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A couple of years ago, I attended a workshop on the benefits of art therapy for children and youth who 

experienced trauma. The presenter was from a nonprofit called Creative Heartwork. It provides programs using 

visual arts, music, dance and theater, media, and culinary arts. These creative tools help young people reframe 

their painful experiences, channel their emotions, enhance their resiliency, and experience pride in their healthy 

adjustment to circumstances beyond their control.  

 

To begin, the therapist unrolled a huge mural which had been handpainted by a group of 8- and 9-year-olds. 

They had been asked to create as a group something that showed what a better day in their lives would look 

like. The mural was their result. It had a blue sky, colorful flowers, a couple of trees — some bearing fruit — 

and a pond of water. The first thing the therapist wanted us to notice was the absence of the sun — a telling 

omission because that is most often the first thing we all tend to draw as kids in our early landscapes. But, not 

so for children who experience trauma. The sun is almost always absent, a telltale sign of the depth of their pain 

and sadness.  

 

When the art therapist asked the group why they drew what they did, the kids themselves said their picture of a 

better day had all the things they didn’t have enough of — food, water, flowers, and, since this particular group 

was from an inner city, it just had to have a tree! What was most striking about their mural was that in the 

bottom left corner there was a snake. Now, sitting in here, we may be tempted to think those 8- and 9-year-olds 

painted the Garden of Eden. But that wasn’t what they were thinking. When asked why they drew a snake in 

their picture, the kids said their picture of a better day had to have one bad thing in it because even on a good 

day something bad can happen. But the snake also reminded them that on a good day you can handle the bad 

things. Clearly, someone or someone(s) had instilled a sense of hope in these vulnerable “little ones,” their 

mural a visible sign for all those with eyes to see of God’s salvation at work in the world. 

   

In our gospel lesson, the disciples and Jesus were on their long walk to Jerusalem. Along the way, Jesus had 

been encouraging them to see God’s salvation at work in the world around them. But instead, the disciples, as 

Jesus said, were focused on earthly things — foremost of which was the prestige of being among his inner circle 

of followers, arguing over who among them was the most loyal and dedicated. Because they were so distracted, 

the disciples were repeatedly confused by what Jesus said and couldn’t fully comprehend why he did what he 

did. So, they failed to see God’s salvation at work. Jesus chastised them by taking a little child in his arms while 

saying, “Whoever welcomes one such child in my name welcomes me” — a visible reminder that walking in 

the way of salvation necessitates a humility of heart that “of a little child” and those who were rendered 

invisible in the eyes of the world. 

 

Failing to get the message, John boasts that they saw a man freed from his demons by a rival healer whom they 

tried to stop. Instead of celebrating the man’s healing, John and the others complain that this non-disciple can’t 

claim the power of Jesus’ name. But Jesus tells them to back off because, as he said, “Whoever is not against us 

is for us.” Then Jesus returns to his original admonition, sternly warning the disciples that they are the ones in 

danger of putting stumbling blocks in the way of God’s work of salvation. As those 12 disciples grew to 

multitudes of followers that then became the early church, that has continued to be a very real and present 

danger.  

 

In the midst of persecution by the Romans, conflict over Jewish-Christian relations, and all the growing pains of 

the early church, Christian factions disagreed with one another over what someone had to believe, how worship 

was to be conducted, and what values, attitudes, and behaviors modeled the way of Christian discipleship. 

Sadly, that is no less true today. Into all this infighting, which can be contentious at best and vicious at its worst, 

Jesus warns that the church is causing great harm, especially for those whose faith is vulnerable. In graphic 
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imagery, Jesus says such stumbling blocks have grave and serious consequences. Better to drown in the sea than 

do harm to “these little ones.”  

 

I chose to read the Good News version this morning because it makes clear what Jesus is really talking about 

here — the very real danger that we could actually cause someone not to simply leave the church, but we could 

actually cause someone to lose their faith. Jesus says, we his disciples who are closest to him bear a great 

responsibility. Those who are vulnerable, our children whose faith is being formed, our youth whose hope is 

being shaped, and anyone of any age wavering in their faith are susceptible to what we claim to believe and 

watching how we behave. Witnessing those claiming to be followers of Christ being critical of another, fighting 

over religious differences, or wavering in our commitment to Christ is unnerving to those who are vulnerable 

and may even cause them to drown in despair. 

 

There’s a poem from R.L. Sharpe that goes like this: 

  Isn’t it strange that princes and kings, 

  And clowns that caper in sawdust rings 

  And common people, like you and me,  

  Are builders for eternity? 

  Each is given a bag of tools, 

  A shapeless mass, and a book of rules; 

  For each must make — ere life is flown — 

  A stumbling block or a stepping stone. 

 

As builders of eternity, do our actions, our attitudes, our statements of faith become stumbling blocks or 

stepping stones to those who look to us for the hope of a better day — an important question for us in these 

difficult days when there is so much negativity, so much doubt an ample amount of despair in our world. Are 

we overly focused on earthly things, tempting us to believe the world is drowning in a sea of despair, or do we 

see evidence of the kingdom of God among us? How do we model in word and deed for our children and youth 

and those of any age whose faith is vulnerable, that hope is real and God’s faithfulness to us is real? How do we 

lay before them stepping stones of faith and love? It’s a powerful image isn’t it? We can picture it in our minds: 

A parent, grandparent, or loving adult crossing a stream telling their child behind them to watch and step on the 

same rock they have in order to walk in safety — because the more mature in faith have already tested its 

strength and stability and found where to place their feet to walk securely. It’s a great responsibility with grave 

consequences. Yet, creating stepping stones of a better day comes with the great reward of being able to 

glimpse God’s activity in our world, and then it is we who receive anew the great gift of hope!   

  

      


