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When I was a child there was a television variety show that featured everything from household hints to hunts for missing persons.  Monday through Friday, from 1952 to 1971, Art Linkletter hosted this show and it was called House Party.
  As each and every episode of House Party neared its end Mr. Linkletter would participate in the most popular portion of the show.  For nearly fifteen achingly funny minutes he would interview children in a segment called, Kids Say the Darndest Things.  Mr. Linkletter would ask the children, ages two to ten, questions of all sorts and kinds.  If the rest of America was anything like my household, by the time the children finished responding my Mom and sister and I would be doubled over with laughter and no one could mistake the power of a child’s wisdom or the truth in their hearts.
In the Fellowship Hall, after worship, I will run a few clips from Kids Say the Darndest Things and you can catch the flavor for yourself.   But for now, just in case you do not remember the show, or are younger than I and may never have seen it; let me give you a glimpse of what once transpired.  And please remember Mr. Linkletter never told his young sages what to say or guided them in any way.  Instead he asked for their opinions and they replied.   
Mr. Linkletter asked one little boy what he wanted to be when he grew up.  The child, maybe four years of age, responded a bus driver or a pilot.  Impressed with his answer, Mr. Linkletter asked next, “Well if you were a pilot and all of sudden your engines stopped, what would you do?”  Without missing a beat the child dropped his head and responded, “Our Father, who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name . . . .”
Another child was asked, “Who is the boss in your house, your mother or your father.”  The child, with a quickness that belied any need for thought, replied quickly, “Both of them.”  Mr. Linkletter complimented the child and said, “You are quite the diplomat.”  However the boy, not knowing the meaning of the word, said, “No Sir, I am a Baptist.”
And one little girl, when asked about her favorite Bible Story, recounted with amazing accuracy the story of Jesus turning water into wine.  When Linkletter asked her what we might learn from this story, with dead pan seriousness she said, “Well the more wine you have the better the wedding will be.”  Newman family, take note.

For over a decade, Mr. Linkletter interviewed girls and boys, always drawing out their best; always making possible the gift of insight from their hearts.  Their responses were unfettered by should’s, uncluttered by ought to’s, and free from the need to get it absolutely right.  The children spoke the truth of their souls and their wisdom was evident for all to hear.

What happens when a child speaks without the self editing that becomes so prevalent as we grow older?  What happens when minds and hearts are free to ask and to wonder, to question and to laugh, to speak and to trust that the space into which they speak is safe and inviting?  What happens when above all else a child knows that as they speak there is one who is listening, one who is lovingly focused on them, and will, in every instance, no matter, what respond?  What happens when a child speaks into this kind of space?
In a way, just like Mr. Linkletter, the editors of our morning’s book; Children’s Letters to God, create exactly that kind of space; a space where children are given complete permission to ask, to trust; a space where it is always proper to speak the truth of the soul and to expect a response.

The prayers that play across the front of your bulletin can exist only when children know they are speaking into just such a space.  Only when there is no fear of retribution, when there is a belief that someone is bending low, ready to hear, can a child’s heart most deeply and fervently pray in this way:
· Dear God, I saw two people kissing in church, is that OK with you?  These are the words of a child unafraid of the price of a question.
· Dear God, 
Maybe Cain and Abel would not kill each other so much if they had their own rooms.  It works for me and my brother.  These are words steeped in the wisdom that all life is sacred and deserves space to live and thrive.  This is a prayer that might be prayed, with efficacy, in many places around the world.  
· Dear God, 









              Is it true my Father won’t get into heaven if he uses his bowling words in the house.  These are words that honor right order and seek to gain guidance and maybe peace.
· Dear God, 
The bad people laughed at Noah, but he was smart and stuck with you.  That’s 
what I should do.  A prayer of wisdom having learned others mistakes ought not 
be repeated.
· Dear God, 
I didn’t think orange went with purple until I saw the sunset you made on Tuesday.  It was cool.  A prayer of thanksgiving, not eloquent or long but beautiful in its praise of God’s handiwork among the heavens.

