
 

 

Sept. 19, 2021 

God grant us your word for us today, and give us ears to hear you. 

Grace to you, and peace, from God our creator and our Lord Jesus Christ. Amen. 

Today’s gospel reading follows the same pattern as last week:  prediction; 

misunderstanding; and readjustment. 

The cultural setting for today’s reading looked something like this: 

It was a time of extreme masculine power.  Yes, we all have masculine and feminine 

qualities, in various levels of balance or imbalance. In Jesus’ physical time, the 

masculine-dominant culture was so strong that he probably had to function somewhat 

within that power structure in order to be heard at all. Except that he often did things 

differently. 

Men were the alphas of the pack. They counted -- and they counted only themselves. 

For example, when Jesus miraculously fed the 4,000 in Matthew 15, the wording is  

“4,000 men, not counting the women and children.” In Matthew 14:23, Jesus fed the 

5,000, and the wording is: “The number of men who ate was about 5,000, not counting 

the women and children.” 

Children and women were closer to being possessions than fellow humans. That’s what 

the men learned as they grew up. Children were to be raised by women until they 

reached a certain age, probably around 13. When a boy came of age, then he had 

significance for his father. Fathers had the right to sell their children, and sometimes 

they did, especially the girls. It was culturally acceptable for the Hebrews and for their 

neighbors. That’s the way it was. 

Men learned to never defer to someone less powerful. Weakness equaled 

insignificance. 

How radical it was for Jesus to take a child in his arms or on his lap! How absurd, that 

he talked about a servant being the greatest of all, or that a child could have any 

importance. Jesus welcomed children. He spoke to women -- even in public! 

When Jesus taught his disciples about what was to come -- his death and rising again, 

instead of asking for explanation, the men commenced debating and arguing about 

which of them was the greatest.  



 

 

They imagined the kingdom of God to be like the kingdoms and empires they saw 

around them. They expected their long-awaited messiah to bring about the overthrow of 

the Roman government and the tyranny of its emperors. If this guy Jesus was going to 

die prematurely, who would take over the movement toward rebellion? A messiah 

wasn’t supposed to die; he was supposed to lead the people to independence, release 

from their oppression. That’s what salvation meant to them. 

They could accept the idea of death, and the Pharisees even entertained the possibility 

of life after death. But resurrection was beyond their imaginations. Resurrection could 

be scary! So they didn’t understand and were afraid to ask. Maybe asking for 

explanation was like asking for directions, a sign of weakness and ignorance. 

They focused instead on who would be the powerful heir of Jesus’ position. After all, he 

was sounding like a crazy man and they would do well to be prepared taking over in his 

absence. They were like foot-soldiers bickering over their respective ranks while totally 

disregarding their general’s presence. The commentator C. Clifton Black describes it 

this way: “In Mark’s gospel, Jesus’ closest followers are so dense that light bends 

around them.” Black also says that throughout Mark, the disciples are scared spit-less. 

In fact, Mark doesn’t mention the twelve having faith -- only the faith of others who are 

usually not even named.  

When Jesus asked them what they had discussed as they walked to the next town, our 

text says they were silent. No matter; he knew.  

That’s when he took a little child and held “it” (we don’t know the gender because that 

didn’t matter) in his arms. Incidentally, the Greek word translated as little child can mean 

immediate offspring or slave. Same word, same idea. My child, my slave. 

Men didn’t hold children in those days, certainly not in the company of other men. To 

stoop, literally and figuratively, to the level of a child and lift them up was crazy. 

Definitely not something a man of power would do.  

Jesus taught by example, as well as stories. He held small children and stopped the 

disciples from shooing them away.  

Why were children drawn to him in the first place? We know children are often excellent 

judges of character. They see. Children and women, whole families were drawn to 

Jesus’ charisma. The disciples were drawn, too, or they would not have followed him.  



 

 

Jesus’ response to their misconception of rank and superiority was to place a child in 

their midst -- in his own arms -- a child with no status or power. In that act, he turned the 

values of their world upside down. He told them, in effect, that God was in their midst. 

I wonder how much we understand Jesus’ values. We do rank other people and 

ourselves. Our competition may not sound like arguing, but we do compete. I compare 

myself to others more frequently than I care to admit. Much of the time, I think someone 

else has had more success in life, in one way or another. And sometimes I want to think 

I’m surely a little bit ahead of the average bear. We doubt our own value as we are, and 

set out to prove to ourselves and others what we hope -- or fear -- we are actually 

worth.  

This story also brings up the question of how the way we regard ourselves affects the 

way we regard others. 

A friend of mine was recently in a large airport with moving walkways. Approaching her 

on the opposite side were a woman and a little girl, maybe 3 years old. The woman had 

walked on ahead, obviously in a hurry, while the little girl stood still on the walkway, 

entranced with the fact that she was still moving. She looked around with wide eyes and 

big smile, totally engrossed in the moment’s wonder. The woman called to her, telling 

her to hurry up and catch up. The little girl finally said, still in awe, “But MOM -- LOOK 

AT ME!” 

I’m not saying we should willingly miss our flight connections because a child is caught 

up in the moment. But we could do well to re-examine our expectations and the 

standards by which we judge appearances and behaviors. 

As current followers of Jesus, we have no basis for believing this person has higher 

status and is more valuable than that person. Being a disciple not only involves how we 

treat those around us, but also how we think of them. 

Thank God, grace comes to us, too. It often comes in small moments with larger impact. 

We are inspired to engage in smiles and fun faces at a fussy baby at another table in a 

restaurant, if they seem open to it. A compliment comes to mind and we actually give it 

to the check-out person at the store, especially if they seem weary. Grace is present 

when we ask about other people’s experiences and we take time to listen to their 

response. And when we let another driver in, in traffic. 



 

 

Jesus picking up a child need not represent some magic code. It is love in action, really 

hearing the littles around us -- no matter what their composition is. It is incorporating 

what we learn from them.  

God is still at work in us, welcoming us when we feel powerless, upending our cultural 

norms. God, grace, love, is still in our midst, inspiring us not to argue and compete for 

power, but to see the face of God in people everywhere. THIS is the radical message: 

We are loved as we are. Every single one of us. And every single one of them. 

Amen. 


