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Childlike Trust
– 3 July 2011 –
T

hroughout the Gospel narrative, it is not uncommon to encounter a “frustrated Jesus” expressing his strong disappointment at the misunderstanding of his slow-learning disciples.  Indeed, misunderstanding is the very hallmark of Mark’s narrative, right to the end when they all run away leaving him to die hanging on a cross, his mission completed in apparent disaster and total abandonment.
For all its affirming and welcoming tone, today’s Gospel text is an inclusion dovetailing precisely between two such moments of sad abandonment.  Jesus has just condemned his contemporaries and lamented over some of their towns for their lack of faith and open rejection to him (Lk 11:16-24), and following immediately on his invitation to place a childlike trust on him, his opponents, challenged in their comfortable, legalistic and shallow self-styled faith, openly reject him for picking corn on the Sabbath (Lk 12:1-8).  In this context, Jesus’ thankfulness to the Father “for hiding these things from the learned and the clever and revealing them to mere children”, more than a prayer, takes on the tone and the flavour of a disheartened man turning to God in a mixture of anguish and disappointment, wishing maybe that things were different and that people would understand what he was on about.  And in order to understand what God is about, Jesus points to children, as the exemplar of the kind of relationship that binds us to God and of the human faith-response to God.
A

s in other circumstances, Jesus invites us to look at children and learn from them what it means to seek and accept God in our lives.  But his invitation to become like little children has nothing to do with exhibiting childish tantrums, or the self-centred and churlish behaviour we occasionally find even in some irresponsible adults.  Rather, Jesus’ call for us is to become child-like, human beings who are free to imagine new possibilities, creative in skills and relationships, and forever projected into a future uninhibited by fear, guilt or unhealthy self-image.  For Jesus there is identity between a child’s worldview and the kind of relationship God wants to establish with each of us and all of us – a relationship as intense as the one binding Jesus to his Father, built on mutual love and energized by absolute and total trust.  Yes, trust is the key to a child’s love, to his sense of freedom and to an open and creative acceptance of life.
The very first experience of a child and the energy that will enable that child to grow into the person he/she is meant to become is the experience of trust.  As the psychology of human development tells us, as human beings we grow through a sequence of eight pairs of contrasting dualities beginning with trust or mistrust and ending with hope or despair respectively.  Eventually it will be precisely this sense of trust (or unfortunately its opposite) imbibed in the early years that will inevitable shape their personality for the rest of their life.  Trust then is the building block and the energy towards a healthy, mature and full person empowering this person to journey on and look forward to fulfilment with hope and vitality.  By contrast mistrust becomes the forerunner of psychological self-destruction and death into a non-person.  

In today’s Gospel, while bemoaning the lifelessness of those around him, Jesus as always proposes life, because that is what he came to give (Jn 10:10), and points to children as the epitome of faith and fullness of life in the Kingdom.  Even sometime to the point of their own peril and detriment, children are trusting by nature, and in turn that very trust engenders freedom and security of action.  They feel secure in the presence of an adult they know and trust, even if that person is in the next room.  Spiritually, God is for real, and they just “feel” the presence of God in their life through the love and presence around them.  One day I was fascinated by a simple yet powerful scene at the beach.  Junior, not more than three years old, was completely engrossed in building sand castles, while dad was killing time by casually and almost absent-mindedly throwing a stick into the water for the family dog to retrieve.  His imagination on full alert and totally caught up in an amorphous mass of sand, the youngster was taking absolutely no notice of the world around him, seemingly blissfully unaware of anyone or anything else on that beach.  He never once looked up, not even when daddy slowly moved twenty metres further along the shore to retrieve the wooden stick that “pooch” got tired of chasing.  That was all: not more than twenty metres away!  It was then that the word rang out, sharp and crystal clear – twice: “Daddy, daddy!  Where are you going?”  He never looked up, he never turned his head away from his crumbling sand castle, and yet he knew; he felt that presence distancing itself, ever so slightly; and the world suddenly became threatening.  He never looked up until “Daddy” called Jason to go home, and the child ran on ahead happily into another world of wonder, fed on the security afforded by the presence of daddy – a security felt well beyond sensory perception!   
S

ometime I feel that God must be laughing at us in sheer delight and compassion, on observing our desperate, though puny efforts to reach out and achieve on our own steam.  After all the first attempts of the child to stand on his own two feet are moments of pure ecstasy for the father; and then daddy puts out his hand and the child wobbles and smiles in return, before throwing himself into daddy’s arms.  That is why Jesus says that, rather than learned minds or clever personalities, children are the ones who ultimately will not only know but experience God and be embraced by God in life.  In a world where our sense of trust in God and in each other is severely and chronically put to the test, we exhaust much of our physical, spiritual and psychological energy in seeking security or something we can trust to give us peace, hope and future.  In this world trapped by self-imposed anxiety for the sake of peace, fear for the sake of hope and alibis for the sake of wonder, Jesus proposes abandonment into trust that comes from acknowledging and accepting the love of the Father embracing us, like a child feels secure in the arms of his/her mother. 
T

o what extent do we, Christian believers, “feel” and accept the presence of God in our life, in the events around us, in the encounters of our day?  To what extent do we allow this sense of God-relationship to shape our worldview and our life with all its excitement, as well as with the unexpected and painful moments we live through each day?  To what extent do we heed the invitation of Jesus to come to him and find rest in the God’ loving and life-giving embrace?  Are we convinced that each of us is embraced childlike by God and consequently all of us are drawn into the family that we call the Christian community bonded by trust?

Trust is an experience demanding relationship and leading to community.  The first experience of trust and security for the child comes from those around him/her, from his family.  A child’s trust depends on his/her relationship with parents, siblings or peers becoming a both a source and a product of community.  It is not just a feeling good about oneself but it carries an inherent otherness, projecting me to others and linking people together.  Even when I claim that I trust myself, in actual fact I can only make that claim in relation to someone else or something else outside of me.  The openness and trust that shape the life of children are not just symptomatic of human maturity, but they are both the key to any claim to faith in God and discipleship of Jesus, and a paradigm of human relationships among ourselves.  In the end, just as faith is ultimately a blind act of trust in a living and loving God, so a Christian faith-community will stand or fall on the strength or weakness of the relationships established and lived out in trust among the believers.  Heeding the Lord’s invitation to rest with him, may we grow each day, as a community and as individuals, in trustful abandonment to our God who embraces us and calls us to peace and joy with each other!       
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