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The Mind of a School-Aged Child

We’re thinking this month about how to proclaim the gospel and be the church to people of all ages, and last week I started out by sketching the mind of a preschooler – a mind filled with wonder, mystery, and fear; a mind that is learning to trust. Today we move ahead a few years, to around ages seven to twelve, to examine the mind of a school-aged child. And what a mind it is! More like a sponge, really, except that sponges eventually get full. As far as I can tell, the child’s mind has an unlimited capacity to learn, coupled with a phenomenal memory. Selective memory, true. The child may not remember to give you the field trip permission form that his teacher reminded him six times to deliver, but he can remember all 800 Pokémon and every one of their evolved forms, and don’t even dream of trying to argue with him about some detail concerning dinosaurs. You’re wrong. Just accept it. 
	But the child is absorbing facts, not ideas. Jean Piaget calls this stage of cognitive development the “concrete operations” stage, because everything’s clear cut in the child’s mind. Facts are facts, and everything is divided into black and white categories: right or wrong, true or false, real or make-believe, good or bad. Don’t try to explain to a ten-year-old how something can be right in one context and wrong in another, or how a work of fiction can also be true in some ways, because that won’t compute. There are no gray areas in the child’s gray matter. 
	This black and white mindset reflects a deep need for structure and order and certainty. Children thrive with rigid schedules, clear expectations, and firm boundaries. So for a child, morality is all about rules. They don’t always keep the rules, but even when they break them, often they’re trying to make sure that the rules really are there, and that they will be enforced. Enforced fairly. Perhaps you’ve heard that word from a child: “That’s not fair!” Children have a profound sense of justice, which marks an important advance in the child’s mind, because it means that, unlike preschoolers, they acknowledge that there are standards beyond their own convenience. A preschooler might not understand why she can’t have all the ice cream, but the older child will admit that, in fairness, everyone should get some. But you’d better make sure everyone gets exactly the same amount, because otherwise, “That’s not fair!” The child’s world is sharp, clear, rigid, black and white, and unforgiving. But we’ll get to that.

The Gospel for Children
Exodus 20:1-21

This morning we read from the Law. In fact, not just from the Law. We read Exodus chapter 20, verses 1-21:
	
20 Then God spoke all these words:
2 I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery; 3you shall have no other gods before me.
4 You shall not make for yourself an idol, whether in the form of anything that is in heaven above, or that is on the earth beneath, or that is in the water under the earth. 5You shall not bow down to them or worship them; for I the Lord your God am a jealous God, punishing children for the iniquity of parents, to the third and the fourth generation of those who reject me, 6but showing steadfast love to the thousandth generation of those who love me and keep my commandments.
7 You shall not make wrongful use of the name of the Lord your God, for the Lord will not acquit anyone who misuses his name.
8 Remember the Sabbath day, and keep it holy. 9For six days you shall labor and do all your work. 10But the seventh day is a Sabbath to the Lord your God; you shall not do any work—you, your son or your daughter, your male or female slave, your livestock, or the alien resident in your towns. 11For in six days the Lord made heaven and earth, the sea, and all that is in them, but rested the seventh day; therefore the Lord blessed the Sabbath day and consecrated it.
12 Honor your father and your mother, so that your days may be long in the land that the Lord your God is giving you.
13 You shall not murder.
14 You shall not commit adultery.
15 You shall not steal.
16 You shall not bear false witness against your neighbor.
17 You shall not covet your neighbor’s house; you shall not covet your neighbor’s wife, or male or female slave, or ox, or donkey, or anything that belongs to your neighbor.
18 When all the people witnessed the thunder and lightning, the sound of the trumpet, and the mountain smoking, they were afraid and trembled and stood at a distance, 19and said to Moses, ‘You speak to us, and we will listen; but do not let God speak to us, or we will die.’ 20Moses said to the people, ‘Do not be afraid; for God has come only to test you and to put the fear of him upon you so that you do not sin.’ 21Then the people stood at a distance, while Moses drew near to the thick darkness where God was.

