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†May the words of my mouth and the meditations of our hearts be acceptable to you, O God, our Strength and
Redeemer. Amen.

Some of you know that I grew up not far from Memphis, Tennessee.  Memphis was essentially the locus of life
in many ways, and I still have numerous family members and friends there or near there.

The Danny Thomas Research Center and St. Jude’s Children’s Hospital are in Memphis. Growing up, we drove
by there on many occasions.  It is a world-famous institution which works tirelessly for the health needs of
children.  Who among us when having seen a TV ad with Marlo Thomas working to fundraise would not be
moved?  Those ads include images of children in the hospital, adorable little ones, so sick and so much in need.
I’m sure there are many similar images of children at the Helen DeVos Children’s Hospital just up the hill from
St. Mark’s.

No secret that I love children.  One of the main purposes of the refreshed St. Mary’s Garden was and is for the
use of our children, a safe, secure and beautiful environment!

Children are vulnerable in society.  They are totally dependent on the love and care of others.

Who among us is not moved when seeing the faces of refugee children, no matter from which country they
originate?  Who among us was not moved when seeing the separation of children from parents at our own
southern border, some of whom have yet to be reunited with their families?  Who among us does not feel a
serious tug of the heart when seeing a child cry for whatever reason in life?

In today’s Gospel, Jesus takes a “little child” in his arms to teach his disciples.  He tells them, “Whoever
welcomes one such child in my name welcomes me, and whoever welcomes me welcomes not me but the one
who sent me.” Underpinning the challenge of first and last, Jesus points away from himself to the Father.

So, what is Jesus trying to demonstrate for his disciples to recognize the path Jesus had set for himself and for
them?  How is it that after so much time together, the disciples were unable to grasp that Jesus would suffer and
die and be raised from the dead?  And importantly, why were they afraid to ask him to ‘say more’?

Little children in their innocence often ask lots of questions.  Their little minds are rich fertile cavities just
waiting to be filled with good and life-giving things.  I have to say I ‘cringe’ whenever I hear a parent or
guardian in public yell at a child with harsh, hurtful or even abusive words.

The main purpose of the Children’s Ministry here at St. Mark’s, as well as in all Christian churches, is to shape
and form little ones into followers of Jesus.  In today’s Gospel, Jesus is clear when he says “Whoever welcomes
one such child in my name welcomes me…”  In his own humility, Jesus, then, seems to liken himself to a child
dependent on his Father, the One who sent him and the One to whom he would return.
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I believe the Gospel asks us to consider humility of mind and heart.  What does it mean to be humble and stand
before God as vulnerable and in need of love and care as a child is in need of love and care?

Three years’ ago, Jane Stidolph who had done a wonderful job as Director of Children’s Formation, stepped
down as Director.  Laura Kozminski stepped in to pick-up the reigns of leadership in our children’s program.

Laura had been a volunteer for some time, and as a mother of three boys has a keen sense of what it means to
love, care and teach children.  Laura stepped in as ‘interim’, and now three years later, she will step down today
so that she can do other things in ministry here at St. Mark’s.  She will continue to teach in the program
alongside the new Director, Evan Knill, who we introduced at both Services last week.  Evan will be blessed and
installed next Sunday.

Laura not only stepped in three years ago but has demonstrated great commitment, flexibility and creativity.  In
many ways, she is an example of the kind of individual about whom Jesus referred in the Gospel.  She welcomed
and will continue to welcome children at St. Mark’s. She has modeled discipleship in seeing the face of Christ in
the children who come to us.

Can you and I admit to seeing the face of Christ’ not only in little children but in all individuals?  Can we see the
face of Christ in others even when we disagree with them or they with us?

Can we see Christ in refugees from Afghanistan, Honduras, or other parts of the world?  Can we see the face of
Christ in the homeless person on the streets of Grand Rapids?  And if not, then, what?  How do we step back
from ourselves and our needs, our need to be first rather than last, and see the face of Christ in the vulnerable and
needy of our world?

I believe that today we are invited to see Christ in all those around us, those like us and those unlike us.  We are
invited to touch the lives of others, as Jesus touched a little child and every person he encountered.  Their lives
were changed by those encounters.  We are being invited to ‘be changed’ and to be ‘transformed’ into Christ-like
individuals, giving of ourselves in order to make a difference in the world.

Last Wednesday, I joined Jeff Brown, Anne Hiskes and a number of others from St. Mark’s in the Mayor’s
Clean-up Day, a time of service to the community.  It was an activity which meant setting aside time and energy
to try and make a difference.

Today following the 10:30 Service, we can make a difference by participating in the Ministry Fair and by
considering serving others at St. Mark’s.  I invite you to volunteer, to give of yourself so that we can have a more
robust life as a Community of Faith.

Jesus called his disciples to service.  He calls each of us to service as well.

Will you consider Christ’s call to serve?  I assure you the benefits of serving others, as we are served by Christ,
will be life-giving and life-changing.  Amen.
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