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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 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 he took them 

up in his arms, laid his hands on them, and blessed them. 

 

As he was setting out on a journey, a man ran up and knelt before him, and asked 

him, “Good Teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal life?” Jesus said to him, 

“Why do you call me good? No one is good but God alone. You know the 

commandments: ‘You shall not murder; You shall not commit adultery; You shall 

not steal; You shall not bear false witness; You shall not defraud; Honor your 

father and mother.’” He said to him, “Teacher, I have kept all these since my 

youth.” Jesus, looking at him, loved him and said, “You lack one thing; go, sell 

what you own, and give the money to the poor, and you will have treasure in 

heaven; then come, follow me.” When he heard this, he was shocked and went 

away grieving, for he had many possessions.  

 

****** 

 

A new school year is beginning… 

 

Tomorrow is the first day of school for students in Berkley; Troy schools start Tuesday; Royal 

Oak and Birmingham students go back to school a week from Tuesday; classes begin at 

Cranbrook on September 4.    

 

I worked in public education for 25 years, as a teacher before seminary, and as a teacher, 

building administrator and then superintendent of schools during an extended leave of absence 

from pastoral ministry.  

 

As a teacher, and then a supervisor of teachers, I came to understand that an important element 

of good teaching is this: it doesn’t begin when the bell rings. Rather, good teaching starts with 

the welcome one offers and the knowledge a teacher has of his or her students. 
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Mark 10:13-22 
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A maxim for teaching that I’ve seen attributed to a variety of sources1 is this: 

    

“They won’t care what you know until they know that you care.” 

“They won’t care what you know until they know that you care.” 

 

Good teachers care about their students. Yes, teachers need to know content, but good teachers 

understand that they don’t teach content—they don’t teach history, or math, or science, or 

Spanish, or music. Good teachers know that they teach students. The content they help students 

gain an understanding of may be social studies or literature, but at the center of what they do is 

students. Good teachers care about their students. 

 

****** 

 

One of the names by which Jesus is called is “Good Teacher.” 

 

The setting for our scripture today was established at the beginning of chapter 10 of Mark’s 

gospel: “Crowds again gathered around Jesus; and, as was Jesus’ custom, he again taught them” 

(Mark 101b).  

 

There was a crowd. Jesus was teaching. The lesson for today begins as some in the crowd bring 

children into the circle of Jesus teaching. According to Mark, the disciples “spoke sternly to 

them” (NRSV). Other translations say that the disciples “rebuked them” (NIV). 

 

When Jesus saw this, he was indignant and said to 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 he took 

them up in his arms, laid his hands on them, and blessed them” (Mark 10:14b-16).  

 

Jesus welcomes the children. This scene has been memorialized and sentimentalized in any 

number of famous paintings. One of our stained-glass windows includes a depiction of Jesus 

blessing children. It is first window after the transept on the lectern or east side of the Sanctuary.   

In the window, Jesus is blessing children who are, symbolically, of different nations and eras—

there is a Dutch child, an Asian child, an African child…and there is also a child is holding a 

puppy.   

  

It’s a lovely image, and in the context of the mid-20th century, which is when it was done, it is 

progressive in that it includes diverse children in the same setting. How the diverse backgrounds 

of the children are portrayed is not as sensitive as we might seek to do to today, but that they are 

together receiving blessing is indeed positive. 

 

And yet…our window, like most betrayals of this scene, romanticizes childhood and children in 

a manner totally at odds with the place of children in Jesus’ day. The puppy in the lap of the 

child is also bit of incongruous with the role of dogs in biblical times. In biblical times, children 

did not count; they were non-persons. There was nothing sentimental about their place in society.   
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In rebuking those who sought to bring children into the circle of Jesus teaching, the disciples 

were following existing social norms, and religious traditions, of Jesus’ day. The circle of those 

gathered around the rabbi, the good teacher, would be a closed circle, a circle comprised only of 

ritually clean or pure adult male students.     

