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Hebrew Scripture:  Psalm 23  
1The LORD is my shepherd, I shall not want. 
2He makes me lie down in green pastures; he leads me beside still waters; 
3he restores my soul. He leads me in right paths for his name’s sake. 
4Even though I walk through the darkest valley, I fear no evil; for you are with me; your rod and your staff— they 
comfort me. 
5You prepare a table before me in the presence of my enemies; you anoint my head with oil; my cup overflows. 
6Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life, and I shall dwell in the house of the LORD my 
whole life long. 
 
Gospel Reading: Matthew 18:1-7; 19:13-15  
Matthew 18:1-7  
At that time the disciples came to Jesus and asked, “Who is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven?” 2He called a 
child, whom he put among them, 3and said, “Truly I tell you, unless you change and become like children, you will 
never enter the kingdom of heaven. 4Whoever becomes humble like this child is the greatest in the kingdom of 
heaven. 5Whoever welcomes one such child in my name welcomes me. 6“If any of you put a stumbling block 
before one of these little ones who believe in me, it would be better for you if a great millstone were fastened 
around your neck and you were drowned in the depth of the sea. 
7Woe to the world because of stumbling blocks! Occasions for stumbling are bound to come, but woe to the one 
by whom the stumbling block comes! 
 
Matthew 19:13-15 
3Then little children were being brought to him in order that he might lay his hands on them and pray. The 
disciples spoke sternly to those who brought them; 14but Jesus said, “Let the little children come to me, and do 
not stop them; for it is to such as these that the kingdom of heaven belongs.” 15And he laid his hands on them and 
went on his way. 
 

Sermon: More than Our House 
Mother's Day!  While it is entirely a secular holiday, the church has always made much of it, given what 

has historically been mothers’ primary role in the faith development of the generations, especially in the 
Protestant traditions. When the Reformation eliminated one of the few vocations open to women—that of being 
a religious sister—they increasingly interpreted motherhood as a faithful vocation. The church honors and 
celebrates mothers and believes that they have a high and holy responsibility, not reserved to them alone, as 
parents. (More on fatherhood in June.) On this day, as a people of faith we hold together a variety of images—
secular and sacred—the images of what we understand mothers to be and do held up against some other 
pictures.   

Some images are those provided by Scripture.  After the commandment "Honor your mother and your 
father,” Scripture is mostly silent about mothers.  Jesus himself is notoriously un-sentimental about motherhood:  
Once, when told his mother and brothers were asking for him, he responded, "Who are my mother and my 
brothers?" Again, when his mother told him that the hosts had run out of wine at a wedding in Cana, he 
responded "O woman, what have you to do with me?"  I'm not willing to preach on either one of those texts 
today or at least, if I were to do so, I would not want to read my email tomorrow.  

We also cannot help but be aware of those for whom the image of mother causes pain—the ones who 



would be mothers but can't; the mothers and children whose relationships are ruptured, perhaps beyond repair; 
the mothers and children who have lost one another to death; and the mothers or children who have not been 
treated with kindness and respect.  Such stories, such hurts, do not forbid us to celebrate our joys.  They remind 
us that our joys, our children, our mothers, our fathers are, as author Carol Bechtel Reynolds says, "not merit 
badges we have earned, but gifts of a gracious God—gifts to be shared, not hoarded."   

And that is where all it all comes together—the images we bring this morning, of households with good 
enough parents, and those which lacked some of the necessary resources for raising children; the fond memories 
of children presented for baptism and received into the care of the congregation and recognizing all children 
being in God's care.  

Our faith continues to remind us to hold our family life in perspective.  In the Hebrew language, the root 
of the word "compassion”—that is to be moved to act on behalf of others—it is the same as that of the word 
"womb."  Yet, despite its root, compassion is not a gender specific trait.   Scripture calls for all people of faith, men 
and women alike, to have responsibility for all children. 

Our faith also reminds us that on days such as this, we are not to honor parents or children, but to honor 
and glorify the One who is creator and parent of us all.  We do that best when we put in perspective our personal 
joys and pains, broaden our view of what it is to be children and parents, and commit ourselves once again to our 
responsibility not just for the children of our flesh, not just for the children of our faith, but for all our children.     

