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Seventeenth Sunday After Pentecost [25] B, 19h September 2021, St Leonard’s, Denmark 

James 3.1-12, Mark 9.30-37 
 

Through the written word and the spoken word may we know your Living Word,  

Jesus Christ our Saviour, Amen 
 

James’ words of wisdom about taming the troublesome tongue need little explanation. The tongue 

“that is a small member, yet boasts of great exploits” is like a small fire capable of setting a whole 

forest ablaze. “With it, says James, “we bless the Lord and Father, and with it we curse those who are 

made in the likeness of God.  From the same mouth come blessing and cursing. My brothers and 

sisters, this ought not to be so.” (James 3.1-12)  

 

After reading of James’ hope that our mouths might be like springs of clear water, then the story of 

Jesus and the child, I was reminded of the expression “out of the mouths of babes” that we use, 

sometimes with a hint of irony, when a child has frankly spoken the truth about a subject that adults 

are perhaps too blind to see, or too polite to say. The expression, I discovered, comes from Psalm 8. 

This then led me to a story in in Matthew in which Jesus quotes this psalm. As far as I could find it 

does not come up in our round of Lectionary readings for church services, which is a shame because 

it is delightful: 

 

But when the chief priests and the teachers of the law saw the wonderful things [Jesus] did 

and the children shouting in the temple courts, “Hosanna to the Son of David,” they were 

indignant. “Do you hear what these children are saying?” they asked him. “Yes,” replied 

Jesus, “have you never read, “ ‘From the lips of children and infants you, Lord, have called 

forth your praise’?” (Matthew 21:15-16) 
 

I wondered if perhaps the children were an illusion to the children of God – the Jewish people, but 

my HarperCollins Study Bible NRSV says “Children, apparently to be understood literally.” Even 

the modern editors seem a little taken aback by children running riot around the temple! And in 

today’s passage from Mark, it seems there were children buzzing around – so much so, that Jesus can 

easily reach out and pick one up at random. Jesus would have us love and care for children as for 

other vulnerable members of our community but he also sets a child among the adults so we might 

learn from them. The gospels point us towards several truths we can learn from those younger and 

small than ourselves. I’ll speak of three I can see, but of course it is a fathomless topic. 

 

First, as in Psalm 8, praise and rejoicing spring naturally from children’s lips. How is it that infants 

who have received no instruction, can sing God’s praise? In our tradition we have many beautiful 

psalms, and hymns and mystical writings that see the whole of nature singing God’s praise. All 

creatures, simply by being alive and doing whatever it is that they do, are in a sense giving thanks 

and praise for the gift of life.  Children, perhaps also have this gift of simply living without self-

consciousness – but also the gift of dawning awareness and seeing the world for the first time. The 

17th century priest and poet Thomas Traherne wrote of his childhood being a time of ecstatic 

belonging to the Universe.  He spoke of the “Divine Light wherewith I was born” and how “All 

appeared new, and strange at the first, inexpressibly rare, and delightful and beautiful. I was a little 

Stranger which at my entrance to the world was saluted and surrounded by innumerable joys” - “the 

skies in their magnificence, the lively, lovely air.” He remembers when the city gates of Hereford 

seemed the end of the world and how “the green trees when I saw them first through one of the gates 

transported and ravished me, their sweetness and unusual beauty made my heart to leap, and almost 

mad with ecstasy, they were such strange and wonderful things.”i  This might seem very elevated, 

but then I remember my grandchildren literally shaking with excitement at being by the ocean, I 

remember Graham holding our newborn daughter up in the branches of tree and how that stopped her 

crying, and I remember lying in a paddling pool as a small child and wondering at how very blue the 

sky was and being mesmerised by the towering clouds.  So, let us learn to see every morning like the 

first morning. 

https://www.biblestudytools.com/passage/?q=matthew+21:15-16
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Jesus also teaches that we need to become like little children as they hold the key to the kingdom.  

A couple of chapters on from this week’s gospel reading, Mark tells us: 

 

People were bringing little children to Jesus for him to place his hands on them, but the 

disciples rebuked them. When Jesus saw this, he was indignant. He said to them, “Let the 

little children come to me, and do not hinder them, for the kingdom of God belongs to such as 

these.  Truly I tell you, anyone who will not receive the kingdom of God like a little child will 

never enter it.”  And he took the children in his arms, placed his hands on them and blessed 

them. (Mark 10.13-16) 
 

It is interesting that we do not just enter, but first we receive the kingdom. In Matthew’s version Jesus 

places a child among the disciples and says “Truly I tell you, unless you change and become like little 

children, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven.”  (Matthew 18.3) How are we to change, 

become like little children and receive the kingdom of God? It is an open question – there are very 

many ways.  How do children receive things? Children are receptive and trusting, their minds and 

hearts and arms are open. But as we all know they do not receive everything without question. ‘Why’ 

is a word learnt very early on! They also tend to have good instincts and are wary of those that are 

threatening and drawn to those that are kind. They have wildly active imaginations – the kingdom 

must thrive on creativity and colour (check out the children’s art exhibition at the Butter Factory over 

the next 3 weeks!)  But we need to be careful not to become too sentimental about sweetness and 

innocence. As a young parent I latched upon a self-help book by Dr Christopher Green called Toddler 

Taming: Nasty Habits in Nice Children! Many of its gentle hints and tips might subtly be applied to 

some adult behaviour! Perhaps another way of being like a child is to be receptive to learning and 

changing. But more than anything, I think, children are simply themselves – and without pretention 

– they can be devastatingly honest and deny everything, they can be curious and bored, tender and 

destructive, they can be quiet and wild. To approach the kingdom, we need to come exactly as we 

are.  

 

And thirdly, Jesus teaches that children show us the very nature of the divine. Central to Christianity 

is the upside-down truth that God became a helpless babe given to the care of vulnerable parents. As 

we are reminded at the opening of todays’ reading, the adult Jesus left exposed to betrayal, and 

execution, showed power over darkness not by a show of strength, but by rising from death.  We then 

hear of the unseemly dispute between the disciples about who among them was the greatest. A little 

like naughty children they look at their feet and fall silent when Jesus asks them what they were 

arguing about. 
 

He sat down, called the twelve, and said to them, ‘Whoever wants to be first must be last of 

all and servant of all.’  Then he took a little child and put it among them; and taking it in his 

arms, he said to them, ‘Whoever welcomes one such child in my name welcomes me, and 

whoever welcomes me welcomes not me but the one who sent me.’ (Mark 9.30-37)ii 
 

Children show us who Jesus is and Jesus shows us who God is. We can reverse this too – God shows 

us Jesus, who shows us a child, who shows us the Christ child in us all. As James reminds us, we are 

all made in God’s likeness and so we ought to bless one another as Jesus, with great tenderness blesses 

and welcomes the little children running riot around him. To welcome one such child, whether they  

have come to play, or are in need of our protection, is to welcome the divine. It is to open the door 

and welcome inside ourselves, in the words of the Collect by Stephen Shakespeare, “the one who 

comes with no power save that of remaking our heart.”iii To come down to the level of a wide-eyed 

child is to be lifted high in the upside-down kingdom of the divine servant. 

May we embrace the children among us, and welcome the child we rediscover in one another, Amen  
 

 
i Thomas Traherne (1637-1674), Third Century, 1,2 and 3, and “Wonder”, verse 2. 
ii see also Matthew 18:4-5 
iii Stephen Shakespeare, Prayers for an Inclusive ChurchCanterbury Press, 2008, p. 71. 
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