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Mark’s gospel portrays Jesus interacting with children in two vignettes that appear 
close to each other (Mk 9:36-37 and 10:13-16) in a sequence of teaching episodes I 
call the “discipleship catechism” (1988:235ff).   Both episodes begin with almost 
identical stage directions (Jesus "takes them in his arms," using enagkalisamenos, a 
verb unique in the New Testament, 9:36, 10:16), and in both cases Jesus uses 

children as object lessons of the meaning of "the first will be last” (9:35).  

In 9:37 Mark constructed a kind of syllogistic argument based upon the notion of 
"receiving" (dechetai): "Whoever receives one such as this in my name, receives me; 
whoever receives me receives not me but the one who sent me."  In order to 
understand the earnestness of this equation, the reader is supposed to recall the 
disciples, who were themselves "sent" on mission (6:11). There they were vulnerable, 
dependent upon being "received" in hospitality—in a sense, they were "as children." 
The warning issued there was: "Whatever place does not receive you or hear you, 
shake off the dust . . . as witness against them."  Now the child threatens to become 
"a witness against" those disciples who refuse to accept the social transformation of 
which Jesus spoke in 9:35.  And in 10:15, the syllogistic circle will close with a 
reiteration in the negative: "Whoever does not receive the kingdom like a child, will 
not enter into it at all!" 

Mark returns to the question of children on the heels of his discussion of divorce 
(10:1-12).   It may be under the influence of the "house-code” parenetic tradition 
that Mark moves from "parents" to "children."  Or it may be due to the fact children 
were then, as now, the special victims of divorce (there would have been few 
childless divorces in antiquity).  In any case, the structure of tension in this brief 
episode shows that Mark understood the difficulties his community faced in 
restructuring social power at the most intimate level: the household.   

Followers bring children to Jesus in order for him to touch them, but are rebuked 
by the disciples (10:13; the strong epitimēsan).  This provokes another in a series of 
hostile exchanges between the disciples and Jesus (see e.g. 8:32f), who responds 
with indignation (10:14, ēganaktēsan, a response later attributed to the disciples in 
10:41 and 14:4).  A struggle is raging at the heart of the community over inclusivity, 
and Jesus’ solemn pronouncement in 10:15 turns this seemingly minor skirmish 
into nothing less than a watershed challenge about participation in the kingdom!  
The episode ends with the pointed mention that Jesus carried through with his 
intention despite the disciples’ opposition, gathering the children into his arms and 

"blessing them" (10:16, kateulogeō, only here in Mark). 
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These two significant symbolic actions illustrate the way of nonviolence by reversing 
the normal socio-cultural assumptions about status, with the child representing the 
"least of the least."  In the first instance, Jesus rescues children from the margins of 
the new community and places them at the center (“in their midst," 9:36).  In the 
second, in the teeth of the resistance of his own disciples, Jesus insists that 
children "not be hindered" (10:14; a similar exhortation occurs in 14:6).  But why 
this remarkable emphasis upon children? 

Is Jesus’ call to "become a child" merely a hyperbolic metaphor?  Surely we are not 
meant to take him seriously; after all, the whole point of life is to "grow up." Such is 
the logic of most commentators.  This text occasions tributes to the happy 
innocence of childhood, or appeals to the "child within," or homilies on "Jesus’ love 
for the little children” (see Via, 1985:129).  On the other hand, what if Jesus means 

what he says?  

Dan Via sees 10:15 as a call to return to "primal origins," echoing the "original 
vision" argument of the previous pericope concerning divorce (10:6).  He then tries 

to make sense of "child" here in terms of a Jungian archetype: 

In the archetype itself the child as potential for the future moves through the 
abandonment of a secure origin, through risk and danger toward adulthood.  
In the Gospel of Mark the adult is called on tacitly to become a child . . . The 
adult has become hardened of heart, so that the inner center of life is not 
open to a different future . . . one must move back to childhood and begin 
again. This entails renouncing the shape of one’s present existence in order to 
recover an abandoned potential (1985:130). 