To the child I just described, this is what all the Bible ought to be like. These are clear rules, establishing firm limits. You know where you stand with the Ten Commandments. Furthermore, these rules are given directly by God – who, in Exodus, perfectly fits the child’s picture of God. This is a firm God who doesn’t take any backtalk and promises to punish those who do bad and reward those who do good. Don’t worship images, because I will punish you and your descendants to the fourth generation. Honor your parents, and it will go well with you. God affirms a regular, set schedule (Remember the Sabbath day), and approves a traditional social order (again, honor your father and mother). Finally, the giving of the law is followed by thunder and lightning and an earthquake and a volcanic eruption and, from somewhere, a trumpet, all of which makes it clear that this is a God who means business, a God who is in control and who has clear, numbered expectations of us. As Moses puts it in v. 20: God has come … to test you and to put the fear of him upon you so that you do not sin. 
	Now this may not be your favorite picture of God, the one that gives you comfort, but at least recognize that this picture works for children. We adults want mercy, but children demand justice. This is the stage of faith where we picture God as an old man with a white beard seated on a throne of judgment, and children generally aren’t squeamish about the idea of the “wrath of God.” Good people should be rewarded, and bad people should be punished. In the child’s world there is no sympathy for wicked witches and ogres and bad guys. If you break the rules, you deserve what you get.
	But here is the deep conflict of the child’s faith. They long for justice and define good and evil in absolute terms, based on whether people follow God’s laws, but after a while that stops being comforting. Children, after all, are like the rest of us in that they, too, break God’s laws. They take things that aren’t theirs, for instance. And then they lie to cover it up. They act out in anger. They disobey parents. They break Commandments. And in their world with that rigid morality, where sin is sin, that can put a child in a horrible position. This irreconcilable conflict comes out in different ways. Remember Tom Sawyer and his cousin Sid? Tom Sawyer was the basically decent kid who chafed under rigid rules and broke most of them, and Sid was the loathsome goody-two-shoes sneaky tattletale who kept the letter of the law with revolting smugness. These are extreme examples, maybe, but both ring true. When you combine a rigid, unyielding, rule-based morality with the reality of your own sin you don’t have many good options.
	So, if we are to declare good news to this child – with this mind and these conflicts – what is that good news? What is the gospel for a child? How about something like this: God is good. God is just. God is in control. Whatever bad things happen, God will make them right again. But God loves us, and one way that God makes things right is to forgive us. 
	If that’s the good news that children need and will listen to, how do we communicate it as a church? How do we shape what we do as a church to meet the particular needs of children?  How do we preach this gospel? First, now is the time to teach them the content of the Christian faith. They will never again be this absorbent; feed those ravenous minds! This is when you learn John 3:16 by heart, and the Lord’s Prayer. This is when you learn the Ten Commandments and memorize Psalm 23. Unfortunately, we Methodists have dropped the ball on this count. Now, I didn’t grow up Methodist, but a friend who did told me that she could still remember in the 70s when they stopped asking children to memorize things. It was felt that that was too wooden and unimaginative and that Christianity was more than just memorizing Bible facts. Yes, of course it is. Just like mathematics is more than knowing your multiplication tables. But it’s really helpful to have learned those tables before you start algebra. Please let us not waste the incredible mind of a child. Teach verses. Teach the books of the Bible. Study the Apostle’s Creed. Learn the story of Jesus. When they get older, when their minds expand in new ways, they may question or rethink or reject some of the things that they learned as children – I certainly have – but at least when they start imagining their own unique faith, they’ll have something to work with. Few things are sadder than the teenager whose church never taught anything more than vague encouragement to be nice. Poor kid. How’s he supposed to rebel against that? Hardly worth the effort.
	Secondly, give children a role in church. Children are doers, and they know that they belong when they are given responsibility, when others let them do things. Every schoolteacher knows this: giving a child a classroom task is not a punishment, it’s a reward. Let children greet and collect mission offerings and light candles. I promise you, the child whose primary memory of church is of people telling her to be quiet while the adults do church stuff is a child who knows that that church isn’t really for her. And help them to do acts of justice – feeding the hungry, visiting the sick, helping elderly neighbors. We can show children that justice is more than equal portions of ice cream.
	But most of all, the way that we adults communicate the gospel of a dependable, trustworthy, and loving God is – of course – to be dependable, trustworthy, and loving. And forgiving. Mostly forgiving. And we’re apparently coming out of a time when the church did this very badly. How many times have you heard adults say something like, “Oh, it’s my Catholic guilt coming out!” Or Lutheran. Or Baptist. Or [insert your church here]. We all say it. It’s as if Christians compete with each other over whose childhood church was most repressive. Can we not be that way? Yes, children respond to clear rules and firm boundaries, but as they grow up and move into darkest adolescence, what they most need to take with them is the certainty that good or bad, they are loved. If they learn to believe that we love them, they can believe that God does. And that’s good news. That’s gospel.

Let’s pray.
Make us like children today, O God, in all the best ways.
	Not whiny, quarrelsome, tired children demanding our own way, 
	But trusting children, sure that we are loved.
Give us the qualities of children today,
	Not the self-centered tantrum throwing of childishness,
	But the curiosity and loyalty of childlikeness.

Make us thankful today for the things that children are thankful for:
	Colorful leaves, cookies, friends that we like to play with, squirrels, riding bikes, hearing stories, singing as loud as we can, secret hideouts, polished stones, deer by the road, mud, going to sleep when we’re tired, getting the giggles. Thank you for simple gifts, God.

Make us sad today about the things that make children sad:
	Mean kids, grown-ups who don’t listen, people who are angry but won’t say why, grudges, people who tell lies, people who knock down what other people have built, people who are sick, and the fact that there are children who don’t have enough to eat, because that’s not fair. God, teach us how to be truly sad about these things.

But comfort us today, God, with the things that comfort children:
	Knowing that we are loved, even when we are bad; knowing that we can always run to you and climb up on your lap and cry, and that you’ll take care of us; knowing that even when we think we’ve gotten lost, you’ll find us; knowing that you always have another story to tell, and that even though the story might have scary parts, it will have a happy ending. Thank you for holding us close, God. Amen.
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