What happens when the prayers, the thoughts, the words of a child are spoken into spaces free of worry and filled with trust; thoughts beautiful and profound are offered, hearts that were laden are lifted, and the child learns the sound and the wisdom, the power and the efficacy of their own voice!
And it is not only Mr. Linkletter, or the editors of Children’s Letters to God, that have sought to create the kind of space for children to speak truth or to pray.  The God who loves you, who calls you son, who calls you daughter; this God has from the beginning of time sought to fashion and form just such a space for you, for me.  Yes, God has created a space where you and I may come with our questions and hopes, our declarations and needs; a space where we are free from the persistence of ought to’s and the tyranny of should's.  A place where we need not focus on the precision of our truth, for instead of precision God desires the precious sound of our truth; a place where we need not be eloquent, for God yearns for eagerness and honesty rather than eloquence; yes a place where we need not worry about the high mindedness of our words, for it is the heartfelt pain or joy, the truth or doubt that is the currency God seeks.   God has created a place where we may come and find the Savior ready to listen, ready to welcome, ready for you and for me.  
And that space was created by Jesus and noted in the Gospel text Christy read this morning; a space waiting for us to come and be blessed.  In the very moment when the disciples, who should have known better, see the children peering around the legs of their parents, see the children nearing Jesus with their questions, with their doubts; in that very moment as the disciples rebuke the children Jesus says to them never, never stop the children from coming to me!
Though the text does not report it as language he spoke, in the first century children were despised as nothing, determined to have no worth; but Jesus welcomed then not because they had anything eloquent or high minded to add; he welcomed them because they were the ones whose hearts were open, whose minds were willing to question, they were the ones whose mouths would bring unadulterated and unedited truth. The children represented the pattern and the paradigm that Jesus sought from all hearts; they were the ones who knew how to approach him, who longed to talk with him.  Do not hinder them!  Move, make way for them; let them come.  
And just as Jesus made a way for first century children, so the way is made for us.  The truth of the Mark text is yours, is mine, today.  We are the children of God.  We who gather in this place, we who listen to sermons online; we are the children of God and we may come to God with the truth and honesty of our prayer in exactly the way children sat before Art Linkletter or wrote the prayers on your bulletin cover.  We may come with whatever is on our hearts, in our hands, or surrounds our lives.  We may come and offer our own letter to God with words spoken or written, with tears or dance, with spiritual disciplines or deep quiet.  We may come in prayer with sighs or groans too deep for words.  And we may do so confident that we occupy a space, created by Christ; a space where no self editing is necessary, where freedom to ask or to question is freely offered, where sincere trust or doubted is honored; and where we may rest assured there is one listening who will, in every instance, no matter what, respond!  

God is listening and God will speak, maybe not on our schedule or in the way that we most hope, but God is attending to our every letter, to our every prayer.  And beloved of God, before I take my seat, and you and I go off into the beauty of this summer Sunday’s day, there is at least one more thing worth noting; in the days of King Solomon God spoke and told him about the power of prayer.  God, bending low said “Solomon, if my people, who are called by my name, would humble themselves, pray, seek my face, and turn from ways that are not like me; then I will hear from heaven, I will heal their land, I will be with them and they will be with me.

The one more thing of this sermon is this, as we who love God seek to live our lives for God we must return to that safe place where we can speak the truth of our hearts.  We must return to the gift of prayer, the gift of beautiful transformative communion with God, and we must pray not only for ourselves and those we love, but for those whom we do not know and do not love.  We must do as Solomon was instructed to do, we must humble ourselves, realizing that it is God and not we who has the wisdom we need to live as we should, we have to humble ourselves and not worry about the way we pray, we must seek God’s face, drawing close in love the way those children climbed into Jesus’ arms, and we must turn to a belief that prayer is a valuable gift, it is the gift of sweet and precious time just in the presence of God.  We must pray, asking God to speak to us and guide us so that we might be the kind of people who live into the fullness of being an ambassador for God, of being a loving neighbor to creation and to the world.  
In prayer we are opened to God.  In prayer, we are guided by God.  In prayer we are connected to God.  What would happen if we, who are God’s children, would speak as honestly as the children whose prayers adorn our bulletin?  What would happen if we believed as deeply in God’s welcome of our sincere prayer?  What would happen if we prayed and truly listened to God’s responses, listened and obeyed?  What would happen?  Only you and I can set this experiment into motion.  Dear God, we are your children, teach us anew and aright how to pray!  Amen.
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� For a quick summary of House Party, please Google “Art Linkletter’s House Party”.  You will also be able to find the clips shown after worship.





� This family will host a wedding one week from today’s sermon.
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