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The Mind of a Preschooler

You probably don’t remember personally, so I’m going to ask you to try to imagine the world from the perspective of a preschool child. First, realize that everything is new and amazing and appears without explanation. Much of every day is spent seeing things that you’ve never seen before, from the moment when, lying in your crib, you first noticed your own hand and discovered that you could make it move before your eyes. Your life changed the first time you went outside and saw a place without a ceiling, or the first time you saw an elephant, or a dog, and the dog and the elephant were equally incredible. (Have you ever taken a small child to something like the Grand Canyon and been disappointed because she was more interested in a little red flower beside the path than in the view? Remember, she’d never seen an Indian Paintbrush either; how was she to know which one was the biggest miracle?)
	Actually, during this time, they’re all miracles – or, if you prefer, magic. The preschooler knows no scientific explanations, so everything is magical: butterflies, snow, bicycles, Velcro. The entire world is suffused with wonder. Mystics like Meister Eckhart and William Blake spent their whole lives trying to train themselves to see God in everything the way that a toddler does naturally. But this magical view of the world is not always comforting. If seeing a butterfly for the first time provides a moment of mystic delight, the first thunderstorm can be an experience of superstitious terror. And because the preschooler is inevitably self-centered, everything that happens he interprets in terms of himself: the purring kitten means “the world loves me” and the burned fingers from touching the fire means “the world is angry at me.” 
	This is a glimpse into the world of the preschooler, a world of wonder – and of fear.


The Gospel for Preschoolers
Psalm 8; 56:3, 10-11

This morning we read from the psalms. First, the whole of Psalm 8:

1 O Lord, our Sovereign,
   how majestic is your name in all the earth! 

You have set your glory above the heavens. 
2   Out of the mouths of babes and infants
you have founded a bulwark because of your foes,
   to silence the enemy and the avenger. 
3 When I look at your heavens, the work of your fingers,
   the moon and the stars that you have established; 
4 what are human beings that you are mindful of them,
   mortals that you care for them? 
5 Yet you have made them a little lower than God,
   and crowned them with glory and honor. 
6 You have given them dominion over the works of your hands;
   you have put all things under their feet, 
7 all sheep and oxen,
   and also the beasts of the field, 
8 the birds of the air, and the fish of the sea,
   whatever passes along the paths of the seas. 

9 O Lord, our Sovereign,
   how majestic is your name in all the earth!
	
We now read two brief passages from Psalm 56, verse 3 and verses 10 and 11:

3 O Most High, when I am afraid,
   I put my trust in you. 

10 In God, whose word I praise,
   in the Lord, whose word I praise, 
11 in God I trust; I am not afraid.
   What can a mere mortal do to me?

One of the defining characteristics of the human being is the conviction that there is a reality beyond the world we can experience with our senses. We call this faith, and while I’m surely biased, I would take faith as the defining characteristic of humanity. But having said that, we have to add that faith is not just one experience, and no two people describe their faith the same way. Your faith will be influenced by your unique gifts and personality and experience – and maturity. As we grow in wisdom and stature and relationship to others, our understanding and experience of faith changes with us. To take one quick example, Piaget tells us that the capacity for abstract reasoning doesn’t develop until age sixteen or so. That will make a difference in how we think about God. So, in the late 70s, a theologian named James Fowler set out to explore this connection. Beginning with developmental psychology, he described what he called “Stages of Faith,” outlining the typical shape and characteristics and limits of human faith at different ages. Much of what I’ll be saying for the next few weeks will begin with Fowler’s insights.
	Today, let’s talk about those literally wonder-full preschoolers. The faith of a preschooler is full of awe and delight. God is not imagined so much as a separate being as the power behind every day’s new miracle. To find a biblical expression of this sort of faith, you have to go to the Psalms. O Lord, our Lord, how excellent is thy name in all the earth! Psalm 8 cries. When I consider thy heavens, the work of thy fingers . . . what is man that thou art mindful of him? (I know. That was gender exclusive. But the King James translation of the Psalms is some of the finest poetry in English, and it hurts me to “correct” it.) Or how about Psalm 19: The heavens are telling the glory of God, and the firmament declares his handiwork! If you want to re-discover the faith of early childhood, spend some time in the Psalms. 
	But the dark side of the preschooler’s faith is in the Psalms, too. There, we find not just awe but fear – for instance in Psalm 29, where the psalmist quakes before God’s wrath in a storm, or in Psalm 39, where the psalmist regards his own illness as a punishment by God and begs God to go away and leave him alone. But these moments of terror have their response in the psalms as well, in psalms of trust, like Psalm 23 – Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, for thou art with me. Like the small child crawling into his parents’ bed during a thunderstorm, the psalmist isn’t afraid, because he’s curled up with someone he trusts. As we read in Psalm 56 earlier: What time I am afraid, I will trust in thee. 
	So, let me ask a question. Given that we are commanded to preach the gospel – the good news – what is the good news to preschoolers with this unique expression of faith? What is the gospel for our smallest children? I’ll give you a hint: The wages of sin is death, but the gift of God is eternal life is not very meaningful to a three-year-old. What is meaningful, then? How about this: You are safe, and you are loved. When you are afraid, you can know that God will never abandon you, because the church will never abandon you.
	That’s gospel. To the preschooler, that’s the only gospel that matters. So how do we, as a congregation preach that gospel? We love our babies, and we keep them safe. We make sure that they have clean, safe, bright, interesting designated places just for them, where adults who love them are watching them and talking to them and paying attention to them. This is why, by the way, as long as I’m here we aren’t going to pipe this worship service into our preschool area; they’re already having church. Those little ones are learning what they need to know by being loved by Christ’s people, and the preschool workers don’t need my voice distracting them, because they’re already preaching the gospel. Second, we make sure that when our preschoolers are not in their own spaces but among the rest of us, they are welcome. Even when they are squirrelly and chattery and cranky and wiggly. There’s a new thing that some churches are doing that I love. They are setting aside a corner of their sanctuary with a bright rug and a box of plush, non-rattley toys, where small children can get down and crawl around, within limits, during worship. I love that. I can’t think of anything that better communicates the message: you are welcome here. The child herself may not be conscious of that message, but I promise you that her parents are.
	This is not what we think of when we talk about “preaching the gospel,” is it? This is not a gospel preached with words, but a gospel preached by means of smiles and wet wipes and offering a harried mother an extra lap. But it is gospel all the same. Every age represents a turning point, and for preschoolers the critical question is, “Will they learn to trust?” Those who do not learn trust enter adulthood with a deep handicap. The preschool child’s understanding of God could tip one of two ways – either in the direction of trust and wonder or in the direction of fear. We are here to preach the first picture of God. 
	You are safe, and you are loved. When you are afraid, you can know that God will never abandon you, because the church will never abandon you.
Let’s pray.
	God thank you for things that are red, like strawberries and the icky cherry on the ice cream sundae and those leaves with pointy parts in the front yard. And thank you for things that are blue like the sky and green like caterpillars and things that are lots of different colors like sprinkles but not salad. Thank you for things that are soft and warm, like sleeping dogs and mothers and fuzzy blankets. Wrap us up in your own fuzzy blankets today so that we can know that we are safe.
	And God, when it is dark and we don’t know where anyone is, and there are sounds that we don’t recognize, lift up the covers and let us crawl under with you. When it is very dark, be a little bit of light for us, even if no one else can see it. Roar at the bad things like a lion, but a good lion, a lion who’s on our side. 
	And take care of our families too. I meant to say that first. Amen.
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