Via is not wrong to look to psychology for clues, but this archetype is too mystifying.  
I would contend instead that the child here represents an actual class of exploited 
persons, just like every other subject of Jesus’ advocacy in Mark (e.g. the impure, 
the poor, women).   This would certainly be more in keeping with the ideology of this 
discipleship catechism, which is concerned to unmask the realities of domination 
within community and even within kindred relationships.  Indeed, the narrative 
world of Mark repeatedly suggests that all was not well for the child in first-century 
Palestinian society.  Each encounter with children in the Gospel represents a 
situation of sickness or oppression: the synagogue ruler’s daughter (5:21ff), the 
Syrophoenician’s daughter (7:24 ff), the deaf and mute son (9:14ff).  Such a 
consistent narrative portrait suggests that Mark understands children to be special 

victims in their vulnerability, credulity, and dependence.  

Via cannot see this because, like most commentators, he idealizes childhood as the 
site of "secure origins."  But what if the "site" of the child, is in fact the very 
beginning point in the spiral of both exploitation and violence?  Could Mark be 
arguing that if we are to forge a nonviolent way of life, we must weed out the 
structures and practices of violence in most basic building block of human social 
existence—the family?  To explore this possibility, I turn to a thesis concerning the 
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child, the family, and the roots of violence advanced by philosopher and 

psychoanalyst Alice Miller. 

One of the surest findings of recent psychology is that the family unit is a social 
system in its own right, and patterns must be examined structurally.  The "family 
systems" approach to psychotherapy, combined with the basic insights of Freud, 
who located the origin of neurosis in early childhood, has begun to reveal a startling 
truth: the child is always the primary victim of practices of domination within the 
family.  Miller wonders "whether it will ever be possible for us to grasp the extent of 
the loneliness and desertion to which we were exposed as children, and hence 
intrapsychically, as adults" (1981:5). She portrays children as the ideal candidates 
for exploitation by virtue of their complete dependence (material and emotional) 
upon the adult: "The love a child has for his or her parents ensures that their 
conscious or unconscious acts of mental cruelty will go undetected… Their tolerance 
for their parents knows no bounds” (1983:4).   

Children cannot have critical awareness of such manipulation by adults, nor can 

they react defensively to it: 

Adults are free to hurl reproaches at God, at fate, at the authorities or at 
society if they are deceived, ignored, punished unjustly, confronted with 
excessive demands, or lied to. Children are not allowed to reproach their 
gods—their parents and teachers. By no means are they allowed to express 
their frustrations. Instead, they just repress or deny their emotional reactions 
which build up inside until adulthood, when they are finally discharged, but 
not on the object that caused them (1983:254). 

Thus adults who were themselves humiliated as children cannot but unconsciously 
reproduce that humiliation, argues Miller. The pedagogical tradition of corporal 
punishment is in fact a dramatic enactment of adults’ struggles to regain power they 
once lost as a child to their own parents (1983:16).  Yet this exercise of power by the 
adult over the child goes largely unchecked in the wider social system; the family is 
"private domain."  The subjection of the child thus represents the basic building 
block of socialization into wider socio-political structures of domination.  

According to Miller, the "silent drama" of children consists of the following stages: 

1. to be hurt/dominated as a young child without anyone knowing; 

2. to be unable to react or to process resultant anger; 

3. to internalize the sense of betrayal by rationalizing or idealizing the parent’s 
"good intentions";  

4. to so repress the painful memory as to forget; 

5. later, as an adult, to discharge the unconscious store of anger onto either 
self or others. 
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The result is what Miller identifies as a "vicious circle of contempt for those who are 
smaller and weaker," patterns of domination that are maintained and psychically 
enforced intergenerationally (1981:67).  The legacy of this drama is both psychic 
and social, for the adult will both introject and project the deep pain and anger that 
is stored from childhood. The personal cost is manifested in depression and various 
forms of despair; the social cost is manifested through oppression.  Both are tragic, 
but it is the latter that I wish to focus upon here in my reading of Jesus’ teaching in 

Mark. 

