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Welcoming God
James 3:13-4:3,7-8a; Mark 9:30-37

I have been thinking about my great uncle Bill this weekend.  I met a
young lady who is a medical student at the University of Virginia and the mere
mention of Charlottesville always brings Uncle Bill to mind.  My paternal
grandmother’s only brother, Uncle Bill was special in many ways.

One thing that made him special was the fact that he always rode the
train when he came to see us.  My father would bundle us three boys in the
car and ride over to the train station to meet Uncle Bill.  For a young fellow,
that was quite a treat in itself.  Another thing that made Uncle Bill unique was
that he was blind.  He began his career as a public health physician, but when
he began to lose his sight, he went back to school, studied psychiatry, and
settled in Charlottesville where he taught and practiced his craft.  One of the
neatest things about Uncle Bill was that he used hypnosis in his practice–and
occasionally on us!  For us nephews and nieces, he might as well have been
a magician.  We loved it when Uncle Bill came to visit.

I was fortunate growing up.  Although it was often still said, “Children
should be seen and not heard, no one really practiced that Southern tradition,
at least not in my experience.  Certainly there were times when the adults
were tired of hearing the seven of us cousins running around making noise,
but they would just send us outside rather than make us sit down and be still
and quiet.  (They probably knew they wouldn’t have much luck anyway!)  The
adults in my family loved us children and let us know it.

But Uncle Bill was different.  He loved us but he also wanted to know us.
He was glad to have us around.  He made us feel special.  Every time he got
off that train he would touch our shoulders or head or face and comment on
how much we had grown or how good looking we were (remember–this man
was blind!).  He always called us by name, got close to us, and asked us
questions about what was going on in our lives.  It was as if we were
important . . . and to Uncle Bill we were.

I have never thought about it before, but in all likelihood Jesus was an
uncle.  Scripture is clear that he had brothers and sisters so he was certain



2

to have had a passel of nephews and nieces, too.  I imagine they loved to
hear his stories as much as the adults did.  He probably played games with
them and made them wooden toys in his shop.  Given how comfortable he
was with children, I expect Jesus was a great uncle–like my Uncle Bill.

As he frequently does in his gospel, Mark tells a story about Jesus that
holds up the importance of being childlike while exposing the tendency of the
disciples to be childish.  As they were traveling through Galilee to get back
home to Capernaum, Jesus tried once more to tell his closest friends that he
was going to be arrested and killed but that he would rise to life on the third
day.  As with Peter a few days before, the disciples could not fathom that
Jesus could meet an untimely end.  They had no clue what he was talking
about but they were all afraid to ask him to explain it all.  Instead, they
resorted to arguing about who among them was the greatest.  Pretty childish
behavior, if you ask me.

When they arrived back in Capernaum and settled in at the house
where he was staying, Jesus sat down (which is what teachers did when they
were about to teach) and he said, “If you really want to be first, then you are
going to have to be last and serve everyone else first.”  Then he picked up a
little child (a niece or nephew perhaps!), held it in his arms, and said,
“Whoever welcomes one such child in my name welcomes me, and whoever
welcomes me welcomes not me but the one who sent me.”  My Uncle Bill
could not have said it better!

Jesus understood the importance of children in the life of faith.  Children
offer us a reminder of the characteristics of faith such as trust, excitement,
and openness.

Until we give them reason to feel otherwise, children trust us.  They
have to because they are completely dependent upon us.  Certainly we want
to teach them how to take care of themselves and to be self-sufficient to a
point, but a child understands one thing from the beginning of life, she or he
depends on the care of parents and others for everything needed in life.

Certainly as we grow up and become able to take care of ourselves, our
dependence on our parents changes.  They no longer have to physically take
care of us.  We learn to feed and clothe ourselves, make decisions, and
prepare for the time when we will fully provide for ourselves.  A healthy
relationship between parent and child, however, will always include some form
of emotional dependence that included the need for love and support and
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encouragement.  When that relationship is reciprocal, a bond of trust between
parent and child exists that cannot be broken.

Perhaps it is because as children we do not necessarily experience the
physical dependence upon God that we do with our parents, as we grow and
mature our overall dependence upon God can wane.  Our sense of
independence grows and our willingness to think that we entirely determine
our future grows as well.