 

Imagine the indignation, the alarm, the outrage, when some bring children into such a circle. And 

when you bring children into the circle, the women who have the responsibility of caring for the 

children are in the circle, as well.    

 

And Jesus says, “Let them in…do not hinder them.” Draw the circle wide. 

 

Good teachers extend welcome. The first lesson is the lesson that comes before the bell rings,   

when teachers greet students and let them know that there is a place for them—for all of them, 

even, and especially, those who have been excluded.    

 

They don’t care what you know until they know that you care.   

 

Jesus says, “Let them in…do not hinder them.” Jesus welcomes the children…and the women 

with them, and others who have been excluded.  Jesus expands the circle. 

 

****** 

 

The second scene in our scripture lesson immediately follows Jesus’ welcome of the children. It 

is a scene in which we are told that a man runs up to Jesus, kneels before him, and calls him 

“good teacher.” The man asks a question, Jesus responds, there is an exchange between the man 

the teacher. I’ll get to the substance of the exchange in a minute, but what is clear from the 

exchange is that this man is someone who has always been a part of the circle of those included. 

He is a man. And Jesus says he knows the commandments. And Jesus engages him in dialogue 

and conversation. Jesus teaches him.    

 

Jesus says let the children in, let the women in who are with the children. Do not hinder those 

who have previously been excluded. 

 

The placement of these scenes together is important. It shows us that with Jesus, extending 

welcome is not a zero-sum game, where one person’s or group’s gain means a loss for some 

other group.  

 

Jesus does not shift the circle. Jesus expands the circle. When he says do not hinder them, he 

breaks open the circle…and yes, new people, who in the past have been excluded are included, 

and yes, those who have been there all along are still included. 

 

The man asks Jesus, “What must I do to inherit eternal life?” Eternal life. The kingdom of God.  

Salvation here and in the life to come. What must I do to get it? It is a question that many have. 

 

Initially, Jesus does not answer the question, but instead asks this man why he has called Jesus 

good, pointing out that God alone is good. Jesus then goes on, pointing out that this man, who 
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has been and is included in the circle of rabbinic teaching, knows the commandments (Do not 

kill, do not commit adultery, do not steal, do not bear false witness, do not defraud, honor your 

parents). To which the man replies, “Teacher, all these I have observed from my youth.” (Mark 

3:19-20) 

 

Jesus is a good teacher. The first thing I know that good teachers do is extend welcome. 

 

The second thing I know that good teachers do is assess prior knowledge. Good teachers 

understand what their students already know and then use what they already know as a 

springboard for new learning. 

 

We see Jesus do this again and again and again. It’s the basis of his teaching in parables, where 

he takes something familiar—a shepherd and a lost sheep; a sower and seeds, a woman and a lost 

coin—to connect with his students. 

 

Good teachers assess prior knowledge and then engage students where they are. Good teaching.    

 

Beyond how Jesus teaches, it is what Jesus does, what God in Christ does. Wherever we are, 

Jesus meets us where we are. It’s not just what he does it’s another one of his names.    

 

I know it’s August, but do you remember December? Advent? Christmas? “O Come, O Come, 

Emmanuel”? Emmanuel, which means “God with us” (Matthew 1:23). Meeting us where we are, 

wherever we are. This is what Jesus does.   

 

****** 

 

Jesus engages this man who calls him good teacher in a discussion. He meets him where he is, 

which for this man was in the law of Moses to which he has been faithful.   

 

And then, after the man asserts that he has followed the law, kept all the commandments since 

his youth, Jesus looks upon him, loves him, and says to him: “You lack one thing; go, sell what 

you own, and give the money to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; then come, 

follow me.”  

 

When I was classroom teacher, my claim to fame was 8th grade science. One of my goals as a 

teacher was to have my students experience discrepant events. Discrepant events are occurrences 

which defy our understanding of the world by presenting unexpected outcomes. They get our 

attention. They disturb us. They are events that don’t fit into how we understand the world. They 

force us to rethink and reorder our worldview. 

