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Sermon for Pentecost XVII Year B 2021 
God, Children and Greatness 

 
 
A few weeks ago, on the Sunday our Maddie was baptized, 
there were a good number of children attending worship. 
As they all made their way down for the children’s sermon, 
some sat quickly and quietly at the pastor’s feet, 
others just couldn’t keep still, 
some shouted out their answers to the questions, 
and a few just kept walking around and around, 
exploring the front of the sanctuary. 
Off to the side of where we were sitting was a kind of 
“children’s section”—filled with toys, stickers, books,  
and “quiet toys.” 
A brother and sister kept going over  
to that section and playing  
but mostly so they could get a better view of Maddie  
the only baby. 
 
Perhaps some people found this distracting or even find it 
distracting when babies and children are present in worship. 
But I love it. 
I love the openness of children in worship. 
I love their curiosity. 
I love when children have a sure sense of welcome and 
belonging in their church. 
When children are delighted,  
we can see their joy, clear and plain. 
When they’re bored, hungry, sad, scared, or irritable 
—a state that’s known in our house as “beastliness”— 
they let us know that, too. 
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In the gospel this morning, Jesus takes a little child into his 
arms, turns to his disciples, and says, “ 
Whoever welcomes one such child in my name  
welcomes me, and whoever welcomes me  
welcomes not me but the one who sent me.” 
 
On the face of it, this tender gesture is so small and so simple, 
we can easily miss its radicalism. 
But consider this:  
Jesus doesn’t say, “Welcome the child because it’s a kind or 
loving or generous thing to do.” 
What says is: Do you want to see what God looks like? 
Do you want to find God’s stand-in, hidden here among you? 
Are you curious about the truest nature of divine greatness? 
Then welcome the child. 
Welcome the child and you welcome God. 
 
The context for this remarkable claim  
is an argument that breaks out among the disciples  
when Jesus explains—for the second time now— 
that he will suffer, die, and rise again after three days. 
The disciples don’t understand a word Jesus says, 
but they’re too afraid to ask questions. 
Instead, they argue about who among them is the greatest. 
When Jesus asks what their quarrel is about, 
they refuse to answer; they’re just too embarrassed. 
But he already knows why they’re bickering, 
so he brings a child into their midst,  
gathers the child into his arms, 
and upends his disciples’ notions of greatness and power: 
“Whoever wants to be first must be last of all and servant of all.” 
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Perhaps if I didn’t have so much experience with children— 
as a babysitter, parent, teacher, and now grandmother— 
I’d be tempted to sentimentalize Jesus’ gesture. 
I’ve heard well-meaning people suggest, for example, 
that Jesus likens children to God  
because children are so innocent, so good. 
Well the children I know (including our darling little Maddie) 
are also feisty, clever, quick, fierce, generous, selfish, naughty, 
obedient, curious, bored, quiet, loud, challenging, funny, 
surprising, creative, destructive, solemn, and exhausting. 
I think Jesus knew as much  
when he described welcoming children  
as a trustworthy representation of God. 
 
So what can we really learn about God by welcoming children? 
How can children open us up  
to deeper, more authentic communion with God? 
What might children teach us about greatness? 
 
I’m going to offer a few possibilities. Here is the first: 
Children show us that our imaginations are pathways to God. 
I spent many years teaching Sunday school and young people 
from pre-school through young teens and I am always amazed 
by the imaginative scope of children. 
They stack toy blocks together and see an entire civilization. 
They cover a piece of construction paper  
in what looks like just scribbles  
and tell a fully formed story based on those wiggly lines. 
My favorite is the Holy Communion classes with 7 and 8 year 
olds and we would act out the bible stories, then share different 
kinds of bread and drink grape juice to imagine the Last Supper. 
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Children always notice something about a story,  
a detail that often gets missed by adults who, perhaps,  
are too familiar with the story. 
The stories are new to them and so they hear,  
see and experience them differently. 
 
In the gospel this morning, Jesus invites the disciples  
to imagine a world where death doesn’t have the final word. 
Where inexpressible suffering gives way to irrepressible joy. 
Where resurrection is not merely a possibility, but a promise. 
But the disciples can’t make the leap. 
They’re bound by preconceived notions of who and what the 
Messiah must be, and they lack the imagination to envision a 
world as revolutionary as the one Jesus holds out to them. 
 
Tradition, dogma and cultural perceptions  
hold the disciples’ spiritual senses captive. 
Welcome the child, Jesus says in response. 
Open your imaginations. 
Return to the capacity for wonder, newness,  
and especially the unknown; 
these are what you experienced as a child. 
 
