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Growing Toward Childlikeness 

Paradoxically, the psychological development of adults often leads them to 

possess many qualities often found in children. Childlikeness is a sign of adult well-

being, maturity, and health. The process of development is to become more childlike—

not to dwell in our childhood but to grow the characteristics of a child. Honesty, absence 

of relational inhibition, ability to trust, willingness to not understand, and zest for life are 

qualities of both children and well-adjusted, relational adults. However, moving toward 

childlikeness requires a painful process of being reborn. In both life and psychotherapy, 

humans must move from a state of reliance through a process of regression that involves 

breaking, dismantling of false selves, surrendering, and entry into death. From that place 

of regression comes an openness to reflect and to hold mystery and face the unknown. 

This movement brings us into a new life of relationship—with God, humans, creation, 

and self. As we develop and grow in life and through psychotherapy, we find that the 

whole of this movement through regression and reflection is really a coming back, a 

return to childlikeness.  

 The Christian gospel and psychotherapy share in common the paradoxical 

necessity of death in order to live, surrender in order to receive, regression in order to 

grow. In the gospel of John, Jesus says, “I tell you the truth, unless a kernel of wheat falls 
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to the ground and dies, it remains only a single seed. But if it dies, it produces many 

seeds” (John 12:24, NIV). By dying, new life is possible. Jesus also says, “Whoever finds 

his life will lose it, and whoever loses his life for my sake will find it” (Matthew 10:39, 

NIV). Christ calls us to let go, to die in order to find life. 

Thomas Merton, in his 1949 Seeds of Contemplation, writes, “In order to become 

myself I must cease to be what I always thought I wanted to be, and in order to find 

myself I must go out of myself, and in order to live I must die,” (as cited in Conn, 1998, 

p. 327). The Christian gospel leads its followers on a journey into death in order to find 

life, whether by choice or circumstance. At some point, we all encounter life-rattling 

suffering and trials. Alan Jones (1985) writes: 

Trials and humiliations are necessary only insofar as they are the means by which 

our true life is uncovered. To come to this place where one is truly alive, one must 

hit rock-bottom. There must be a breakthrough to the point of deepest 

helplessness. (p. 83)  

Though the language is typically different, the Christian notion of that one must die in 

order to live is also true in psychotherapy, which requires a dismantling of false selves, a 

regression, and a reentry or reexperiencing of the painful past in order to freely live in the 

present. Psychotherapist Roy Barsness (2006) expresses this paradoxical reality within 

the therapeutic relationship and life in general. He says, “In order to know, we must not 

know; in order to find ourselves we must lose ourselves; in order to experience, we must 

forfeit explanation” (p. 50). 

In traditional psychoanalytic and Freudian thinking, the surrender of illusions in 

favor of reality is essential for patients, and thus everything that is not empirically true 
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must be stripped away. This type of movement can be helpful, but at the same time, it can 

often be detrimental. According to Doug Hansen (2006), psychologist D.W. Winnicott 

countered Freudian thought by saying that illusions actually give our life meaning. 

Instead of the idea that a child should give up illusion, fantasy, or play to face the hard 

facts, Winnicott said that illusion is essential to meaning, life, and existence. For 

example, Winnicott furthered the discussion of children’s transitional objects, saying that 

the objects are both fabricated and discovered; thus, the meaning of an object is not just 

what a child discovers but also what the child applies to that object (Hansen, 2006). 

Without such an “illusion,” the object lacks meaning, and as such, the illusion is then a 

necessary part of the object’s meaning. Similarly, as humans grow interpersonally, a 

childlike acceptance of the unknown—not an absence of illusion—is what demonstrates 

maturity.  

 Rather than dismissing children and hurrying them into adulthood, we should 

heed the words of Isaiah, which state that “a little child will lead them” (Isaiah 11:6, 

NIV). Children model trust and live with an absence of pretense; they are willing to stand 

in uncertainty and surrender to relationship. As adults, we would do well to grow into the 

maturity of a child. 
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