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Abraham Heschel told a story about a young man who wanted to become a blacksmith.  As the 

story goes, the young man becomes an apprentice and soon learns all the techniques of the trade.  

He learns how to hold the tongs, smite the anvil, use the bellows.  When he finishes his 

apprenticeship he finds a place in the palace smithy.  But all his skill at using the tools turns out 

to be of no use.  He has never learned how to kindle a spark. 

 

Isn’t this a little bit like our life?  We spend most of our time in preparation in school.  We learn 

how to spell, to add and subtract.  Perhaps we learn a trade.  We acquire all kinds of knowledge.  

We know how to survive; we know how to prosper.  Yet, we may find, there is something 

missing.  Even with all of our ability and training, we have never learned how to kindle a spark. 

 

Many of us come to understand that there is another kind of knowledge that we need to fill our 

deepest hunger.  There is another kind of knowledge that has to do with purpose and meaning.  

And if we have children, we might have a notion that we want to help them have this kind of 

knowledge.  We want them to know how to kindle a spark. 

 

This kind of knowledge is not a technical understanding; it is not dependent upon intellect.  As 

Jesus prayed, “…thou hast hidden these things from the wise and understanding, and revealed 

them to babes.” 

 

It was Gandhi who said, “Knowledge which stops at the head and does not penetrate the heart is 

of but little use.”  We we are talking about this morning is that kind of knowledge that penetrates 

the heart. 

 

Dale Mulligan, the founder of the Logos Program, a young people’s ministry for congregations, 

says that we can think of knowledge as a continuum.  From point A to point B is intellectual 

knowledge.  These are the things we are taught in school: math, history, science, etc.  But then, 

there is the knowledge which falls between point B and point C.  B—C knowledge might be 

described as “relational.”  And when we talk about spiritual nurture and growth, this is the kind 

of knowledge we are dealing with, knowledge which penetrates the heart.  As Pascal said, “The 

heart has its reasons which reason cannot understand.” 

 

This is very important, for you see, if we are to fulfill our potential as human beings, if we are to 

grow into what the sower has intended, then we must not neglect this aspect of ourselves.  Tich 

Nhat Hanh wrote,  

 

All of us, children and adults, are beautiful flowers.  Our eyelids are exactly like rose 

petals, especially when our eyes are closed.  Our ears are like morning glories listening 

to the sounds of birds.  Our lips form a beautiful flower every time we smile.  And our two 
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hands are a lotus flower with five petals.  The practice is to keep our ‘flowerness’ alive 

and present, not just for our own benefit but for the happiness of everyone.  

 

We are never too young or too old to be a flower, with our hearts wide open and facing toward 

the light of God. 

 

In her book, Something More, Jean Fitzpatrick tell this story: 

 

Five-year-old Sam was regularly caught hiding his young sister’s favorite doll.  

Sometimes he would even hurl the doll down the stairs while Lisa chased after it in tears.    

One day Sam’s mother sat him down, put her arms around him, and asked, “Do you 

know why you hate dolly so much?” 

 

Because she’s stupid and ugly! he yelled, lower lip jutting out. 

 

Softly, as she stroked his hair, his mother replied, “No, Sam.  You hate dolly because 

your sister pays so much attention to her.  You’re jealous.  Everybody feels that way 

sometimes.  But Lisa loves you so much.” 

 

Sam didn’t reply.  But the next time Lisa came into the kitchen clutching her bedraggled 

doll, something different happened.  Instead of leaping up to grab it away, he stared 

accusingly at Lisa and said, “I hate dolly because I’m jealous of her because you love 

her more than me!” 

 

And then, to the surprise of both Sam and his mother, Lisa sat her doll down on a kitchen 

chair, trotted over to her brother and gave him a big hug.  “No, I don’t,” she said 

tenderly.  “I love you.” 

 

“Thou has hidden these things from the wise and understanding, and revealed them to babes.” 

 

This is relational knowledge.  Spirituality is not merely about intellect; it’s about relationship—

our relationship and experience with the Sacred Presence.  I know of a progressive church that 

describes itself as a place not to save souls, but to grow souls.  I like this, because a spiritual 

community ultimately shouldn’t tell us what to think, but how to think.  The church doesn’t so 

much give us the truth as it tells us where to find it.  It doesn’t give us fire, but teaches us how to 

kindle it for ourselves.  It is a training ground for having a relationship with the Sacred Reality 

and allow our soul to emerge. 

 

Parker Palmer once wrote that the soul is like a timid wild animal: 

 

If we want to see a wild animal, the last thing we should do is to go crashing through the 

woods, shouting for the creature to come out. But if we are willing to walk quietly into 

the woods and sit silently for an hour or two at the base of a tree, the creature we are 

waiting for may well emerge, and out of the corner of an eye we will catch a glimpse of 

the precious wildness we seek.  (Parker Palmer, A Hidden Wholeness: The Journey 

Toward an Undivided Life) 
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And so we need space to allow that interior relationship to happen.  We need to trust that we all 

have access to an Inner Teacher.  We don’t need the noise of absolute answers but the quiet 

openness to ask the right questions.  We need honest receptivity  and the example of others to 

show us how this search is done. 

 

Someone once said, “Relationships are schools for spiritual discovery.”  And sometimes it takes 

a child to remind us of this.  It is interesting that often when we focus upon the nurture of another 

soul—such as the soul of children—then our soul is nurtured and we grow.  This knowledge is 

relational, and sometimes children have a better sense of the immediacy of this than adults. 

 

Film director Michael Lessac told a wonderful story in an interview: 

 

There are two children in a family, and the younger has just been born.  The older child 

keeps on saying to the mother:  “I want to be alone with her for awhile.  Can I go in there 

and be alone with my sister?”  And she’s only a little baby.  The mother doesn’t 

understand, but the kid just keeps asking.  “I really want to—can’t I just spend some time 

alone with the baby?” 

 

So the mother lets the child into the room and listens at the door.  And the child asks the 

little baby, “Tell me about God.  I think I’m forgetting.” 

 

Sometimes, as adults, our minds become so full of information and practical concerns, that we 

can find ourselves forgetting about other things, such as our spiritual connection.  And 

sometimes it takes a child to remind us what those things are. 

 

One of the most common reasons that I run into for people reconnecting with the church is that 

they have had children, and they want to nurture them spiritually.  This is a perfectly good reason 

to come back—concern for the development of their children’s souls.  And sometimes, out of 

that love and concern for another soul, we might find an unexpected discovery ourselves.  

 

And old rabbi once asked his pupils how they could tell when the night has ended and the 

day had begun. 

 

“Could it be,” asked one of the students, “when you can see an animal in the distance 

and tell whether it’s a sheep or a dog?” 

 

“No,” answered the rabbi. 

 

Another asked, “Is it when you can look at a tree in the distance and tell whether it’s a 

fig tree or a peach tree?” 

 

“No,” answered the rabbi. 

 

“Then when is it?” the pupils demanded. 
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“It is when you can look on the face of any man or woman and see that is your sister or 

brother.  Because if you cannot see this, it is still night.”  (Tales of the Hasidim) 

 

May we do our best to help our children and others when it is dawn.  And in so doing, may we 

discover it again for ourselves. 
 


