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We have just honored four groups of children today 

as they transition to new phases in their lives.  

New phases come along a lot more often when we are young.  

 Staying in worship comes just a couple of years before  

  getting your first bible because now you can read  

   and take in the world in a whole new way.  

When we are little, the world is constantly full of new things,  

 and there are things to learn about and wonder about every day.  

  And if you have managed as an adult to keep that quality –  

   then God bless you! 

 

If you are new here at Blacksburg Presbyterian, I want you to know that  

 children of any age are always welcome here,  

  to watch and listen, to nap or wiggle, to gurgle or squeak,  

   or sit still or not as the case may be.  

And yes, we do appreciate taking the crying child out into the Narthex  

 until they are able to get their breath,  

  but then come right on back, so we can be  

   the body of Christ in the largest and fullest sense,  

    since, without children among us,  

     we are less than God intends. 

When I first met with the Pulpit Nominating Committee at this church  

 six years ago, they were looking me over, but  

  I was looking the church over too.  

And one of the things I really wanted to know  

 was how it was to be a child in this church?   

Did this church welcome kids into worship and  

 into the life of the whole church?  

Was this a place where it was okay for a child to be a child?  

 Or was this a church where children were expected  

  to be miniature versions of adults, frowned on if they so much as  

   made a sound during the sermon or the prayers,  

    or fussed at if they ran joyfully down the hall? 

 

Churches really do run the gamut in how they treat kids,  

 through things they do intentionally  

  and things they do completely unintentionally.  
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  I am confident that the way that I was treated as a child in church  

   has a great deal to do with my wanting to serve the church as an adult. 

So yes, Blacksburg Pres is a good place to be little.  

 Children’s religious experience is honored here  

  and kids are allowed to be themselves.  

To be themselves in the questions that they ask— 

 and I hope they ask a lot of questions—  

  and in the things they don’t question because they still trust so well.  

They are encouraged to be themselves as people who are in the process  

 of becoming individuals with their own hopes and their own interests  

  and their own fears and worries, their own  

   ways of having fun, of loving themselves  

    and their neighbors and families. 

 

Obviously the entire service this morning  

 is geared to kids and the ways they think and learn.  

  It has been a lot of fun around the office this week  

   to put together this bulletin and talk with each other  

    about how to re-word things  

     and which pictures we ought to use.  

But, be aware that there are some people  

 who heartily disapprove of what we are doing  

of having a special day like this when we pay particular attention to kids  

 because as far as some Christian educators are concerned,  

  that could mean that we are not doing what we should be doing to make  

   worship welcoming to children every Sunday. 

 I trust that’s not true for BPC.  

 Because it isn’t only the faith and the growth of the children  

  that’s at stake. It’s the faith and the growth of us all. 

 

In the reading from Deuteronomy, which Lily shared,  

 teaching generations of children  

  is the key to the nation’s future security.  

   Teaching them the ways of covenant life,  

    the history of how God led the people out of slavery,  

     and, most of all, teaching them about God’s own loving heart.  

 

To live and prosper in the land that God will give them  

 will depend on generations remembering  

  who God really is, and responding as a whole community  

   with their heads, and their hearts, and their wills.  

How they treat each other that will be the sign  

 of whether or not parents have taught their children well.  
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And isn’t that what we want for our kids, too?  

 Not to raise them to parrot back religious ideas  

  but to raise them to be people whose actions embody faith  

   by how they interact one day  

    as adults with each other and 

      with all the others in their communities. 

 

The story in Mark also happens to be about how a covenant community behaves, 

  although the point is made even more sharply  

  when Jesus takes a child in his arms.  

He’s in a house in Capernaum with his disciples,  

 a house where there are children.  

It is one of three stories in Mark’s gospel in which Jesus tells the disciples exactly 

 what’s going to happen to him at the end of the road 

   —he’s on his way to Jerusalem to die.  

He has to tell the disciples again and again that his Messiahship  

 is about putting no limits on what we do for the sake of other people.  

And he has to say it over and over because,  

 like us, the disciples want to believe that following Jesus  

  is going to be rewarding in the ways the world will recognize. 

 

Now, most of us hope for our share of accomplishment and recognition,  

 especially when we feel we have done something to deserve it.  

We’ve just finished watching the Olympics,  

 seeing person after person rise to the top of his or her sport,  

  or perhaps narrowly and sometimes heart-breakingly fall short.  

   It is always tense and exciting and uplifting to watch.  

But we’ve also heard about the American swimmers  

 who may be at the top of their game  

  but whose character is now in tatters  

   because their story about being robbed at gun point  

    turned out to be other than they said.  

