LETTING GO OF OUR CENTRE

Mark 9, 30 – 37

It was probably the first time I met my nephew.  I could hear him as my brother opened the door of their house; he was crying.  Feeding time, and he soon fell asleep.   That was all right; my brother, sister in law and I had the house to ourselves and were able to catch up with things.  The trouble was the baby woke up and started crying again; it suddenly became impossible even to think – it was a high-pitched cry that you would think would shatter glass.  I then learned that this was how things were all the time.  Little Thomas always cried when he was awake, with some short intervals to gather his strength again; it was just as well that then he spent most of the time asleep.  

He is now taking an unusually keen interest in judo, and no doubt learning to direct his blood curdling cries to different ends. But my first exposure to Thomas made me realise the demands of rearing a family.  With the birth of a child, the parents have to give up all sorts of things they did previously together in order to bring the child up.  But the love that they devote to the baby, is what enables their own relationship to grow.  It is what really makes a marriage.  It takes the child to bring the husband and wife together in a way nothing else can, because the child is a sign of the fruitfulness and creativity of human love that comes from beyond ourselves.  The birth and rearing of children is a sign of the vitality, grace, and the demands of God’s presence at the heart of marriage.

In the Gospel today I think Jesus has this in mind when he says that ‘anyone who welcomes one of these little children in my name, welcomes me; and anyone who welcomes me welcomes not me but the one who sent me.’  The welfare of children is the heart of our common life, not only in families or in schools, but also in any organisation of a healthy society.  Our readiness to put children first in our thinking about, and our attempts to address the needs of, world poverty, disease and economic development, is a critical challenge that Jesus lays down for every generation.  It is, it goes without saying, a central element in Catholic social teaching.

The reason is easy to overlook.  We live our lives far too much obsessed with ourselves.  We may have very good ambitions, and want to do ever so much good to others.  But, generally, we want to remain in control.  We feel safer that way.  But ask any child; that way is just stifling (smother love).  No one can live on someone else’s terms.  The child is always a third, and grown ups must continually adjust to make room for the family that is bigger than the marriage.  But to do so is to welcome into our company a new person, with new gifts, a new sense of humour, a new way of looking at, and setting about things.  To let go is to let things change in ways we could never expect or, sometimes, even hope for.

There is a spiritual truth here too.  Central to the growth of Christian life is the need to let go, and to let God do his thing, his way, in his time.  We need to learn that we are not the centre even of our own lives.  Our lives are centred somewhere between God and ourselves.  A picture of what I mean is a dance, where each respects the freedom of the other to move, but each responds to the other and together the two make the single performance.  It is the same in our relationships with each other, no one is the centre; we have to find the centre in the space between.  But always, whether we are thinking in terms of our dance with God or with each other, the fun is in the surprises, in letting the other surprise us, as well as the ones we give.  For me, I often think of prayer as trying to pay attention to the spaces in my relationships, and the places where God can surprise me.  The active time outside prayer is the dance – or it could be if I had a better idea of how the music goes.  But that takes a lot of listening as well as being ready to take a risk and let go of my self-consciousness.  In the Gospel today I think of Jesus seeing the nervousness of the child, putting his arms round each of us and making us welcome in the circle of his family, showing us the possibilities of new life, giving us the courage to join in his dance.  
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