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Let us pray, 

With a reverent sense of your presence and your Spirit’s gift of guidance, we gratefully 
approach your word today, Holy God. Help us meditate on the message you intend for us 
and be open to your life-giving truth.  Amen. 

Our scripture for today comes from the Gospel of Mark, Chapter 9, verses 30 through 37. 
Listen now for the Word of the Lord. 

30 They went on from there and passed through Galilee.  He did not want anyone to 
know it; 31 for he was teaching his disciples, saying to them, “The Son of Man is to be 
betrayed into human hands, and they will kill him, and three days after being killed, he 
will rise again.”  32 But they did not understand what he was saying and were afraid to 
ask him.  33 Then they came to Capernaum; and when he was in the house he asked 
them,  “What were you arguing about on the way?” 34 But they were silent, for on the 
way they had argued with one another who was the greatest.  35 He sat down, called the 
twelve, and said to them,  “Whoever wants to be first must be last of all and servant of 
all.” 36  Then he took a little child and put it among them; and taking it in his arms, he 
said to them,  37 “Whoever welcomes one such child in my name welcomes me, and 
whoever welcomes me welcomes not me but the one who sent me. 

The Word of the Lord. Thanks be to God.  

When you hear this scripture, or really any story of Jesus with little children, you might 
be like myself - and the first image that pops into your mind is that of a Children’s story 
bible.  With lots of illustrations of this kind Jesus holding little children in his lap or 
welcoming them with open arms.  

It’s a pretty image that rightly, I think, makes us all feel good. It’s an image of Jesus and 
children that we know and are comfortable with. 

But while this image is familiar and sentimental and comforting to us when we think of 
this scripture with Jesus holding and welcoming a little child, the plain fact is - it’s just 
not accurate.  

It’s not what this scene would have looked like in Jesus’ time and place and for many 
reasons -the first reason is one in recent times that we have come to know and hopefully 
accept - that Jesus did not look like the Eurocentric man with long beautiful hair that is in 
most children’s books and most post modern images of Jesus. 

Because the reality is that we know Jesus was actually a middle-eastern Jew. 

But the second reason the children’s story bible image is not correct is less obvious.  It’s 
how Children were treated in Jesus’ time and place.  



Today, in our society we all aspire to love and protect children.  When we look at them 
we see innocence and imagination and hope for the future.  

We have programs and laws in place that attempt to protect children - recognizing their 
worth.  

But this couldn’t be further from the truth for Children in Jesus’s time and place - in the 
roman occupied world in the first century. Children were the lowest of the low. The very 
bottom of the social structure.  

Children were really seen as not yet people - just object of their father’s possession - of 
no real use to society because they could not contribute to the economic value of a 
household. Their social standing was the same as that of a servant. At the very bottom. 

So what is Jesus actually doing here - what is he really saying to his disciples when he 
says they must welcome a child - a reject of society - not even seen as a person - someone 
at the very, very bottom of the social structure of their world? 

What is Jesus actually doing here when we says they must welcome a child in order to 
welcome him? 

We know he is speaking in response to the disciples - who really aren’t painted in a good 
light here. Jesus bluntly tells him that he is going to die, and they don’t say anything - no 
questions, no words of comfort, nothing.  

But then after that, on the way to their next destination - the disciples have the audacity to 
just argue back and forth about who is the best?  

Seems a bit insensitive to the one they’ve chosen to follow.  But I think there is some 
sympathy to be found for these Disciples, when we pull back yet another layer of this 
story.  

In our scripture, Jesus tells his disciples that he is the Son of Man, he is the messiah.  

His disciples were Jewish, like he was - so they would have been familiar with the term 
Messiah.  

Traditional Jewish teachings of the Messiah is a Messiah that would come and restore 
Israel’s monarchy and expand Israel’s influence upon the world.  

For Jesus’ disciples - Jews living under Roman rule - how hopeful this teaching of a 
messiah must have been - a Messiah that would restore Israel and end their oppression in 
the roman world.  

But instead Jesus says that he is the messiah - but not a messiah they want - no,  Jesus 
will not restore the Israel’s monarchy - Jesus as Messiah will instead die.  