Ryan Lochte has lost lucrative endorsement deals  

 with corporations selling swimwear, men’s clothing,  

  mattresses, and a hair-removal product.  

   Apparently these four deals together are  

    worth over ten million dollars.  

Ten million dollars. That’s how much we are willing to reward those  

 who have accomplished their share of greatness  

  as long as they don’t disappoint.  

 

And friends, that is the world into which we are raising our children.  

 A world in which the strong or the accomplished get the attention. 
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A lot of lip service is given to children and families  

 but we seldom act politically to take their needs seriously.  

Roughly one in five kids in the United States lives in poverty,  

 though the exact figures depend on which Census calculation  

  you happen to be looking at. 

But more than 16 million children were living in poverty in 2011,  

 that’s 20 percent. That is higher than any other age group.  

  Among 18 – to 64-year-olds, the poverty rate that year was 13.7 percent, 

   among seniors the poverty rate was 8.7 percent.i  

    Kids are in the highest, poorest categories. 

Many children attend inadequate or dangerous schools,  

 and pre-school programs, such as Head Start, still don’t have full funding.  

Children are one of the last priorities in decisions about  

 budget cuts on the state and federal level;  

  road maintenance takes precedence over our children  

   in terms of dollars spent,  

    and you know what conditions the roads are in.ii  

Yet many who have the power still prefer for the conversation to be  

 about who among them is the greatest. 

 

That is what the disciples were doing on the road.  

 Talking about which of them would be the most important  

  once Jesus came into the earthly kingdom they think is his due.  

He has been telling them that he is going to die,  

 but they don’t want to understand.  

  They don’t want to understand.  

   They also don’t want him to know that they don’t get it,  

    so they don’t ask.  

Now that is a textbook example of 

  the assumptions and mistakes that  

  adults make a lot of the time.  

   We make assumptions that happen to be wrong  

    and then we don’t ask any questions.  

When Jesus asks the disciples what were they talking about,  

 they have the sense to be ashamed and they fall silent.  

Just as we often do,  

 the disciples happen to be walking on the same road as Jesus,  

  but they are not going the same way.  

   Jesus’ way is leading him to give himself completely.  

    The disciples’ way is leading them to conversations about status. 

So Jesus tries one last time to teach them 

  – to teach them something about the meaning of true discipleship,  

  a lesson in the meaning of first and last.  
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He reaches out an arm and he gathers up a child in his arms,  

 a little girl, a little boy, it doesn’t say, so you choose.  

And with this child as his visual aid, Jesus tells the disciples  

 that arguing about who is the greatest  

  is going to lose them their endorsement deals,  

   it’s going to put them last in line.  

Welcome a child and you welcome me, he tells them.  

 Welcome me and you welcome God. 

 

Now, it is really easy to mistake this to mean be “like” children.  

 In the gospel of Matthew, that is the language.  

  In Matthew 18 it says,  

   “Truly, I say to you, unless you turn and become like children,  

    you will never enter the kingdom of heaven.”  

And that has its power too, but that is not what Jesus is saying here in Mark,  

 which is the first and oldest gospel.  

  Here he says welcome a child, and you welcome me. 

 

“In the ancient world the distinctive thing about children  

 was their absolute lack of status.  

  They had no rights.  

   A father could put a newborn out to starve  

    if he had wanted a boy and got a girl, 

      or if the baby seemed weak or handicapped in any way. 

Children existed for the benefit of their parents, really the benefit of their fathers.  

In the Aramaic language that Jesus was speaking,  

 the same word, talya, can mean either (it’s the same word), 

  either means child or servant.  

   Welcoming children means welcoming the most vulnerable people.iii  

 

Who was that child Jesus swept up with an arm  

 and did he or she lay a gooey hand on Jesus’ knee,  

  or a sticky kiss on his neck?  

Did Jesus put the child back down only to have him or her stay put,  

 intrigued by this adult conversation  

  and being the center of attention?  

Did any of the disciples, I wonder, resent the comparison? 

 

Culture still wrestles today, writes theologian Marcia Bunge  

 “with simplistic views of children and our obligations to them.  

  In a consumer culture, she writes, the ‘market mentality’ molds our  

   attitudes toward children as not having inherent worth,  

    as being commodities, consumers,  
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     or even economic burdens.  

Or, in another simplifying move, she says, we view children 

 as either all good or all bad; for instance,  

  and there is more and more of this, popular  

   magazines and newspapers tend to depict  

    infants and young children  

     as pure and innocent beings whom we adore 

       and teenagers as hidden,  

       dark creatures we should fear.” 

