often mistake the spirit of the child, an innocence to refine,
for childish naivety to overcome. And so, as we “grow up” we’re encouraged to
“grow out” of much of this way of being and approaching the world, often trading
self-blessing for external validation in the process.

This diminishment or even abandonment of the spirit of the child and its
attendant trading of self-blessing for external validation is one way, at times, in
the words of Albert Schweitzer, “our own light goes out.” And it may stay out, he
suggests, until it is relit by the spark from another, a person who in some way
reteaches us, what Galway Kinnell calls, “our loveliness”, the worthiness of our
soul seeking grounding and fulfillment through the unique life that is ours to live.

Thus Schweitzer reminds us, “Each of us has cause to think with deep gratitude of
those who have lighted the flame within us.”

Who comes to mind for you?

Today, as we recognized people involved in our children’s religious exploration
program, I was reminded of some of my teachers, Mr. LeBlanc, my gym teacher
from 7th grade who checked in with me when I was bullied, Mrs. Ward, my high
school law teacher and Dr. Dowling, a college professor who encouraged my
writing, and Dr. Smith, a seminary professor who after asking why I was in
seminary, said, “The church needs people like you.” Each, in their own way
lighted the flame within me, retaught me my loveliness at times I wasn’t so sure
of it myself.
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I have no doubt someday some of the children in our religious exploration will
name and thank one or more of their teachers here for lighting the flame within.
Similarly, I'm sure there’s more than one adult here who could name a child who
attended or attends here who retaught them their loveliness.

The thing is there’s no age limit on this. A child’s light can go out early and need
rekindling by another and sometimes an adult finds themselves reconnected with
their loveliness thanks to a child in ways they couldn’t have predicted.

Indeed, our light can be rekindled, our loveliness retaught, by people and in
circumstances we can’t predict or image. Some may be teachers, mentors, or role
models we’ve long admired, but sometimes it might be a fictional character in a
movie or novel.

And it’s not always an individual, it may be a community: religious or secular,
mainstream or marginalized, that prove the spark.

Sometimes a spark doesn’t necessarily relight your flame, but somehow makes it
burn brighter. I'm thinking now of a visit to Ireland a few years ago. It had been
close to a decade since my previous visit to the Emerald Isle and it was quite clear
Dublin had seen a burst of development in that time. Now, in my albeit limited
experience Irish cabbies are notoriously friendly and chatty. And our driver from
the airport was no exception.

My husband and I struck up a conversation with him about all the development
and noted how difficult it was to get a hotel. He told us many of them were in use
house refugees from Ukraine. Not being sure where the conversation was going to
go from there given the hostility toward immigrants seemingly sweeping the
globe, we asked, “How do people here feel about that?” He said, “Well, I think
most people are happy we can help out.”, continuing, “Look, when we had the
potato famine people took us in. What right do we have to turn these people away
when they need us?”

I don’t know enough about Irish history to say whether his take on the world’s
reception of Irish immigrants during the potato famine or his country’s attitude
toward immigrants from Ukraine is as generous as he claimed, but I heard in his
telling the spirit of the child who receives without reservation and gives without
judgment. A person well acquainted with his own loveliness and that of his fellow
human beings, a person I'm sure has lighted the flame anew for someone who
needed it. And will do so again without knowing it.

Can you think of someone who may not have relighted your flame, but made it
burn brighter?
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Because it comes from a place other than ego, a deeper well, if you will, there’s a
certain effortlessness to lighting another’s flame anew or reteaching someone
their loveliness.

Some fifteen years ago, while serving at First Parish in Concord, MA, I traveled to
the southwestern US and into Mexico, visiting migrants, clergy, and law
enforcement in towns in and around the Sonoran desert. Upon my return I
offered an adult RE series based on my experience and learning while there. The
series was well attended and most attendees seemed to share my concern and
thoughts about how we might work to address some of these through social
action. That is, all except one person.

Near the end of the series, she approached me and shared with me that she felt
something was wrong with her and that she probably wouldn’t continue
attending the series. I encouraged her to say more and she said she was
embarrassed to admit she didn’t see the issue as I or others in the group seemed
to, concluding that while she certainly cared about the plight of migrants, she,
“Wasn’t where she should be” on this issue. I assured her that where she needed
to be was where she was. I shared I was impressed with the level of thought and
reflection with which she was engaging the issue and that she wasn’t just going
along because everyone else seemed to be. “Wherever you arrive on this,” I told
her, “you will have arrived there honestly, having truly searched your heart. And
that’s the most anyone can ask.” In the end she continued to attend the series to
the end.

Can you think of a time when you, perhaps without realizing it, you were the
spark that relighted the flame in another, when you retaught another their
loveliness?

Perhaps we’re not used to giving ourselves credit for such things. Indeed we may
be more used to having our shortcomings pointed out, either by others or that
chattering voice in our head that concerns itself with looking the part the world
has chosen for us.

Sometimes, then, it is necessary to reteach ourselves our loveliness. Something
we can begin to do by embracing one of the oldest, most basic of spiritual
practices: hospitality.

Indeed, everything we’ve been talking about this morning: the spirt of the child,
self-blessing, inner flame, loveliness, the soul’s grounding in life is connected to
the sacred practice of hospitality, which at its core is to welcome, to set a place for
for the stranger of your being. A stranger who has come to tells tales of a time
when life was alive and we lived within not alongside it. When we felt a stirring to
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go in one direction not the other, when we could still hear the still small voice
inside. A stranger who knows deep down we know that just as a single flame can
light many others without being diminished, love grows when given away. A
stranger who will patiently wait as we unlearn what we must to remember.

May it be so
Amen and Blessed Be
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