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How Is God with All the Children at the Same Time?

This morning we are considering another question from one of our children, “How
is God with all the children at the same time?” As | wrote earlier this week, | suspect
there are more questions behind this one. As families and as a church community, we
make promises to our children and seek to reassure them—and ourselves—repeatedly
that God is with them, with us. When we make these promises, we are in good company,
taking our place in a long line of faithful ones who have sought to do the same thing.

The letter of 1 John is not really a letter with a traditional greeting or closing.
Written by an anonymous hand who identifies himself only as “the elder” around the
year 100 CE, this book seems to be more of a sermon offered to the same community of
house churches that first heard the gospel of John. Scholars believe that this community
was marked by dissension and conflict, anxious about their future and determined to
defend their beliefs about the work and person of Christ against opponents who
minimized or dismissed Jesus’ humanity. The elder also seems concerned to reassure
those who remain in the fold that God is still with them, when loud voices insinuate or

even shout the opposite. In the face of division and dissension, it is easy to imagine that



these ancestors could begin to doubt the promises of peace and joy they have heard
from the elder and others. Very few—if any—in the community had seen Jesus in the
flesh. They are relying on the testimony of others to hang onto their faith in the face of
all the noise and vitriol.

The letter, or sermon, begins with bold claims to underscore that what the elder
has to offer is trustworthy:

We declare to you what was from the beginning, what we have heard, what we

have seen with our eyes, what we have looked at and touched with our hands,

concerning the word of life.?
The preacher wants to reassure this weary and wary bunch that his message can be
trusted because of what he has witnessed up close. [Read 1 John 3:1; 4:7-12]

Whenever | read or hear that first verse in chapter 3, | hear it in a voice other than
my own. | hear Jim Holderness, who was pastor here around forty years ago. As many of
you know, Jim and | served on staff together for a couple of years at another First
Presbyterian Church in Greenville, NC. Not only do | hear his voice when | read this text,
but | also see his beaming smile as he spoke these words over every infant he baptized.

It’s almost as if those words surprised him with delight every single time he uttered

" Helpful background information from The Gospel and Letters of John by R. Alan Culpepper, chapters 3 and 9.
21 John 1:1, NRSVue, emphasis added



them: See what love the Father has given us, that we should be called children of God,
and that is what we are. As we discussed at bible study Wednesday morning, it is easy to
believe that Fisher is a beloved child of God. Who couldn’t love him or any other
precious baby? But the we includes not simply the babies or the toddlers or the
preschoolers in the room but also those of us who are long past swaddling blankets and
juice boxes. And that can be a lot to wrap our heads around. In an age swirling with
hatred, suspicion, cruelty, and indifference, we need to be reminded, and we need to
remind one another not simply by what we say but in how we live, in how and who we
love. This love starts with God. The challenge is not to let it end with us.

“No one has ever seen God,” the elder tells us. So then, how can God be with all
the children at the same time? Or more pointedly, how can we know that God is with all
the children at the same time or with all of us, for that matt? | can describe God as an
invisible force that is not contained by a body or a box. God is omnipresent, theologians
tell us, much like the air we breathe or the water that surrounds fish as they swim. |
often speak of God as being closer to us than our own breath, but if | cannot see God or
hear God knock on my front door or hold God’s hand as | climb a steep path, how can |
believe what | and you and we say about God? We are inclined to want visible tangible

proof; seeing is believing, right?



With that said, much like the elder, | am convinced that God is with everyone
always because of what | have read in scripture AND because of what | have seen and
heard and known in and through this church community and others. My first Christmas
here was brutally cold. On December 23 | received a call from the city asking if we had
space to accommodate some of our unhoused neighbors overnight on Christmas Eve. |
quickly emailed the session. Could we not only open up some space but also find a way
to host these guests on that holy night? The swift and enthusiastic answer was yes. The
city wound up finding another option, but | will never forget the way you showed me
what love can look like in the deep midwinter. | have seen your hearts break over
violence in Haiti and just a few blocks away and | have seen you find inspiration in your
heartbreak as you look for ways to help with your prayers, your partnership, and your
pocketbooks. | have seen you signing up to read with children who are not your own. |
have seen you show up with deviled eggs and cookies and punch to make space for
grieving friends and families. | have seen you stand with, pray for, and work alongside
neighbors who do not look like you, speak like you, love like you, pray like you, or vote
like you. And | am forever and continually grateful.

In the Presbyterian church, we do not single out individuals to serve as godparents
at a baptism. On occasion families have asked for a friend or family member to stand

with them in the chancel, but those individuals do not take on any more responsibility



than the rest of us do. In our tradition, the gathered congregation takes on the role of
godparents, promising to help nurture the one being baptized in the life of faith. We
make similar promises every time new members join a particular congregation. It is also
our practice to ask questions of the children who gather down front, just as | did a few
moments ago. Not one of these promises is more significant than another. God’s grace
has been poured out on all of us. This is true for those who were baptized decades ago,
for the one who was baptized moments ago, and for those who have yet to have water
splashed on their precious heads. In response to that abundant grace, we as God’s
children of every age and generation promise to nurture one another in faith.

This is our third week in a series of sermons inspired by questions from some of
our children, our wise, imaginative, curious kids. And | want to thank you for asking
these questions. | want to thank all our young friends who wonder and listen and giggle
and dance down the aisle and think hard about what it means to love God and love our
neighbors. Your questions, your curiosity, your imagination, and your playfulness make
me and the other grownups better followers of Jesus. | and we may not have all the
answers to all your questions, but | want you to keep asking. We talk a lot about
grownups teaching you and helping you, but | want you to know that you teach the rest

of us and help us, too, in more ways than you can imagine.



And that is the point, isn’t it? No one has ever seen God, but we can see each
other. In an era when the larger world grows angrier, meaner, more cynical, and more
divided by the second, it is not easy to trust that God is in the midst of us, nor is it easy
to believe that God is with all the children at the same time. And in this hurting and
angry age, | am convinced that God is longing for us to nurture one another, to love one
another, and to love the world God sent his Son to save. This love is not the stuff of
candy hearts or cupids on fancy cards. This love calls us to serve one another, to wonder
together, to listen to one another, to weep with one another, to question together, to
pray for one another, to laugh together, to remind one another who and whose we are,
and to help each other see where God is at work even now loving and redeeming God'’s
embattled, baffling, and beloved world.

Take a moment and look around.

See what love the Father has given us, that we should be called children of God,
and that is what we are. Keep looking, and by God’s grace we will find a way to keep
seeing.

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.