I imagine upon hearing those words they wouldn’t have even heard that he will rise 3 
days later because they were so shocked at the idea that their messiah would die.  



Or maybe they did hear that he would rise again.  But when you’re expecting the one to 
save your people from their oppressor and end their time in occupation - you don’t really 
care if someone dead rises because what kind of savior dies?  

And where does this savior mention bringing back their longed for traditional monarchy - 
the way of their people? So of course they’re afraid. They’re silent. Of course they did 
not understand.  

So yes- the audacity of these disciples to then discuss who is best after Jesus says he’ll 
die but … 

ALSO the audacity of Jesus - to claim he’s the son of man and then say he will die??  

And the audacity still of Jesus to then say in order to welcome God you must give up 
your greatness - your quest for being the best in order to welcome someone who is not 
even treated as a whole person? And serve them?   

By doing this - Jesus was quite literally calling on them to reverse the social and political 
structure of the roman empire - an empire steeped in power and greed - gained through 
oppression of those at the bottom. 

It is so radical that even the way Mark wrote this story shows how children are treated 
and thought of.  

The child is given no name. The Child doesn’t speak. We never hear the child’s point of 
view. The child is still treated really as an object.  

In fact - can you think of a story in any of the gospels involving children where it is told 
from a child’s point of view? One where a child even speaks? 

Jesus’ message to his disciples is that you who claim to be great - it is you who must 
lower yourself - give up your social status - and serve the lowest, in order to welcome 
me, to welcome the one who sent me, to welcome God.  

Even if it means rejection. Even if it upsets the status quo - perhaps because it upsets the 
status quo. 

And Christ calls us to do the same.  

Who are the children that we must welcome? Who are the lowest of our society? Who do 
we treat as less than people?  

The grave reality is that we can think of many: those who are poor, those who are 
homeless, those who immigrated here, those who passed our southern border without 
proper documentation, those with disabilities, people of other races, trans people, the list 
goes on… 

Last week marked 20 years since 9/11. And in these past few weeks I’ve spent a lot of 
time thinking about 9/11 and its impact upon The United States and the world.  



You see I was just 7 years old and in second grade on 9/11. The truth is that no matter 
how hard I think - I really don’t remember that fateful and horrific day.  

But I grew up in its aftermath - and because of that - I don’t know an America without 
9/11.  I don’t really grasp just how shocking it must have been to see and experience 
those attacks.  I don’t really grasp how unfathomable those attacks must have been 
because the world had never seen anything like it before.  

Because I’ve grown up in a world where that amount of horror and sorrow was a reality.  

I take for granted how much it changed America and the world - because I didn’t see the 
change.  

I bring this up, because in a similar way, we take for granted how easy it is to be a 
Christian here today. 

How easy it is to believe Jesus is the Messiah.  How easy it is to believe one could be 
fully human and fully God.  How easy it is to believe a God could die. 

Because the reality is those claims in Jesus’ time and before - and for a while after - were 
absolutely crazy.  

Hundreds of years - if not centuries - of Christians before us and theology written for us 
make us take for granted how the years and years of interpretation and our own cultural 
biases place layer upon layer over these stories until we no longer see what they would 
have been like in their time and day and our scripture for today is perfect example of this.  

Because, while the image of Jesus in our Children’s story bible holding up a beautiful 
child feels good and familiar, if we don’t peel back these layers and are not aware of our 
own biases that we bring to scripture - we miss the Jesus who boldly held up someone 
who was not even treated as human and said you must lower yourself and serve them in 
order to welcome me. 

Because at the heart of it all is a call to radical service.  

To give up our own social status that we’ve been given or gained in our quest to be great 
and  serve those marginalized and not given full rights as human beings so boldly that is 
liberates both those we serve and ourselves.  

Just like the disciples, it is a call that makes us afraid and silent and scared to ask 
questions. But, as Clifton Black writes in his commentary on this passage - “If we can 
look without flinching at the X-ray scripture affords, we’ll find the doctor ready to stand 
us before him, before taking us in his arms.” 

Perhaps that is real greatness. 

Thanks be to God. Amen.