Throughout scripture we find reminders that we are physically
dependent upon God for all things in life.  It is God the Creator who provides
what we physically need for life and God the Redeemer who offers spiritually
what we need for what Jesus called an abundant life.  The story of God’s
people is a story in which the dependence of the people on God waxes and
wanes.  God continually calls on his people to trust him and to follow his
ways.  The people trust and reject God, follow him and turn away on their own
paths, listen and ignore.

God longs for us to have that childlike sense of dependence in which we
recognize our need for God’s care which changes as we grow and mature.
God wants us to continually understand that we always have need of God’s
goodness and trust his grace to provide for us.

I will never forget the trip I made during my senior year in college to visit
my Uncle Bill and Aunt Ramona.  He was getting quite old and I did not get
to see him as often as I did in earlier years.  I was at a crossroads in my life
with a future stretching out ahead of me.  I remembered the interest Uncle Bill
had in me and the feeling of care and concern he offered me.  My visit with
him helped to clarify what I needed to do.  I depended on his wisdom and
trusted his judgment.  I have never been disappointed.  In the same way,
when I recognize my need for God and trust God to guide me, I am never left
wanting or disappointed.  I learned that dependence and trust as a child and
it has grown as I have grown.

Children also have a wonderful sense of excitement about life.
Everything around them is a source of wonder and joy.  And don’t you enjoy
being around an adult who has retained that same sense of wonder and
excitement?  They exude a joy of life that is contagious.

I remember the excitement Uncle Bill had when I came to visit him in
Charlottesville.  He could not wait to show me around Charlottesville.  We
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borrowed my aunt’s car and he toured me around the campus, took me to
Monticello, and up on Skyline Drive.  Keep in mind that he was blind.  He did
not drive, but he directed me at each and every turn.  We never got lost.

What always impressed me about Uncle Bill was that his blindness
never became a limitation for him; it was always an opportunity to use his
other senses and skills to get along in life.  He was excited about each and
every day and his enthusiasm crossed over to his students, his patients, and
certainly to his nephews and nieces.  His childlike excitement about life never
degenerated into a childish lament over how difficult life was at times.

I think that was Jesus’ greatest frustration with his disciples.  While he
was talking about suffering, death, and resurrection, they were talking about
power and position.  While he was healing someone’s physically and spiritual
wounds, they were imagining their place in the political empire they hoped he
would build.  When he needed their support and encouragement, all they had
to offer was whining about their wants and needs.

God created this wonderful world and gave it to us!  God created life
and offered us the opportunity to enjoy it forever.  We should be excited about
these things.  We should free up the childlike wonder and excitement of life
that is within us all and allow it to shape each and every day of our lives.

Children also come into this world with an openness to life.  Everything
is new and fresh and interesting.  Children characteristically ask more
questions than offer answers because everything is a new opportunity for
them to grasp.  My childhood neighbor frequently had to appeal to my mother
to rescue him from my incessant questions as he worked in the yard.  Every
movement he made engendered half a dozen questions in rapid fire
succession.  I am not certain that I would have been able to endure my young
self!

Children ask because they want to know.  They question because they
need answers.  One of the saddest verses in all of scripture is found in this
story from Mark’s gospel.  As Jesus talked with his disciples about his
suffering and resurrection, Mark tells us, “But they did not understand what

he was saying and were afraid to ask him” (9:32).  It is a sad day indeed
when anyone is afraid to ask a question.  Whether they were afraid they
would appear ignorant to one another if they asked Jesus to clarify what he
was saying or they were afraid of what the answer might be, we do not know.
The fact is they were afraid to ask.
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Sometimes we get locked into our fears.  We get embarrassed if we do
not understand something the teacher is saying.  Why?  Are we not in school
to learn and understand?  We become uncomfortable with our doubts and
refuse to chase them down.  Why?  Do we not understand that our faith is
often born from our doubts?  When our young people make a profession of
faith and are baptized, I remind them that there will be times when we are not
certain about our faith.  There will be questions and doubts, I tell them, but
use those occasions to learn and grow in faith.  A faith that is not asking
questions is a faith that is not growing and may well be dying.  Children
remind us to be open and inquisitive about our faith.

