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God’s Children
Ephesians 1:3-14; John 1:1-18

You may not have yet had an opportunity to see the new Disney movie
Saving Mr. Banks which stars Tom Hanks and Emma Thompson, but if you
haven’t seen it, you should.  And you may not have caught the television
showing of the movie Mary Poppins a few weeks ago.  If not, you should rent
a copy and enjoy it again.  Mary Poppins is one of those delightful movies that
children and adults alike enjoy and Saving Mr. Banks is the story of Walt
Disney’s attempt to convince Mrs. P.L. Travers (the author of Mary Poppins)
to let him make the movie.

Given the delightful character of Mary Poppins, it is surprising to learn
that Mrs. Travers was a sometimes irascible creature–impatient, irritable, and
even rude.  At least the movie portrays her that way.  She liked nothing that
Walt Disney wanted to do with the movie–not the singing, the dancing, the
animation–nothing.  And the only clue she would offer for her stubbornness
was an occasional protest that his take on the story of Mary Poppins was “not
what it is about!”

According to the movie, it was not until Walt Disney paid attention to his
own life and the reasons he built the Disney empire and also paid attention
to Mrs. Travers’ life and the reasons she wrote Mary Poppins that he
understood what the story is about.  He changed the script to reflect the real
story and she finally approved the project.  I am not going to spoil the new
movie for you, but if you have ever watched the original Mary Poppins, you
know the outcome of the story.  If you are still not certain what the story is
about, then the name of the new movie certainly provides the clue.

Mr. Banks is saved!  The why and how are for you to discover when you
see the new movie, but we all know from the original movie that Mr. Banks is
a no-nonsense businessman.  He will tolerate no foolishness.  He does not
want to be bothered with his children.  He thinks his wife’s involvement in the
women’s suffrage movement is silly.  He wants his household, his work, and
everything else in his life ordered and in place as a proper English life should
be.  But things change when Mary Poppins arrives.  Mr. Banks life suddenly
spins out of control when he takes his children to work and insists that



Michael invest his tuppence in the bank instead of spending them on
something frivolous like food for the pigeons outside St. Paul’s Cathedral. 
Although the scene in the bank is entertaining and musically enjoyable, it is
also sad for the children run away in fear from their father.  We realize that
Mr. Banks has quite forgotten who he is.

All is not lost, however, for Mary Poppins is in the house!  We know that
as Mr. Banks is being fired from his job, he suddenly realizes how he has lost
his perspective on life.  He tells the bank directors a silly joke about a man
with a wooden leg named Smith, and leaves the bank with a new outlook on
life.  He returns home to embrace his family and the movie ends with
everyone singing, dancing, and flying kites.  Mr. Banks has tapped into the
childhood enjoyment of life and he is saved!

I would never equate Mary Poppins with Jesus, but truly the gift  of the
magical nanny is that she was able to help everyone, children and adults
alike, to rediscover the goodness of the gift of life.  This notion, of course, did
not originate with Mary Poppins, P.L. Travers, or Walt Disney.  Millennia
before, the writer of the Gospel of John understood what was at stake in
human life.  Listen to the glorious beginning to the story of Christ:

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God,
and the Word was God.  He was in the beginning with God.  All
things came into being through him, and without him not one thing
came into being.  What has come into being in him was life, and
the life was the light of all people.

The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not
overcome it.  There was a man sent from God, whose name was
John.  He came as a witness to testify to the light, so that all
might believe through him.  He himself was not the light, but he
came to testify to the light.  The true light, which enlightens
everyone, was coming into the world.  He was in the world, and
the world came into being through him; yet the world did not know
him.  He came to what was his own, and his own people did not
accept him.  But to all who received him, who believed in his
name, he gave power to become children of God, who were born,
not of blood or of the will of the flesh or of the will of man, but of
God.  And the Word became flesh and lived among us, and we
have seen his glory, the glory as of a father’s only son, full of
grace and truth.

