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A Homily by                        “Welcoming all God’s Children.”
The Reverend Jo Popham     Seventeenth Sunday after Pentecost

September 23, 2012
Mark 9:30-37

Jesus “took a little child and put it among them; and taking it in his arms, he said to

[the disciples] whoever welcomes one such child in my name welcomes me, and whoever

welcomes me welcomes not me but the one who sent me.”

If we want to be welcoming to the today’s children in the 21st century, we must think

like them. That is not an easy task. Since 1998 Beloit College in Wisconsin has provided

a Mindset List that looks at the cultural touchstones that shape the lives of incoming

freshmen. The year’s list represents the worldview of the class of 2016, children born in

1994. Lest we think this a silly exercise, consider the more than one million visits to

mindset websites each year. I read Beloit’s list every year so that I am mindful of the

generation gap that grows more and more each year, but also at an ever increasing rate.

This year a few on the list jumped out at me.

• Children entering university this year have always lived in cyberspace, addicted to a
new generation of “electronic narcotics,”
• Their lives have been measured in the fundamental particles of life: bits, bytes, and
bauds;
• They have never seen an airplane “ticket.”
• They can’t picture people actually carrying luggage through airports rather than
rolling it.
• With MP3 players and iPods, they seldom listen to the car radios.
• Sadly a significant percentage (25%) of them will enter college already displaying
some hearing loss.
• They have lived in an era of instant stardom and self-proclaimed celebrities, famous
for being famous.
• They know many established film stars by their voices on computer-animated
blockbusters.
• They watch television everywhere but on a television.
• Point-and-shoot cameras are soooooo last millennium.
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• But most surprising (and troubling) to this priest is the fact that the Biblical sources
of terms such as “Forbidden Fruit,” “The writing on the wall,” “Good Samaritan,” and
“The Promised Land” are unknown to most of them.

If the Mindset List can help educators help our children then more power to them. Our

children are precious to us. We love them before they are even born. We give them the

best starts in life, the best possible. We plan where they will go to pre-school, which

curricula is best for each child. We weigh French immersion against traditional

education. We help them reach their goals. We transport them to endless hockey practices

and games, swim meets, scholastic competitions. We do everything possible to ensure

their happiness and success in today’s world. We treasure them; we brag about them; we

suffer their losses more than they do; and we pick them up when they fall treating any

mistake as a chance for growth. But, it was not so in Jesus’s time.

In the 1st century Mediterranean world, children were the least in society. They were

barely above the rank of a servant, if at all, because many servants were vital to the

households of the rich and famous. If we think of small children, what is the

characteristic we first think of? I would say “innocence.” But in Jesus’s time the feature

that people would think of first was lack of status. Children had no legal rights, none

whatsoever.

In the 1st century there was a hierarchy that all lived by. If we lived in Jesus’s time we

would have expected him to present the hierarchy this way: God would be preminent;

God would be represented by Christ Jesus; Christ would be represented by his most loyal

followers, that is the disciples; the disciples would be represented by folks like us. But

Jesus redefined that social norm. He aliened himself with the children – the most

insignificant, the most vulnerable ones in society. So along side the official

representatives of Christ would stand the weakest in society.

“Whoever wants to be first must be last of all and servant of all.” (Mark 9:35)

The nature of Christian discipleship is to be a servant of all. This is radical hospitality,

my friends, placing other before ourselves. The disciples – and we – are called to
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renounce status and our rights. We are to reform ourselves to un-self centered living.

The disciples had been arguing over rank. With Jesus’s prediction of his death, they

might just have been thinking about succession. Jesus said, in effect to be my disciple,

you must abandon seeking position and prestige. Jesus made his point by welcoming a

child in his name, and showing that to welcome him was to indeed welcome God. In

Aramaic and Greek the word for “child” is the same as for servant, so Jesus was speaking

of welcoming a  servant, one sent by his master. Jesus was saying: whoever receives the

servant receives the master. Whoever receives a child receives Jesus, and whoever

receives Jesus receives God, who sent him. Since both child and servant are without

status, Jesus again had turned the disciples’ thinking on its head.  He said: “You are

thinking about power and authority, let me show you what God would have me do, what

God would have you do.” And then he put a little child in among them, right there in their

midst. Imagine a wide-eyed street child being put in a place of importance like that. Then

the disciples were wide-eyed themselves. What happened next was even more surprising.

He took that frightened child in his arms.

This was no mere example of Jesus having compassion on a street urchin, although he

surely was being kind and sympathetic to that wee one. And we need to resist interpreting

his embrace of children as merely a rationale for infant baptism, although it is that as

well. No, in light of the context of the social norms in Jesus’s time, this was a true turn of

events. This was a radical thing to do in the 1st century. Jesus enfolded the child in his

arms. His actions really mimicked adoption rituals. He told the disciples: “Whoever
welcomes one such child in my name welcomes me, and whoever welcomes me
welcomes not me but the one who sent me.” This was revolutionary. We can almost

hear the whispering behind Jesus’s back: “Can you believe that the master took one of

those children in his arms? What was he thinking?” The disciples did not “get it.” But the

children saw and heard what he had done. And parents on the margins heard. So that later

“People were bringing little children to him in order that he might touch them; and the

disciples spoke sternly to them. But when Jesus saw this, he was indignant and said to
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them, ‘Let the little children come to me; do not stop them; for it is to such as these that

the kingdom of God belongs. Truly I tell you, whoever does not receive the kingdom of

God as a little child will never enter it.’ And [again] he took them up in his arms, laid his

hands on them, and blessed them.” (10:13-16)

My friends, I want us to embrace the notion that we are God’s children. Imagine Jesus

enfolding us in his arms of love welcoming us into his ministry. May we then go forth

and welcome all God’s children, making the last, first, and becoming a servant to all.

Like Jesus, take a little child and put her among you; take her into your  arms, and

remember,  that whoever welcomes one such child welcomes God!  Let us go forth today

to change the world as Jesus has commanded by offering welcome, justice and

compassion to all God’s children.

Lord, may it be so. Amen.