Here’s a second possibility: 
Children teach us to risk hard questions on our way to God. 
Kids aren’t afraid to ask awkward, challenging, and even 
impossible questions—for instance, one of my Sunday school 
kids always asked me:  Who created God? 
Now that is an impossible question if ever there was one! 
But . . . it is a compelling one to consider and try to answer. 
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This young person was naturally curious, 
not embarrassed by what they didn’t know  
and totally willing to risk social discomfort to get to the truth. 
When children don’t understand something, they generally ask, 
in fact, they often persist in asking. 
 
By contrast, the disciples in this week’s gospel story  
miss an opportunity to draw closer to Jesus,  
because they’re too afraid to ask hard questions. 
In telling them candidly about the suffering  
that lies in his future,  
Jesus offers his disciples the possibility of a deeper,  
more vulnerable intimacy with him. 
But they refuse the invitation,  
either because they don’t have the courage  
to admit their ignorance,  
or because they can’t bear truths that might cause them pain. 
Perhaps they believe—as we so often do— 
that avoiding the uncomfortable stuff will save them. 
Whatever the case, their willingness to ask tough questions  
of themselves, of each other, and of Jesus  
limits their growth and their fellowship with God. 
 
A third possibility is that children  
teach us to trust God’s abundance. 
Now this is mostly true about very young children. 
Young children generally expect there’s enough to go around. 
Enough time, enough hugs, enough attention, enough love. 
It doesn’t occur to them to fear scarcity  
unless they are conditioned to do so. 
Left to themselves, they assume plenitude. 
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Maddie, our granddaughter, certainly doesn’t worry about where 
her next bottle or baby puffs will be coming from, 
she doesn’t worry about clean clothes or clean diapers. 
It all just, . . . well, is there when she needs them. 
Including the hugging and kissing and singing  
and all the other things babies and very young children need  
to thrive and develop well. 
 
In her memoir, The Cloister Walk, Kathleen Norris tells a 
beautiful story about Saint Thérèse of Lisieux. 
When Thérèse was four years old, 
she was shown a handful of colorful ribbons, 
and she was asked to choose one. 
Entranced, she simply responded, “I choose all.” 
 
The disciples in this week’s story, however, 
don’t believe that “all” is available in the kingdom of God. 
They don’t lean into Jesus’ generosity,  
sufficiency, and abundance— 
even though they were present for the feeding  
of the five and the four thousand! 
Believing that what’s available to them  
is meager and inadequate to start with,  
they quarrel for first place, first dibs, first prize. 
In response, Jesus points them to the non-striving, 
unambitious, open-hearted trust of a very young child. 
As if to say:   
Stop racing. Stop competing. Stop scrambling. 
There is enough.  
I am enough. 
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The final possibility I’m going to offer is that 
children teach us what divine power looks like. 
This, I think, is the most radical lesson of the four. 
A young child is the very picture of vulnerability. 
In some cultures, children are socially invisible. 
In others, they’re legally unprotected. 
Here in our country,  
children routinely suffer the catastrophic effects of gun violence, 
cruel immigration policies, 
inadequate healthcare, underfunded schools,  
hunger and poverty . . . and just plain neglect. 
In all cultures, children are at the mercy  
of those who are older, bigger, and stronger than they are. 
 
And yet this—this shocking portrait of powerlessness, 
of vulnerability—is the portrait Jesus offers of God. 
In the divine economy, 
power and prestige accrue as we consent to be humble and 
vulnerable, less visible, even low. 
We gain greatness not by muscling others out of our way, 
but by serving them, empathizing with them, 
sacrificing ourselves (which means some of our comfort)  
for their well-being. 
As one of my FB friends commented on my post about how 
Maddie was keeping us busy while she was staying with us: 
Grandparenting is a joy—full of hugs and fun. And then there is 
the clean up after they leave. 
It’s love, joy and responsibility to welcome children.] 
 
Whatever human hierarchies and rankings we cling to, 
Jesus upends them all as he holds a tiny child in his arms. 
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Do we want to see God? 
Do we really want to see God? 
Then look to the child abandoned in the alleyway. 
Look to the child detained at our border. 
Look to the child who has been abused or molested or neglected. 
Look to the child who is fleeing from war. 
Look to the least of these . . . and see the face of God. 
 
But don’t just look. 
Reach out, respond to them. 
Because it is in responding to them with faith active in love 
that we recognize God in our midst, in the most unlikely places. 
Just as we see God on the Cross with Christ. 
 
One of the most central and amazing truths about Christianity 
is that God became a helpless,  
completely vulnerable human infant. 
Jesus underscores that stunning truth in this week’s gospel 
lesson with another:  
all children represent God’s heart,  
God’s likeness, God’s power. 
 
To welcome a child is to welcome God. 
To cultivate childlikeness is to cultivate godliness. 
To choose vulnerability and to be willing to serve all 
is to be great in the kingdom of God. 