2



(John testified to him and cried out, “This was he of whom
I said, ‘He who comes after me ranks ahead of me because he
was before me.’”)  From his fullness we have all received, grace
upon grace.  The law indeed was given through Moses; grace and
truth came through Jesus Christ.  No one has ever seen God.  It
is God the only Son, who is close to the Father’s heart, who has
made him known. 

The other day I read an article written by Dr. Will Willimon who wrote,
“God is invisible, distant, and incomprehensible . . . ” Then he added, “. . .
until the incarnation of Jesus Christ.”1  When Rome ruled Judah, the opinion
of most Hebrew people was that God is “invisible, distant, and
incomprehensible.”  But that opinion changed when God came to dwell
among us as Jesus.  His real flesh and blood approach changed our
perception of things–things both earthly and heavenly.  Jesus caused us to
look at life differently, to pay attention to the details, to enjoy the wonders of
life, to put our treasures where our heart truly is.

The writer of the Gospel of John uses elegant language to talk about
Jesus the Messiah.  He speaks of Word and light, Spirit and flesh, grace and
truth.  And then he slips in a surprising notion that is easy to miss.  He says,
“But to all who received him, who believed in his name, he gave power to
become children of God” (John 1:12).

My first thought in reading those words was that we are already children
of God.  Why do we need to be empowered to become what we already are? 
Then I realized that is the point.  We sometimes forget who we are.  For some
of us it takes years to grow into who we are.  Sometimes we completely
ignore who we really are.  John’s purpose is to point out that Jesus came to
remind us who we are.

One of the ways God reminds us who we are is in baptism.  Baptism
refocuses the light of God in the proper place.  What happens in those waters
is not magical, but neither is it of our doing.  Baptism is a reminder of God’s
grace toward us and of his claiming us as his children.  As the Apostle Paul
reminds us, God “destined us for adoption as his children through Jesus
Christ” (Ephesians 1:5).  It is up to us to accept the gift.

On a regular basis, I think, we need to be reminded of who God is and
who we are.  Today is one of those days.  Gathered at this water and around
this table, we experience God in the flesh, Immanuel.  And we are reminded
once again that we are God’s children.  Thanks be to God!  Amen.

1William H. Willimon, “God Among Us,” Pulpit Resource (January, February, March 2014): 5.
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January 5, 2014 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

With gladness we hear the good news that you claim us as your own,
O God.  With gladness we remember our own experience of grace as we
gather at the waters of baptism.  And with gladness we celebrate your gift of
life as we feast at your table.  Keep this day bright in our memories that we
may always rejoice in the abundance of goodness that is ours.

How grateful we are that your gift of salvation was not limited by
ethnicity, race, or culture but that the light of your grace shines upon all
people to the praise of your glory.  Today of all days we offer our thanksgiving
that we, too, are numbered among your children.

For this reason, we pray for all who do not yet know that you are our
heavenly Parent.  We pray for those who yearn to belong, who want to be
claimed, who desire to be welcomed home.  Continue to shine the light of
your love far and wide until all of your children find their way back to you.

We pray for each one who fears the darkness that is crowding in upon
them, whether it is a prolonged illness, a diagnosis that does not bode well,
or a dilemma that seems inclined toward disaster.  We pray for all who are
lonely, who seek to be known, who suffer the wounds of a broken heart, or
who cannot choose which way to turn.  We pray for those engulfed in poverty,
trapped by war, threatened by hunger, and seduced by the fleeting pleasures
of power, money, or prestige.  We pray for one another and for ourselves, O
God, for we need your help.

While today is a day much like yesterday and this year will unfold as did
every year before, we do pray for health and well-being.  Grant us the
strength we need for each day and the rest we require each night.  Give us
wisdom for the journey and courage to choose our way carefully.  Grant us
your peace, O God, through your Son and our Savior, Jesus Christ our Lord. 
Amen.