One social consequence is the adult’s passive acceptance, or indeed active 
promotion of, ideologies and practices of oppression, "in whose service they allow 
their inmost selves to be completely dominated, as had been the case in their 
childhood" (Miller, 1983:66).  Miller cites as an example the "heroic willingness" of 
adolescents to fight the wars of older men, in which they are "able to avenge their 
earlier debasement" and "divert this hatred from their parents if they are given a 
clear-cut enemy whom they are permitted to hate freely and with impunity" 
(ibid:170).  Of particular interest to Miller, a Swiss of the generation that remembers 
Hitler, is how so many otherwise intelligent and critical persons can readily submit 
to authoritarianism: 

When a man comes along and talks like one’s own father and acts like him, 
even adults will forget their democratic rights or will not make use of them. 
They will submit to this man, will acclaim him, allow themselves to be 
manipulated by him, and put their trust in him…without even being aware of 

their enslavement (ibid:75). 

It is difficult to resist drawing the analogy to the repressive paternalism of the 
Reagan-Clinton-Bush cults of personality-driven presidencies that have so 
thoroughly dominated mainstream American political culture for more than two 

decades. 

Miller cites another consequence: the historical experience of colonialism, in which 
the classic eighteenth-and nineteenth-century pedagogies of domination in 
imperialist countries resulted in the need to dominate newly "discovered" cultures.  
She asks: "Who will bear the brunt of the humiliating treatment later when the 
colonies are no longer there to perform this function?" (ibid:58).  Finally, she 
wonders whether the compulsion does not find its ultimate expression today in the 
need "to build up a gigantic war industry in order to feel comfortable and safe in 

this world" (ibid:280). 

Miller believes that "our sensitization to the cruelty with which children are 
treated…and to the consequences of such treatment will as a matter of course bring 
to an end the perpetuation of violence from generation to generation” (ibid:280).  Her 
contention that child-rearing is the foundation of social domination and political 
violence is worth considering.  It follows that nonviolence, as a part of a radical 
practice that seeks to address structural injustice at its roots, must begin with the 
family system.  It is in this sense, I would argue, that we must comprehend the 
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saying "Unless you receive the kingdom as a child, you cannot enter it." A new social 
order cannot be constructed unless and until we have dealt with the very foundation 
of oppression: "It is part of the tragic nature of the repetition compulsion that 
someone who hopes eventually to find a better world than the one he or she 
experienced as a child in fact keeps creating instead the same undesired state of 

affairs" (ibid.:241). 

The vicious circle of contempt and violence cannot be broken by idealizing 
childhood, but only by understanding the unconscious dynamics of primal 
indignation; "intrapsychic structural transformation" can be achieved only by 
moving from rage to mourning to reconciliation (ibid.:270).  Moreover, if "what is 
unconscious cannot be abolished by proclamation or prohibition" (1981:90), then it 
is worth noting that Mark’s discourse here is not a "command."  Jesus’ central 
syllogism understands liberation as a matter of invitation: "Whoever receives the 
child receives me, and whoever receives me receives . . . the one who sent me” 
(9:37); and “whoever does not receive the kingdom of God like a child cannot enter 
it" (10:15).  Here is the promise of a new family system based upon both access and 
acceptance. 

To be sure, Miller’s observations are based upon the alienations of family system 
oppression in modernity, Mark’s on those in antiquity.  Correlations between the 
two need to be examined carefully both historically and cross-culturally (though I 
suspect the rigid and hierarchical kinship strictures of first-century Palestine would 
only confirm Miller’s thesis).  I am convinced, however, that Miller’s thesis gives us 
"ears to hear" the radical teaching of Jesus at this point in a way that the 
traditional, idealizing exegesis does not.  The child is not a mere symbol in Mark, 
but a person. To deal with this person is to deal with our own repressed past, the 
roots of violence, and the possibility of a transformed future—our own and our 

children’s.   
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