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SERMON: THE KINGDOM FOR BEGINNERS 
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Henri Nouwen was a Roman Catholic priest, psychologist, and author, who is considered 

to be one of the finest spiritual writers of recent memory; his books have impacted millions of 

Christians around the world.  He was originally from Holland, but came to United States for 

graduate school and ended up teaching at some of the finest universities in the world: Notre 

Dame, Yale, and Harvard.  But in his early fifties, after 20 years of living a very privileged life 

as an academic and famous author, Nouwen decided to give it all up and move to Richmond Hill, 

believe it or not.  Why Richmond Hill?  He came to join the l’Arche community there, called 

l’Arche Daybreak. 

Some of you have probably heard of l’Arche.  It was founded by Canadian Jean Vanier in 

1964 as a community for people with intellectual disabilities, or mental handicaps, and has 

spread around the world to 40 countries.  L’Arche is French for “the ark,” as in Noah’s Ark. 

L’Arche takes a unique, faith-based approach to providing homes for people with disabilities.  It 

is not at all like a nursing home. There are no “clients,” there are no “patients,” and there are no 

“staff.” At l’Arche, the “able” the “disabled” live together in community, in fact they live 

together in regular houses, and they relate to one another like families more than anything else.  

Everyone is treated as a person of equal respect and dignity; they all take responsibility for their 

household, and they have relationships of mutual support and accountability.  Their households 

have close to a one-on-one ratio of non-disabled and disabled people.  You might think, that 

doesn’t sound very efficient!  Do they really need one non-disabled person for each disabled 

person?  But the point of l’Arche is not to be efficient, but to be a place where everyone is valued 

as a child of God. 

So in 1985 Henri Nouwen left Harvard to move to l’Arche Daybreak in Richmond Hill. 

He abandoned the most exclusive circles of intellectual life in order to live amongst people who 

were intellectually disabled.  And, for the rest fo his life, much of his writing focused on how 

much he learned from these supposedly disabled people.  In his wonderful book, In the Name of 

Jesus, he says, 

“The first thing that struck me when I came to live in a house with mentally handicapped 

people was that their liking or disliking of me had absolutely nothing to do with any of 

the many useful things I had done until then.  Since nobody could read my books, the 

books could not impress anyone, and since most of them never went to school, my twenty 

years at Notre Dame, Yale, and Harvard did not provide a significant introduction.”(27) 

The fact that he was a Harvard professor meant nothing to these people. He was used to relying 

on his credentials and his accomplishments to impress everyone, but suddenly he was put into a 

place where people didn’t care about how many letters he had after his name.  He continues, 

“I was suddenly faced with my naked self, open for affirmations and rejections, hugs and 

punches, smiles and tears, all dependent simply on how I was perceived at the moment.  

In a way, it seemed as though I was starting my life all over again.” (28) 

In spite of all that he had accomplished, this very accomplished man was learning to become a 

beginner again.  And he found that, when he humbled himself and became a beginner, he learned 

a lot about following Jesus. 
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I think of Henri Nouwen’s experience of “starting life all over again” when I read this 

story in Matthew 18, where Jesus calls the disciples to humble themselves and become like little 

children.  The story starts with the disciples asking Jesus a silly question: “Who is the greatest in 

the kingdom of heaven?”  It didn’t seem like a silly question to them at the time.  Every kingdom 

has its bright lights, its heroes, its inspiring leaders – the people they name buildings after; the 

people whose faces are printed on money.  The disciples believe Jesus to be the Messiah, and 

they’ve heard him talk a lot about the kingdom; so naturally, they wonder, since they are his 

inner circle, who is going to be the greatest when this kingdom is up and running.  Who is going 

to be honoured?  Who will be given great responsibility?  Who’s going to be in charge of the 

Army?  Who’s going to be in charge of the treasury?  Who’s going to be his first minister?  This 

is no different from today, in politics; often it is campaign strategists and advisors who are hired 

as staff for the politicians when the election is over – that is, if they win.  They work hard, they 

make sacrifices, they put in long hours to gain the victory, so they are rewarded with some kind 

of important position in the government.  I think this is basically the way the disciples were 

looking at this situation.  They’ve put in the hours; they’ve made sacrifices – one day it’s going 

to pay off. 

But lately Jesus has been saying some strange things, and they are a bit confused.  In 

chapter sixteen we had that climactic moment, when Peter confessed that Jesus was the Christ, 

the Messiah; but it was immediately followed by Jesus telling them that he was going to be 

betrayed, and killed!  As soon as they figured out he was the Messiah he started to tell them, 

“I’m going to Jerusalem; I’m going to be handed over to the authorities, and I’m going to be 

killed, but on the third day I will rise again.” The disciples didn’t know what to make of this.  

Peter says, “Never, Lord!”  And Jesus rebukes him, and says, “Not only am I going to die, but 

you also, if you are my disciples, you must take up your cross, and follow me.” 