If, as Jesus reminds us, children are the model for faith.  If their sense
of trust, excitement, and openness ought to be practiced throughout life, then
should we not do all we can to nurture our children in faith?  Should we not
have our children in Bible study and missions activities?  Should they not
learn the music of our faith and how to share it with other people?  Should not
worship be a priority more than anything else in their young and growing
lives?  Should we not care about the spiritual development of our children as
much or more as we do about their physical and intellectual development?
And if our children are indeed the model of faith for us, where will the rest of
us be if there are no children to remind us of what faith ought to look like?  On
more than one occasion, Jesus took a child into his arms and reminded his
followers that we need to be like that child as we seek to welcome God into
our lives.

Yesterday I heard an interview with Norman Bridwell who wrote and
illustrated the Clifford the Big Red Dog books.  Mr. Bridwell explained how as
a young man he was not a very good artist but wanted to be a book illustrator.
He went to editor after editor but was always turned down.  Finally one editor
told him he was not a very good artist and that if he wanted to illustrate, he
would probably have to write his own book.  She looked at one of his pictures
of a little girl and a big red dog and suggested that there might be a story
there.  He went home, wrote Clifford, and it was published.  Today he is one
of the most published authors in the world! 

Mr. Bridwell said that children began writing letters asking about Clifford
and how he was born, especially since he was so big–bigger than a house.
He and his wife decided Clifford was born like every other dog except that he
was very tiny, the runt of the litter.  In the story, the man who gives Clifford to
the little girl urges her not to take the runt because he will never amount to
anything.  She took him anyway and began to love him.  It was love, Mr.
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Bridwell said, that caused Clifford to grow.  He has no super powers or
abilities–just love.1

We all start off little and seemingly insignificant.  There is nothing we
can do on our own because we are entirely dependent on other people for
everything.  But with love and care, we grow.  And with the love and care of
God and the people of God, there are no limits to how much we can grow.

Our children are precious gifts to us.  We cannot always see what they
will become, but what matters is what they experience now.  Through faith we
help them grow into God–not becoming God, but becoming a part of God’s
family.  And if they are the doorway through which we welcome God into our
lives, why would we not want to love and nurture them?

Like most of you, when I was growing up, I was blessed with family,
friends, and a church who loved me.  And I will never forget the love of an
aging great uncle who welcomed me into his life.  God must have been
pleased.  Let us put away childish ways and take up a childlike faith of trust,
excitement, and openness.  Let us love the children in our lives and see what
happens.  Nurture them and introduce them to Jesus.  Perhaps they will help
us get to know God a little better ourselves. 



September 23, 2012 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

O God who crafted us from the dust of the earth, molded us into your
own divine image, and built our lives upon your steadfast mercy and infinite
wisdom, our songs and prayers, our confessions and praises are but feeble
attempts at acknowledging our need for you and our gratitude for your never-
failing mercies.  Too often we look around our world–to money or status, to
education or accomplishment, to other people or even within
ourselves–seeking security and wholeness.  But here we are called to
acknowledge, Loving God, our utter dependence upon your grace.  You call
us to welcome you into our lives and to be transformed into the likeness of
Christ, humbling ourselves in service and gratitude.  You call us to draw near
to you in faith and it is because you have been faithful to keep your promises
to us and to your people for generations, that we can find in you joy that will
brighten our weary  hearts, peace that will calm our fearful minds, and hope
that will sustain our wounded souls.  For every good gift which comes from
your generous hand, we offer to you our thanks and praise.

This day, we are reminded that because we have received the
abundance of your gifts to us, we have been called to be faithful stewards of
possessions and talents, of time and energy.  Despite our failings and
limitations, you have entrusted to us the sacred work of sharing your love and
hope in this community and beyond.  For those who lack adequate shelter, we
are called to build.  With those who lack food or clothing or medical care, we
are called to share.  To those who lack companionship and hope, we are
called to be present.   Equip and empower us for these tasks, we pray, that
we might find the strength and courage to pattern our lives after the example
of Christ so that  your light and life might be spread to the dark and dying
corners of our world.  In the name of the One who offers abundant life now
and eternal life with you, even Jesus our Lord, we pray.  Amen. 

Elizabeth J. Edwards
Associate Minister