In congregations everywhere, our two readings from Matthew get marched out whenever there is any 
discussion about children in whatever capacity or role, usually intended as trump-tossing, discussion-ending 
statements.  These are some of the texts that form the basis for our celebration of infant baptism.  Yet, it's also 
important to understand the statements in their own time, for they call us to something far more serious than 
simply a photo op.   About such texts Frederick Buechner writes:  "Two thousand years of homiletic 
sentimentalizing to the contrary notwithstanding, Jesus was not playing Captain Kangaroo” or Mr. Rogers—or any 
other popular child-guru. 

If Jesus wasn't sentimental about mothers, he was even less so about children.  The ones he drew to 
himself were far more likely to be street children or ones sent out to work in fields than a clean child dressed for 
weekly worship—if he ever saw one of those. In his day, children were indeed the "least of these”—tolerated until 
they could make the transition from being a drain on household resources to being a contributor.  

The children he was drawing to him were the millions of children around the world who have been 
orphaned by COVID 19; the thousands of children piling up against borders around the world seeking escape from 
starvation, disease, violence, and genocide. The children he was drawing to him were the children we minister to 
in Haiti whose lives and education have been disrupted by poverty, natural disaster and political unrest.  

But we don't need to go that far afield and assume it is only developing nations that can't tend to their 
children.   Our neighbor is crying out a lot closer to home. The children he was drawing to himself were the 
hundreds of thousands of students, especially but not solely, urban students and students of color, who have 
been impacted by the disruption of education, the lack of access to electronic means of connectivity with parents 
who were essential workers who could not stay at home to be teachers as well as remote employees, as difficult a 
task as that has been.   

In this county, in 2017, the latest year for which numbers were available, there were approximately 225 
children in families which are homeless and 145 unaccompanied children living on the streets in the county.  
Being homeless may not mean living on the street.  It could mean bouncing from place to place, living in cars, 
sleeping on friends' sofas etc.  It does mean no place to study, no regular school attendance, changing schools, 
few or no school supplies, and likely all the accompanying features of poverty including food insecurity.   

The poverty rate in the county is just shy of 14% but in the city of Syracuse the rate is more than double 
that, with one out of three residents living in poverty, the vast majority of them, people of color. Almost half of 
the children living in Syracuse as late as 2019 live in poverty. In Fayetteville Manlius, that number hovers at about 
5%.  Still too high, but… compared to Syracuse and the nationwide average of about 21%, we can lose sight of 
how fortunate we are.  

In 2017, the high school graduation rate for students completing their studies in four years was 98% in F-
M but 60% in Syracuse.   Given the levels of homelessness, poverty and hunger that number isn't as horrible as it 
might be, but it is ghastly, none-the-less.      



We can stay even closer to home and consider our inability to locate adults in our congregation who are 
willing to lead our children’s faithful education come fall when we expect to be strengthening our in-house 
ministry once again—but it won’t happen without leadership and compassion for our children, including the ones 
we make promises to when we baptize them.  

One of those important resources for nurturing our children in the faith is exposure to the stories of the 
faith and the community of Christ.   There is compelling reason to bring our children up in the larger household of 
faith—that they may one day come to know and share the love of Christ.  We share that love with them not for 
their sakes alone, but so that they might share it with others.   

Too often today, we may be in danger of raising children who believe they are not the least of the these, 
but rather the greatest of these.  An article in Christian Century magazine said this, "If from infancy you treat 
children as gods, they are liable in adulthood to act like devils.  They have never learned to get along with 
different sorts of people.  They're easily offended.  They turn differences of opinion into major issues, losing all 
ability to distinguish genuinely important moral questions from their likes and dislikes."   

That statement was written in 1994—more than a quarter of a century ago, but if it wasn’t a predictor of 
life on today's college campuses, partisan politics, and violence in the streets, let alone choices around family 
holiday tables, and other places where we avoid those who disagree with us, condemn them or allowing the 
height of cordiality to be merely ruling certain topics taboo, then I haven't encountered a better description of 
how that circumstance came to be.       

