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The Apostles were discussing which of them was the greatest. You and I get to 

listen in. And it is so easy to put the worst possible interpretation on their 

conversation. But this is unwarranted and unnecessary. For all we know, these men 

were contemplating which of them had become most like Jesus. The clue to this 

interpretation is in Our Lord’s response. He names two qualities which will forever 

be associated with being Christ-like: being a servant and being like a child. “Being 

like Jesus” means nothing less than to assume something of the character of 

Almighty God. That is because the Lord said, “He who has seen Me has seen the 

Father.”  

The teaching of Christ about being childlike will always be associated with the 

beautiful image of the Lord Jesus taking a child and placing him in the midst of the 

apostles. But Jesus is not a politician kissing babies to gain votes! The Lord is 

giving instruction on how we are to approach our Heavenly Father. He is revealing 

something of the mystery of the Holy Trinity. In the Divine family, Jesus is like a 

child to His Father. We cannot know fully what that means. But it certainly begins 

with what we do know from what Almighty God has revealed in His creation.  

A child has no fear. No pretense holds him back. It is in growing up that we 

become inhibited, wary, and skeptical. The Lord tells us our conventional conduct 

as adults must never extinguish the flame of our free and natural relationship to our 

Father in heaven. This relationship must remain childlike: trusting, fearless, 

without pretension, and totally natural. This does not mean childish! The 

relationship must grow and mature, but do so without becoming stifled or cynical 

or fearful. 

I love retelling the story of an austere and proper English vicar in the era around 

1910 who gave a catechism service one Sunday afternoon. At about the same time 

as he returned to the sacristy, a little four-year-old girl, who had sat obediently 

through the long service, announced to her mother “I must speak to the vicar!” Her 

mother was amused but said it wasn’t possible. But the little girl insisted to the 

point her mother, now very embarrassed, brought her daughter to the sacristy door, 

and with apologies to the vicar, presented her daughter. Whereupon the little girl 

looked up brightly at the tall priest still in surplice and biretta, and said “I love you, 
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because you are good, and because you have such beautiful white hair. This is for 

you.” And she opened her fist and gave him a sticky piece of candy she had been 

clenching during the service.  

Now fast forward 100 years to a similar experience we have witnessed with our 

own eyes. It comes from another part of God’s realm: the animal kingdom. We 

were hiking in the Virunga Mountains in central Africa, looking for mountain 

gorillas. Suddenly we were surrounded by a whole family. They were all there: the 

adults, the nursing mothers, the teenagers, and the little babies. And presiding over 

all of it was a magnificent silverback gorilla, very large, muscular, and stern. All 

the other gorillas kept their distance. And our guides told us not to stare at him. If 

our eyes made contact, we were to look down as our sign of deference. But there 

was a hilarious exception to the royal protocol: the babies were using this huge 

silverback gorilla as a playpen. They were jumping on his back as if he were a 

trampoline! The little ones were permitted to do what none of the older gorillas 

ever dared. He was being the father of the little ones. 

Pride and pretension dissolve in God’s presence, and up to a certain age a child is 

free of both. There is no deviousness, no manipulation or calculation to get what he 

wants. The child has no hesitation about forging a friendship, and is as fearless as a 

little girl in the sacristy, and as trusting as a baby gorilla jumping on a silverback! 

And the Lord Jesus, Who is in a position to know, says God approves. A child 

gives us a precious insight, even if incomplete, into the Divine Love of the Holy 

Trinity: what God is really like. And Our Lord tells us to strive to keep just this 

kind of childlike relationship with our Heavenly Father.   