No wonder, then, that I sometimes come across people  

 who react to children and young people in a nasty way that really startles me, 

  mostly this happens in crowded places – like malls, airports, etc.  

I once saw a man who could have been  

 anywhere from thirty-five to fifty 

  shoot a look of total disgust at a small child who had  

   stepped in his path at a crowded book sale.  

Now, the look on this man’s face said  

 “You are rude and useless and in the way.  

  I, on the other hand, am important,  

   and my path should not be blocked by the likes of you.”  

    And all of that was there in a fleeting instant  

     on the face of this adult above a five or six-year-old head. 

Now, I really wanted - don’t you do this in your head  

 you say the perfect thing to somebody who is being a jerk 

– so in my head I wanted to take him aside and say to him, “Listen,  

 it’s amazing, I know, but children,  

  if they have been given the barest degree of love,  

   children have a miraculous way of moving through the world  

    as if they mattered just as much as anyone else,  

     and as if their lives and their wants and desires are valuable. 

      Even as valuable as yours. 

But, of course, in the moment, all I did was stare at him,  

 feeling sad and angry. 

 

This week though I was really startled speechless  

 by an article in the New York Times.  

  The headline read “Anne Frank Today is a Syrian Girl.”  

Below the headline was a striking pair of photographs  

 one of a very young Anne Frank, perhaps 6 or 7 years old 

   – it looked like a school photo,  

   and the other of a 5-year-old girl who was wounded in an airstrike  

    on Aleppo last week.iv  

Their faces looked absolutely identical except that Anne was smiling  
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 and the other little girl was cringing and blood-stained.  

The article went on to describe Otto Franks’ attempts, Anne’s father,  

 his attempts in 1941 to get permission to come to the United States.  

And he should have been a successful candidate,  

 he was well educated,  

he spoke English, Anne had studied it.  

 He had lived on West 71st Street in Manhattan,  

  he had been a longtime friend of Nathan Straus Jr.,  

   who was an official in the Franklin Roosevelt administration.  

But permission was denied because  

 American wariness toward refugees outweighed sympathy. 

And as sad as it sounds, at that time  

 Jews were thought to be a real threat.  

  The New York Times of the day carried this quote  

   from a granddaughter of President Ulysses S. Grant warning  

    of “so-called Jewish refugees” and hinting  

     that they were Communists “coming to this country 

       to join the ranks of those who hate our institutions  

       and want to overthrow them.”v  

         

The rest of the article I read last week,  

 the author drew remarkable parallels  

  between anti-refugee sentiment and attitudes pre-WWII  

   and the attitudes that we have toward refugees today. 

Meanwhile in Capernaum holding a child in his arms,  

 Jesus says welcome the weakest,  

  the most vulnerable people around you, and you welcome me.  

   Welcome me and you welcome God.  

 

How, then, in the midst of our frailties and our fears,  

 how then do we fulfill  

  the Old and the New Testament commandments  

   to be a true covenant community?  

    Children really are the key.  

 

Well known Christian educator John Westerhoff,  

 startled many in the Church, a couple of decades ago, by asserting  

  that the heathiest and best ways to ensure  

   the future of the faith  

    is not by passing information about faith on to our children,  

     it’s by being a community of welcome and care.  

To form healthy but not too large churches where people  

 know each other, and include everyone, everyone  
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  and especially children, in everything that the church does:  

   in worship and fellowship, in witness and mission.  

And to give everyone a valued role in  

 praying, teaching, praising, helping, welcoming,  

  and in being Christ’s Church. Amen. 

 

 

Prayer: Holy God, may we remember in all that we do, that our children are watching 

and learning from us how to be your disciples. Amen. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

i These figures were taken from the PBS Frontline website, http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/frontline/article/by-the-
numbers-childhood-poverty-in-the-u-s/ 
ii “A More Vibrant Theology of Children,” Marcia Bunge, The Center for Christian Ethics at Baylor University, 2003.  
iii Will iam C. Placher, Mark, from the series, Belief, A Theological Commentary on the Bible, Louisvil le, KY: 
Westminster John Knox Press, 2010, pp 134-5. 
iv Nicholas Kristof, “Anne Frank Today is a Syrian Girl,” New York Times, August 25th, 
http://www.nytimes.com/2016/08/25/opinion/anne-frank-today-is-a-syrian-girl.html?_r=0 
v Kristof attributed this Times quote to 1938. 

                                                                 