Then in chapter seventeen we have another highlight – a mountaintop experience, 

literally: the transfiguration, in which Jesus appears before the disciples in dazzling light, shining 

like the sun, with Moses and Elijah beside him.  Amazing! But it’s not much later in that chapter, 

Matthew 17:22, that Jesus again says to them, “The Son of Man is going to be betrayed into the 

hands of men. They will kill him, and on the third day, he will be raised to life.”  And Matthew 

tells us that when the disciples heard this, they “were filled with grief.” 

They were filled with grief.  They were troubled by what Jesus was telling them.  So 

when we come to Matthew 18:1, it says “At that time, the disciples came to Jesus and asked, 

“Who is the greatest in the kingdom heaven?” – we need to remember what has been happening 

at that time.  They were baffled by what Jesus had told them about the cross.  And so they get to 

thinking, “Wait a second, if you’re going to die on the cross, and we’re supposed to follow you, 

OK, we’re starting to get our heads around that, but...we’re going to be well rewarded when the 

kingdom is set up, right?  For sure...so, who is going to get the biggest reward? What’s it going 

to take to be the greatest in the kingdom?” 

Actually, if you notice, their question is in the present-tense. “Who is the greatest in the 

kingdom of heaven?”  And since they are Jesus’ inner circle, we can safely assume they believed 

it was one of them.  They might as well have come out and said, “Which one of us is the 

greatest? We know it must be one of us. We’ve been having a little debate amongst ourselves 

here, and Jesus, you can settle it.  Who’s the greatest?” 
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As is often the case, Jesus comes up with a surprising answer.  He stands a child in front 

of them. 

Now, before we go on, you have to realize that people back then did not think about 

children the way that we do today.  In our world, we treat children as if they are special – every 

child, in fact, in our culture, is brought up to believe that they are special.  We value children 

greatly; in fact, sometimes we romanticize childhood, and make to be an idealistic time of pure 

innocence and wonder and curiosity. The mention of childhood brings to mind those nostalgic 

Norman Rockwell paintings of mothers tucking their children into bed and smiling kids sitting 

around the dinner table with the family.  Depending on your age, childhood might make you 

think of “Leave it to Beaver,” or maybe it’s “The Cosby Show,” or “Full House.” Of course, any 

parent can tell you that childhood is just as much “Dennis the Menace” as it is “Leave it to 

Beaver.”  Although children do sometimes seem as innocent as doves, they can also be as 

cunning as serpents.  They get into mischief as often as they can, and they need discipline just as 

surely as they need encouragement.  Even still, in our culture, we are apt to overlook the 

challenges of childhood, and remember it with fondness. 

But things were very different in New Testament times. Children were not put on 

pedestal.  They were socially marginalized.  They certainly were not regarded as a model for the 

life of faith!  Again, today we have “Jesus loves me” and “Gentle Jesus, Meek and Mild;” we see 

something of deep value in child-like faith; but for the disciples that idea would have been totally 

shocking.  Their model of faith was serious and very, very adult; it was about study, and 

learning, and wisdom; giving up everything and following a teacher as he toured around the 

country, hanging on his every word.  How could a child be the greatest?  Is this a joke? The idea 

would have been ridiculous to them. 

Now pay close attention to what Jesus says to them: “I tell you the truth, unless you 

change and become like little children, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven.”  The Greek 

word for “change” here is literally “turn” – unless you turn, you will never enter the kingdom of 

heaven.  Remember they asked their question in the present tense, “Who is the greatest?” 

presuming not only that they were in the kingdom already, but that they might be amongst the 

greatest.  Jesus says, “You’re not there yet; what is more, you’re actually headed in the wrong 

direction, and you’d better turn around, or you’re never going to get there!” 

So, they must change and become like little children.  But what is Jesus saying about 

children here?  Sometimes we read all sorts of stuff into this verse about becoming like little 

children. Our first inclination is to make a long list of child-like qualities – children are innocent, 

children are playful, children are pure, children are curious – and then we think, “that’s what we 

should be! We should be innocent and playful and pure and curious and...” But Jesus is not 

inviting us to do that.  He is not inviting us to be like children in every way.  Jesus is well aware 

that children are not perfect, or innocent, or blameless.  He tells us plainly what his point is in 

verse 4: “Therefore, whoever humbles himself like this child is the greatest in the kingdom of 

heaven.”  

Of course, it makes sense, given what the disciples were getting at with their silly 

question.  You see, little children wouldn’t position themselves to be the greatest in the kingdom.  

Especially in those days; children were marginalized; children had no social standing, and were 

not seen as models of religious virtue. Children had no claim to greatness! Children in that 

culture were seen as the opposite of greatness.  They were inconsequential. What have they 

done?  What have they learned?  They’re just beginners!  And yet, that is just the point.  They’re 



Matthew 18:1-14  March 11, 2012  

 

James Pedlar 4 

 

beginners.  Jesus is telling the disciples: “Stop jockeying for position; you’ve got to learn to be 

beginners again. The kingdom of heaven belongs to such as these.” 

