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Proverbs 31:10-31 
Psalm 1 
James 3:13—4:3, 7-8a 
Mark 9:30-37 
 
A capable wife who can find? 
She is far more precious than jewels. . . 
Strength and dignity are her clothing, 
And she laughs at the time to come. 
She opens her mouth with wisdom, 
And the teaching of kindness is on her tongue.  
 
More than 25 centuries after those words were written, 
A New York lawyer and philosophy professor 
Let first her friends, and then the world, 
In on her secret: 
She had been raised to be just the sort of capable wife 
Praised in the Book of Proverbs. 
And –  
She thrived on it, 
And was preparing to write a book about it. 
 
A history of housekeeping? 
They would ask her at dinner parties. 
No – a housekeeping manual, 
Just like the ones she treasured  
And her friends didn’t know existed, 
But a housekeeping manual for the new millennium that was dawning. 
 
In the fascinating and beautiful introduction  
To her 800 page book on housekeeping, 
She admits that she was trained in a profession 
That was passing away  
By the time she was ready to enter it. 
She tried being a hippie instead, 
And having failed at that, 
Became a lawyer and professor 
With a secret passion for housekeeping.  
 
Her book, Home Comforts, became a bestseller, 
Empowering some readers 
And reinforcing the anxiety of others.∗ 
 
Housekeeping hasn’t gone away; 
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What passed, in most communities, in this country, 
was the sense of housekeeping 
As an honorable profession, 
A vocation requiring strength and purpose and stamina 
Like that of the tireless woman 
Praised in Proverbs. 
Wise, respected, virtuous, 
Kind, resourceful, fearless. 
 
Some of us still have some of those skills – 
I still practice the art of mending  
I learned from my grandmother; 
Others in this church know how to can produce  
And sew and keep their linens aired and pressed – 
But the world has changed around us.  
A capable wife who can find? 
 
We could spend a long time examining this passage 
From any number of angles, 
But we’ll save that for another time. 
 
We could delve further in the history of housekeeping, 
But we won’t. 
 
We could hold up this Proverbial woman  
As a genuine model for any age, 
A woman still admirable after 25 centuries. 
Strength and dignity are her clothing.   
 
Strength and dignity are her clothing – 
And she laughs at the time to come.  
 
Here, it seems to me, 
We part company with Proverbs. 
It is not her profession that is obsolete, 
But the worldview in which she shares. 
 
In the world of Proverbs, 
Hard work and wisdom 
Always assure a safe today 
And a sure tomorrow.  
 
That world is gone. 
We can no longer laugh at the time to come, 
No matter how resourceful we are, 
No matter how well prepared, 
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No matter, even, how wise we are.  
We no longer believe  
That to be righteous is to prosper. 
 
How many capable wives 
Who rose early,  
Provided food and clothing for their families, 
Managed well, 
How many capable women in Syria 
Now have no home, 
Fear the winter snows, 
Have nothing to give their children? 
 
There is, of course, nothing new  
In the plight of refugees 
Fleeing their vanished homes 
And washing up on unwelcoming shores. 
 
What is new, now, 
Is our knowledge 
That it could happen anywhere, 
And no virtue or resourcefulness would save us.  
 
We continue to keep house, 
Well or badly, 
With enthusiasm or resentment, 
We pray that no adversity will overcome us, 
We pray for those on whom disaster falls. 
But if we are to be honest, 
We allow ourselves to know 
That we are vulnerable. 
 
Not, perhaps, today, 
Vulnerable in the same ways 
As our sisters and brothers  
Who flee war and terror  
And hopelessness. 
Not vulnerable in the same ways 
As our brothers and sisters 
Who have no homes. 
Not vulnerable in the same ways 
As a child whose school is overcrowded and unsafe, 
A teenager who flees an abusive home, 
A frightened man who resists an unwarranted arrest.  
 
Not as vulnerable as some. 
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But we all live in a world  
Where the fond, vain hope 
That being good will keep us safe is gone. 
 
And so, we have to ask: 
How then shall we live? 
 
Here is some good news.  
We follow in the way  
Of the one  
Who knew there was no connection  
Between sinlessness and safety.  
 
If we can hear Jesus at all, 
If we can understand him any better  
Than the friends who failed to see 
That being Messiah meant betrayal and death 
And only after that, 
A new life that was all mystery, 
If, with the help of all the years and all the teaching 
And all the experience that have come after, 
We can hear him at all, 
Then we know now 
That the way of Jesus  
Offers something beyond what we expect and want. 
 
So what do we do? 
 
Today, Jesus shows us just one thing to do. 
 
Welcome the child. 
 
Simple? Yes. 
Easy? 
 
In this community  
We have learned to welcome the child.  
 
Especially under the guidance of our Sally – 
Our wise, strong,  
Gracious, capable Sally, 
More precious than jewels, 
Much celebrated today, 
Much missed beginning tomorrow – 
Especially under her guidance 
And during her tenure as children’s minister 
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We have learned  
That welcoming the child 
Is more than a feeling,  
More than a smile. 
 
Welcoming the child 
Is a series of actions 
Undertaken on behalf  
Of the most vulnerable among us, 
The ones who take up the least room, 
The ones who cannot speak for themselves.  
 
We have taken some of these actions, 
And it has transformed our church. 
 
And so now, 
As the people of God have always done when they are faithful, 
We look beyond. 
 
How do we welcome the child 
Beyond our doors? 
 
How do we welcome the little boy 
Washed up on the Turkish beach, 
His little shoes and his little red shirt 
Drifting on the waves? 
 
God has already and forever 
Welcomed that particular little boy,  
Aylan Kurdi. 
 
But what about all the other children  
Washing up on other shores? 
 
What about the children of Africa, 
Crying out in terror 
As their boats wallow across the sea? 
 
How do we welcome the child? 
 
What about the less dramatic, 
Equally damaging, 
Slow suffering of children 
In our own city 
Who have not quite enough to eat, 
No time of quiet, 
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No place to play? 
 
How do we welcome the child? 
 
Many of us gathered yesterday 
To listen and learn and discover: 
How do we make this church, 
Every church, 
A place where children are safe, 
As safe as any of us can be? 
 
How do we take to our hearts what Jesus knew, 
That the child is the most vulnerable, 
Most fragile, 
Least valued, 
Least considered among us? 
 
God came among us as a child. 
God asks us to welcome the vastness of the divine 
In the smallest among us. 
 
Only when we do this 
Will we find a way through the mystery 
Of what it means 
To live in a world  
Where there are no guarantees. 
 
No guarantees but this one: 
 
If we draw near to the holy one 
Who comes to us as a child, 
The holy will draw near to us. 
 
That will not make us good, 
Or keep us safe. 
 
But it will suffuse our lives 
With grace, 
The presence of the glorious beyond 
At the center of our messy, 
Uncertain, striving, careful and care-filled lives.  
 
God is near us, 
Making a home with us. 
A home of comfort and joy.  
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∗ Cheryl Mendelsohn, Home Comforts. 