 

On the first day of school, I used to talk with my students about the importance in science of 

being willing to observe carefully, to explore new ideas, to be open to thinking differently about 

what we encounter. As a part of the lesson, I’d set up a table like this one, and tell the students to 

silently write down everything they observed for the next few minutes. (Show congregation 

demonstration) 
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Discrepant events that challenge our worldview, that don’t fit what we might expect, are critical 

to learning. 

 

****** 

 

Jesus talked with the man who asked him, “Good Teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal 

life?” He assessed his prior knowledge. They talked about the law of Moses and how the man 

had obeyed it. Then Jesus presented him with a discrepant event, a teaching that didn’t fit his 

worldview: “Go, sell what you have, and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; 

and come, follow me.” 

 

Our reading for today then ends with this: “…the countenance of the man fell, and he went away 

sorrowful; for he had great possessions.” 

 

One of things unanswered about how this scene concludes is this: Does the man go away 

sorrowful because he can’t bring himself to sell his possessions and therefore will not inherit 

eternal life? Or does he go away sorrowful because he was planning to sell his possessions and 

was sad about doing so? 

 

Or, perhaps it is simply this: Jesus has met him where he is, and in the course of their student/ 

teacher conversation, in presenting him with a discrepant event, an unexpected instruction, Jesus 

disrupts this man’s entire worldview. The man is sorrowful because Jesus has completely 

shattered what the man thought he knew about how the world works. 

 

Encountering discrepant events, having to reorder one’s worldview, is not always a welcome 

occasion. Learning is not always easy. Growth is sometimes hard work. There are labor pains 

with birth—and with rebirth.  

 

****** 

 

Remember the question the man asked Jesus at the beginning of their dialogue: What must I do 

to inherit eternal life? 

 

What must I do?  

 

Now, jump back for a moment to Jesus and the children, and the women with them.    

 

Jesus declares that to such, to children, belongs the kingdom of God, God’s realm, eternal life.  

And Jesus asserts that whoever does not receive the kingdom of God like a child shall not enter 

it. 

What did the children whom Jesus welcomed, and the women with them, do to earn Jesus’ 

welcome, to earn Jesus’ blessing?  

 

Nothing. They did not even push into the circle from which they had been excluded. The text 

says that they were brought in by others. And welcomed. And included. And blessed. Not 

because of anything they did. But because of who Jesus is, who God is. 
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What must I do? What if what we must do is to let go of the question and the entire worldview in 

which it is rooted? 

 

What must I do? What if what we must do is to let go of the question and the entire worldview in 

which it grows? 

 

Eternal life. Blessing. The kingdom of God. What if it is not about what we do, but what God 

does for us? What if it is not about us, but God? Can we, like children, accept that a power 

greater than ourselves might be at work in the world, acting in love, to welcome, to include, to 

heal, to bless? Can we, like children, accept that we are not wholly independent, self-made, self-

reliant…but that a power greater than ourselves exists and longs to embrace us, to include us in 

love, to redeem us? 

 

How might our worldview change—how might we experience more, perhaps even eternal life 

now—if instead of asking “What must I do?” we simply accepted a God, a loving presence, a 

holy other as a possibility? 

 

****** 

 

Good teachers welcome, they know their students, they meet their students where they are, they 

build on existing knowledge, and they open their students to new possibilities. 

 

Jesus welcomes. Jesus opens the circles to include.    

 

In Jesus, God meets us where we are, wherever that may be. And in Jesus, God welcomes, and 

blesses, not because of what we do, but because this is what love does, what God does. 

 

Dare we believe it? Or will we go away sorrowful? 

 

Thanks be to God for good teachers. Thanks be to God for the Good Teacher, Jesus Christ, 

Emmanuel, God with us, welcoming, blessing, loving, offering eternal life, here and now. Amen. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
1Goodreads.com attributes the quote “people don’t care how much you know until they know how much you care” 

to Theodore Roosevelt. Freespirit.com attributes the quote “students don’t care who much you know until they know 

how much you care” to John C. Maxwell, an American author and leadership expert.   

 