We bring our children to church, because not even the best of parents with the most resources can do it 
alone.  It takes all of us, not just one or two of us, not just a single parent or a couple, but all of us, to teach our 
children to be grateful to a gracious God; to help our children move beyond self-satisfaction to a generosity of 
spirit that grows into active compassion for others.   

And as is so often the case, when we prepare ourselves to teach and nurture the youngest among us, we 
find ourselves learning and relearning the tenets of our faith and its holy expression.   We are reminded that God 
calls us to be concerned, not just about our children, but about the ones we baptize and the ones we hold on our 
laps and the ones in the church school or nursery.  God requires that we have compassion for the children not of 
our household.  As it is written, "You shall not abuse any widow or orphan... And if your neighbor cries out to me, I 
will listen, for I am compassionate," says the Lord.  For us Christians, such a focus is not a matter of sociology or 
political theory, it is a matter of theology.  We are interested and concerned about the world's children because 
our God is interested and concerned about them. 

  As a people in covenant with our God, first we give thanks to God who has given us the resources of 
church and family, of shelter and food and all that our children need to live up to their potential.  Then, like the 
Lord our God, who is compassionate, we have compassion on all those children of God, who are at risk; who are 
unable to live out their God-given potential because of the circumstances into which they are born or find 
themselves by reason of war or violence or changes in the economy.  

 How do people of faith celebrate Mother's Day?  Take a moment, now and in the days ahead to be 
grateful—grateful to God for the gift of children and especially for the gifts of resources to give them every 
opportunity for healthy development and full lives. 

Then let us turn our eyes to the wider community of God's children.  Whatever we do, let us NOT say, 
"There, but for the grace of God, go I."  People of faith say, "There WITH the grace of God go I."  When the Lord 
hears the cries of our neighbors, and says, “Whom shall I send, may we dare to answer, ‘I will go."  
 
Prayer for others and ourselves                                       written by Ina J. Hughes 
 
Today’s prayer has become a Mother’s Day tradition for us here at UCF – a powerful plea written by Ina J. Hughes.  
Let us pray.  
 
Most Holy God: 
 
“We pray for children who sneak popsicles before supper, who erase holes in math workbooks, who can never 
find their shoes. 



And we pray for those who stare at photographers from behind barbed wire, who can't bound down the street in 
a new pair of sneakers, who never "counted potatoes," who were born in places we wouldn't be caught dead, 
who never go to the circus, who live in an X-rated world. 
We pray for children who bring us sticky kisses and fistfuls of dandelions, who hug us in a hurry and forget their 
lunch money.  
And we pray for those who never get dessert, who have no safe blanket to drag behind them, who watch their 
parents watch them die, who can't find any bread to steal, who don't have any rooms to clean up, whose pictures 
aren't on anybody's dresser, whose monsters are real. 
We pray for children, who spend all their allowance before Tuesday, who throw tantrums in the grocery store and 
pick at their food, who like ghost stories, who shove dirty clothes under the bed, and never rinse out the tub, who 
get visits from the tooth fairy, who don't like to be kissed in front of the carpool, who squirm in church or temple 
and scream in the phone, whose tears we sometimes laugh at and   whose smiles can make us cry. 
And we pray for those whose nightmares come in the daytime, who will eat anything, who have never seen a 
dentist, who aren't spoiled by anybody, who go to bed hungry and cry themselves to sleep, who live and move, 
but have no being. 
We pray for children who want to be carried and for those who must, for those we never give up on and for those 
who don't get a second chance. For those we smother...and for those who will grab the hand of anybody kind 
enough to offer it.” 
 
Hear our prayer Lord, this one and the one Your son taught us to pray, saying, Our Father... 
 
The Lord’s Prayer 

Our Father, who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name. Thy kingdom come, 
thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven. 
Give us this day, our daily bread.  
Forgive us our debts as we forgive our debtors  
and lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil, 
for thine is the kingdom and the power and the glory forever. Amen. 