 

 
 

After Henri Nouwen had lived for a while at l’Arche, he reflected back on how he used to 

live, when he was a Harvard professor, travelling the world speaking at conferences and 

delivering papers to learned societies.   On the outside, you would have thought he was the very 

model of success!  But he knew something was wrong.  He uses a very interesting image to 

describe the way he had been living his life.  He writes,  

“Living in a community with very wounded people, I came to see that I had lived most of 

my life as a tightrope artist trying to walk on a high, thin cable from one tower to the 

other, always waiting for the applause when I had not fallen off and broken my leg.” (53) 

I love that image; isn’t that how many of us live in this individualistic, competitive, cut-throat 

world?  It’s like we’re walking a tightrope, balancing precariously, in danger of slipping off at 

any moment, and desperately hoping people will be impressed that we haven’t fallen off and 

broken a leg.  Isn’t that how we sometimes view the life of faith?  As a great feat, a spectacular 

balancing act that we must perform on our own, without any help from others?     

I think we do often live that way.  I know I’ve certainly lived that way at times, and I 

haven’t always been able to keep my balance.  Friends, this isn’t the circus. I think Jesus is 

calling us to climb down from the tightrope.  He’s calling us to give up trying to impress him and 

one another with our balancing act.   Let’s stop trying to be spectacular.  We’re all beginners 

here.  But that’s OK.  God’s kingdom belongs to beginners. They are the greatest in his eyes. 

Their angels are the most important angels in heaven; they behold his face at all times.  The 

kingdom of heaven is a kingdom for beginners. 

I wonder what it would be like if, here at Wesley Chapel, we really saw ourselves as a 

community of beginners? What would that mean for us today, if we embraced the call of Jesus to 

become like little children?  

First and foremost, I think seeing ourselves as a community of beginners would keep us 

focused on the gospel. Why?  Because the gospel tells us that we are accepted by God not 

because of what we have done but because of what he has done in Jesus Christ.  Just like 

children who have no claim on greatness, we are people whose righteous deeds are like filthy 

rags (Isa. 64:4). There is no place for boasting, or jockeying for position.  “All have sinned, and 

fall short of the glory of God” (Rom. 3:23). And yet we are all sons of God through faith in 

Christ Jesus (Gal. 3:26). And so we can be just as trusting and secure as any child feels with their 

own parent, because we’re all in this together – a community of beginners. 

Secondly, I think seeing ourselves as a community of beginners would help us to be a 

welcoming community. A community of beginners has no problem accepting other people who 

are beginners – other people who don’t necessarily “know the ropes.”  I’m thinking back to Gary 

Nelson’s wonderful story from a couple of weeks ago, about the kid who tossed back 5 

communion cups on a Sunday morning because he thought it was snack time.  Dr. Nelson talked 

about how some “big-B” Baptists were very upset by the child’s behaviour.  Do you think those 

“big-B” Baptists saw themselves as beginners, as “little children,” spiritually speaking? It is not 

without reason that in our scripture reading this morning Jesus moves on in verse five to the 

issue of welcoming little children.   He says, “whoever welcomes a little child like this in my 

name welcomes me.”  You see, if we see ourselves as little children, as beginners, then we will 
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be ready to welcome other little children, other beginners, to join us on our journey.  On the 

other hand, if we are like the disciples, and we are positioning ourselves, jockeying for the best 

pew, or the most jewels in our heavenly crown, then we will look down on newcomers, when 

they don’t know how to take communion, or how to dress for church, and so on.  A community 

of beginners will welcome other beginners. 

Thirdly, I think if we here at Wesley Chapel see ourselves as a community of beginners, 

it will help us to look out for one another. Beginners are impressionable. They can easily be 

made to stumble, and they can easily wander off like lost sheep.  That’s what Jesus is talking 

about when he pronounces his “woe” upon anyone who “causes one of these little ones who 

believe in me to sin.” Little children can be misled, and we need to watch out for those who do 

so.  And when Jesus says, “If your hand or your foot causes you to sin, cut it off and throw it 

away,” he’s not talking about individual body parts, but parts of the body of Christ. He is talking 

about those people who cause little children to stumble – we need to be on guard against such 

people.  We’re all beginners here; we need to watch out for one another.   

 You see, I think this whole passage is about how we relate to one another; and the way 

we relate to one another is a consequence of the way we relate to God.  Do we stand before Him 

and present our credentials?  Do we stand before God and ask Him if to tell us we are greatest in 

the kingdom of heaven?  Do we fight with one another for our position?  Or do we stand before 

him as little children, as beginners, and say, “Lord have mercy on us sinners.” “Lord, teach us to 

pray.”  “Lord, help our unbelief.”  

 Jesus doesn’t want us to put on a spiritual circus act.  He doesn’t want us to try to be 

spectacular, to try to impress him, by walking a tightrope or any other daring feat. He wants us to 

be like little children.  He wants us to be beginners – to be a community of people who humbly 

accept his grace and favour, not trusting in our own credentials or accomplishments; people who 

confess that we are weak, but God is mighty, and he holds us with his powerful hand.          


