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I. OPENING

We just finished a week of Creativity Camp, and I am always amazed at 1) how much energy it
takes out of me, and 2) how much good energy it brings to our church.

If you were here, maybe you saw it. Children running around in circles, a little noisy, slightly

sticky, AND absolutely certain that this week was designed with them in mind.
And they were right. It was!

Again, we owe a debt of gratitude to Crystal, and her years of ministry dedicated to the

formation of the children and families in this community.

Years of selecting curriculum, stocking craft supplies, and engaging in conversations with
families, children, youth, and volunteers -- all to ensure that every single child or youth is --

and really feels -- noticed, named, and known.
That's not a small thing. That is, in fact, everything!

We hope they will remember some of the messages and songs but, I learned a long time ago,
"No one cares what you know, until they (really) know you care."

And so today feels like a good day to ask a question that sounds simple but isn't: What do we
actually believe about children? Not what we say. What we really believe -- demonstrated by

what we do, what we support, what we protect, and who we're really willing to fight for.

I1. JESUS AND THE CUP OF COLD WATER

In our Gospel reading this morning, Jesus is preparing his disciples to be sent out into the
world. Just before they go, he tells them something about how the world will receive them --

and what that reception will reveal.

He says to his followers, 'Whoever welcomes you, welcomes me -- and whoever welcomes me

welcomes the one who sent me.'



In this way, the welcome flows from one to another. How you treat the messenger says
something about how you feel about the message. How you treat the prophet says
something

about whether you actually want to hear from God.

And then Jesus narrows it down to the sharpest possible point. Not the prophet. Not even the
righteous person. His eye catches a group of children, clambering over each other to see and

hear the teacher.

Jesus says: "Whoever gives even a cup of cold water to one of these little ones in the name of a
disciple -- truly I tell you, none of these will lose their reward."

You see, for a long, long time, children served as the messengers. Running from here to there,
carrying this news or that, at the command of the grown ups. Remember David, as a boy, being

sent to his brothers on the battle lines?

I can almost imagine Jesus gesturing to one of the throngs of children nearby. If you've ever
traveled to some far away country, where children roam the streets in throngs, dirty feet and

hands, half-clothed, no sense of personal space or propriety.
Jesus says: a cup of cold water. To a little one. That's the measure.

Not your theology. Not your church attendance. Not how loudly you sing or how generously
you tithe. The measure Jesus offers is this: What did you do for the child who needed

something simple, who had no power to repay you, who could only receive?

Throughout most of human history, children have been treated as afterthoughts -- as another
mouth to feed, as unpaid farm labor, as property to be bought and sold. In the ancient world,
exposure of unwanted infants was common practice. Children were among the most

vulnerable members of any society, with no legal standing, no voice, no recourse.

When Jesus places a child at the center of the kingdom, when he says how you treat this little
one is how you treat me, he is making a radical, countercultural claim. He is saying that the
small, the powerless, the ones our society often overlooks or even exploits -- these are not

footnotes. These are the text.

III. THE POEM AND CRYSTAL

Nicolette Sowder's poem, which we just heard, understands something that Jesus understood:



formation is not accidental.

Children who are taught to love the dandelion -- the weed nobody plants, nobody praises --
those children grow into adults who can love the person nobody plants, nobody praises.
Children who learn to tend the spider and the earthworm learn to speak for those who have no
voice. She ends with a call, a hope, almost a prayer: may they be the ones.

That is what Crystal has been doing for 6+ years. Teaching children to tend tender things. To

notice what is sometimes overlooked. To love what the world too often dismisses.

Faith formation is not just about memorizing verses and singing songs, though those are
formative, too! At the core, it is about shaping the kind of human beings who, when they are

grown -- and someone has to speak up -- they will be the ones.

Crystal has dedicated years of her life to that work, and this community is different because of
it. The children who passed through her care are different because of it -- even the ones who

don't know it yet.

We are blessed to have so many faithful and talented people dedicated to our youth and
children. I really feel like we are making a difference for good in the lives of the young people

in this faith community.

IV. THE LITANY

And now I need to say something that may be a little harder to hear, about the world into
which we are sent, and we are sending these children. Because we are people of faith, and a

deep faith requires honesty.

There is a phrase that has echoed through our public life for years. You've heard it. It's used to

justify legislation, to drive fundraising, to win elections. The phrase is: "Protect the children."

And I want to take it seriously. I want to believe we mean it. I want to believe this is a country
where we really and truly want to protect the children, from pesticides and food additives and

corporations that want to turn them into social media addicts, exploiting them for profit.
We TALK a lot about protecting children.
But what we ACTUALLY DO doesn't always line up.

