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I’m blessed to be in the presence of children quite a bit, whether it’s at our school, or children that 
are here on Sundays. There’s no question that they bring a vitality and joy to our parish and to my life that 
would be sorely lacking otherwise. Sometimes I am surprised by the things I hear things them say and the 
behaviors I witness, perhaps especially certain behaviors and relationship dynamics—ones that we don’t 
generally regard as beautiful or virtuous—that I think, they must have learned that from an adult. Children 
wouldn’t naturally act that way. 

I remember a few years ago, a 2nd grader, asking me what kind of phone I had. I answered his 
question, and he responded by telling me that I should have an iPhone because they’re better. Never mind 
that I wasn’t seeking his guidance, but I thought, Where did a 7-year-old get that idea? I still don’t know, 
but my guess is that he was echoing something he heard his mom or dad say.  

I also remember an awkward occasion with a family. The father and the twelve-year-old son were 
jokingly making cutting remarks about the mother, who tried not to convey her hurt at the disrespect that 
came from her son, as her husband not only allowed it, but even made light of it. Where did the son learn 
that behavior? 
 Lest it sound as though I’m only an innocent party to all this, many years ago, I was in the car with 
my oldest nephew, who was just a few years old—just the two of us. At some point, as an outburst at 
someone’s bad driving, I said a word I shouldn’t have said, especially with him. I had naively assumed that 
it couldn’t possibly be in his vocabulary. A voice from the backseat announced, “That’s a bad word”. Guilty, 
as charged. We think that they aren’t watching, that their innocent minds won’t pick it up, but we’re fooling 
ourselves. 
 

It was in last Sunday’s Gospel, in which the disciples were caught disputing who among them was 
the top dog, that Jesus sought to get their minds in the right place by directing their attention to a child 
(Mark 9:36), symbolizing innocence, carefree attitudes. Only a few verses later, still in teaching-mode with 
his disciples, and still holding the child before them, he said, as we heard in today’s Gospel, “Whoever 
causes one of these little ones who believe in me to sin, it would be better if you were thrown into the 
sea”–rather harsh language, from one we typically associate with gentleness and mercy. From this, it would 
seem that Jesus is saying, It’s one thing to choose sin for yourself, but it is so much worse to lead innocent 
ones to sin (see Catechism 2284-5). 
 

So, what about our little ones? Our children may not be actively focused on our every word and 
action, but nonetheless, they’re passively absorbing it, learning from us—even in the moments that it might 
seem their attention is immersed in other things: TV programs, mobile devices, gaming systems. They’re 
learning from us, even from behind the closed door of their bedroom.  
 For sure, at a certain age, their peers become a powerful influence, but it would be foolish to think 
they aren’t learning from their parents, grandparents, all of us—from the time before they begin to speak, 
and even when they reach the age that they realize they know everything, and their parents know nothing. 

So, what are we teaching them when we cut corners, and cheat in any way; when we justify or 
explain-away our bad behaviors; when we gossip about others; when we call other drivers idiots; when we 
speak disrespectfully about authority figures in our children’s lives: coaches, teachers, parents of other 
children; when we take God’s name in vain, using it in anger; when we argue and fight in front of them, 
sometimes throwing insults? 
 

“Whoever causes one of these little ones who believe in me to sin, it would be better if you were 
thrown into the sea”. I don’t believe Jesus wants us to be thrown into the sea; he wants us to cultivate 
virtue and goodness in our children. 
 In the same way, I don’t believe Jesus wants us to cut off our hands or pluck out our eyes, as we 
hear in today’s Gospel. His point is that he wants us to cut out the things in our life that perpetuate sin in 
our lives. I know for myself, the stuff that continues to feed my bad behaviors, my bad attitudes, my 
struggles with sin. Do you know yours? Could you make a list of one, two, or three things—attitudes, 
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habits, things in our lives that feed into your struggles with sin—that if you cut them out, you might find 
freedom at last? We’ve got to cut it out of our lives, especially in any way we want to model virtue and 
goodness for our children or for those over whom we hold influence. Until we do, we can’t expect better 
from others, especially our little ones. After all, they learn it from us. 