The writer Rev. Benjamin Cremer, a Methodist Pastor in Idaho, has named this contradiction

better than I can. He writes:



It was "protect the children" until it came to immigrant children.

It was "protect the children" until it came to gun violence.

It was "protect the children" until it came to a one-year-old shot by police.
It was "protect the children" until it came to children in Gaza.

It was "protect the children" until it came to children in Iran.

It was "protect the children" until it came to LGBT kids.
It was "protect the children" until it came to food assistance.

It was "protect the children" until it came to healthcare.

It was always "protect the children" until it came to USAID.

It was "protect the children" until it came to the environment.

It was "protect the children" until it came to the Epstein files.

Was it ever really about the children? Or is it just a slogan, to win votes and collect power?

I want to give you a concrete example of what selective protection looks like in practice.

This past week, former Transportation Secretary Pete Buttigieg and his husband Chasten were
the targets of a swatting attack -- a false emergency call designed to send armed police to their
home, where their children live. It worked. Officers arrived and took their children into Child

Protective Services. The children, Pete and Chasten, were terrified.

Now -- whatever you think about Pete Buttigieg's politics, whatever your views on his family
structure -- I want to ask you a simple question: Where was the outrage from those who claim
to protect children? These were children. In their home. Terrorized by a deliberate, malicious

act.

Where was the outrage for little one-year-old Kohen Wiley, who was shot and killed in
Mississippi? Or for the 500 children who remain in ICE detention, suffering illness,

malnutrition, unable to sleep on cold cement floors, under lights that never dim?
Our national silence is deafening.

Because if the principle is real -- protect the children -- then it cannot have exceptions based
on who their parents are, or where they were born, or what language they speak, or what they

look like, or whether their family looks like yours.



Going back to Matthew's gospel, I don't recall there being a screening process preceding
the cup of cold water offered to the child.

V. THE WITNESSES
James Baldwin, who spent his life naming uncomfortable truths, famously said:

"The children are always ours, every single one of them, all over the globe; and I am
beginning to suspect that whoever is incapable of recognizing this may be incapable of

morality."

Baldwin was not being dramatic. He was being diagnostic. The boundary you draw around
which children matter is a window into your soul. If the circle has an edge -- if there are
children who don't quite make it in -- that is not a political position. That is a

spiritual condition.

And the ancient wisdom of Proverbs 31:8 says: 'Speak up for those who cannot speak for

themselves; ensure justice for those being crushed.'

Not speak up for those who can repay you. Not speak up for those who share your
background. Speak up for those who cannot speak for themselves. That commission was

already ancient when Jesus walked the earth, and it has not expired.

VI. RETURN TO MATTHEW

Jesus says that whoever offers this welcome -- to the prophet, to the righteous, to the little one
-- will receive a reward. I want to be careful about that word, because we tend to hear it as a

transaction. Do good, get paid.

That's not exactly how it works. Very often, your care for the other will cost you something.
Your time, your energy, your comfort and resources. Parents with kids -- this is your cue to

sigh and say, 'This is why we can't have nice things.'

I think Jesus is speaking of a different kind of reward. Something much deeper. He means that
when you welcome the prophet, you are drawn into prophetic life. You are changed by what
you practice. When you tend to the vulnerable, you become the kind of person capable of

tending to the vulnerable again. The welcome forms you.

Our faith formation staff and volunteers all know this. They do the work not because it is easy,



not for the thanks, but because they understand that the children in our care are forming them,
just as surely as she was forming those children. Kindness, care, and compassion are gifts that
move in both directions.

And so it is with all of us. Every time we choose to see the child -- the immigrant child, the
hungry child, the child whose family the world has decided doesn't count -- every time we
offer as little as a cup of cold water, we are being made into people capable of offering it again.
The circle widens. The welcome deepens.

That is not a political agenda. That is Christian discipleship.

VII. CLOSING

We just survived another week of Creativity Camp. Was it a lot of work? Yes. Are we tired?
Yes. Are we grateful? Will there be glitter and glue to clean up -- yes and yes. Was it worth it?
Absolutely!

We are releasing a leader who has spent years of her life whispering love and affirmation to
our children -- and to the adults those children will become -- reminding them that they are

seen, they are known, they are worth tending.

And we carry a word from Jesus that has not changed in two thousand years: How you treat

these little ones is how you treat me.

So let us go and treat them well. All of them. Every single one.

May we be the ones.



