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Proper 20B

September 21, 2009

Proverbs 31:10-31, Psalm 1, James 3:13-4:3,  Mark 9:30-37

God grant us the serenity to accept the things we can not change, the courage to change the things we can and the wisdom to distinguish the one from the other.  Amen.


Some years ago St. Paul’s School of Theology in Kansas City was seeking a new president. Over one hundred candidates applied for the position. The search committee narrowed the list to five incredibly qualified persons.  Then somebody came up with a brilliant idea: let’s send a person to the institutions where each of the five finalists is currently employed, and let’s interview the custodian at each place, asking him or her what he or she thinks of the person seeking to be our president.  This was done and a custodian gave such a glowing appraisal of William MacElvaney that he was selected President of St. Paul’s School of Theology.


Somebody on that search committee understood, with a flash of inspiration from the Holy Spirit, that those who live close to Christ become so secure in his love that they no longer relate to other people according to rank or power or money or prestige. They treat custodians and governors with equal dignity.  They regard everybody as a VIP.  Children seem to do this intuitively; adult Christians have to relearn it.

In today’s gospel from Mark, we have Jesus journeying once more with his disciples.  Both Matthew chapters 17-18 and Luke 9 record the same story.   Jesus has set his feet towards Jerusalem and the events of Holy Week.  He is trying to teach and prepare his disciples what they will need to know when he is no longer with them.  
His words to the disciples are important . In Matthew’s version of this passage from Mark, Jesus says, “Let these words sink into your ears.”  In a modern world Jesus might have said, “Listen up!”  “The Son of Man,” he explains is going to be betrayed into the hands of men.  Now listen to what he says here,” they will kill him and after three days he will rise.”  There it was, the whole plan laid out before them, the crucifixion and the resurrection.  They should have been curious.  They should have asked questions.  They could have seen the significance.  But the best they could muster up was a blank stare and silence.  They couldn’t understand it because it did not meet their expectations for greatness.


The disciples are still thinking of a Messiah as a victor who would establish a glorious future; but they understand this future only in worldly terms.  Although they have been with Jesus, seen his miraculous acts, and listened to his teaching, their minds are still set on human rather than divine things.  Too fearful and confused to ask Jesus to explain further, they ignored all that Jesus had said of sacrifice, and began to argue among themselves over who was the greatest. The disciples just don’t get it.  And most of the time I don’t think we get it either.  Like the disciples, our minds have the tendency  to be focused on earthly things—self-centeredness, power and greatness, whose way is right and whose way is wrong.  Consider this story for example.


There was a man whose great ambition was to become a general in the army.  He imagined all the attention he would get, everybody saluting him, somebody to drive him around, all the perks of that high rank.  One day he was finally promoted to Brigadier General.


The next day he moved into his new office, sat behind his new, big desk.  He could just feel the power emanating from that office.  His aide walked in, said, “There’s a man here to see you.”  


The general replied, “Send him right in.”


He thought, “I’m going to impress this man with how important I am, how much power I have.”  He turned around picked up the phone, and pretended he was talking to the President of the United States.  He said, “Mr. President, I understand what you are saying to me.  I think your idea is a good one, and I can tell you that I will share it with the Secretary of Defense when I see him tomorrow.  Thank you for calling.  Good –bye sir.”


He hung up the phone, turned around, and saw this ordinary soldier standing there.  The general barked at him, “Well, what can I do for you young man?”


The soldier said, “Nothing sir. I’m just here to hook up your phone.”


 I wonder if the disciples felt like that general when Jesus  asks them what they were arguing about on the road? No wonder they are embarrassed or at least silent when they reach Capernaum and Jesus asks them what they are arguing about.  Jesus is unimpressed by the disciples’ need to know who is the greatest.  It was probably quiet at the table in Capernaum for the longest time.  Nobody said anything. Then Jesus broke the silence, “Whoever wants to be first must be last of all and servant of all” Seeing blank looks on their faces, Jesus fetched a child, a kid from the streets, as an object lesson for the adults.


Why a child?  Children were powerless in the ancient world and had no worth.  They didn’t produce anything or contribute to the life of the village.  Children were voiceless and invisible.   Because infant mortality rates were so high, infants often did not even receive a name until they were two years old.  For it was believed that if they had survived for two years, they had a chance to grow up.


So Jesus picks up a little one who happens to be handy.  This would be a street urchin not a clean, healthy child from a wealthy home.   And with this street child in his lap, Jesus says to his disciples, “Whoever welcomes one of these little children in my name welcomes me; and whoever welcomes me does not welcome me but the one who sent me.”


The implications of his words might be a bit unsettling.  Jesus does not say TOLERATE the child or even PROVIDE for the child.  The Greek word literally means “accept,” but the translation “welcome” is appropriate as well.  To “welcome” someone means that we gladly extend our hospitality, and, in this case, the implication is that we are greeting an ambassador, an official representative.  Who is this we welcome?  Those who have no status.  Those who may well be dirty.   And most assuredly those at the bottom of the social ladder.


Talk about countercultural!   Jesus is saying instead of “Me First,” servanthood is required.   And that servanthood is not just for those who are like us or whom we want to impress.  That servanthood is to be modeled especially for the least of these 

A Jewish proverb says, a disciple asked a learned rabbi why God used to speak directly to the people but never does so today.  The wise man replied, “People cannot bend low enough now to hear what God says!” 

We like to believe that a child in our culture today is much more valued and is put first in our priorities.  But there are many including children who continue to be invisible amongst us. Jesus is asking his disciples to be a servant to all; to begin that walk to Jerusalem where each one will give up his life for others.  
To put others first, it is what we have been called to do.  The way of discipleship is long and much is expected of us.  There is a price to pay.  Just as Jesus laid down his life for us, we are also asked, to offer our lives, our priorities, our gifts, our very selves and the honor that our culture tells us is important.  As Jesus embraced the little child, so are we to embrace Jesus and the One Who Sent Him.
Consider this anonymous poem entitled “A Prayer for Children.”  

We pray for the children

Who sneak Popsicles before supper,

Who erase holes in math workbooks,

Who can never find their shoes.

And we pray for those

Who stare at photographers from behind barbed wire,

Who can’t bound down the street in a new pair of sneakers,

Who never “counted potatoes,”

Who are born in places where we wouldn’t be caught dead,

Who never go to the circus,

Who live in an X-rated world.

We pray for children

Who bring us sticky kisses and fistfuls of dandelions,

Who hug us in a hurry and forget their lunch money.

And we pray for those who never get dessert,

Who have no safe blanket to drag behind them,

Who watch their parents watch them die,

Who can’t find any bread to steal,

Who don’t have any rooms to clean up,

Whose pictures aren’t on anybody’s dresser,

Whose monsters are real.

We pray for children

Who spend all their allowance before Tuesday,

Who throw tantrums in the grocery store and pick at their food,

Who like ghost stories

Who shove dirty clothes under the bed,

Who never rinse out the tub,

Who get visits from the tooth fairy,

Who don’t  like to be kissed in front of the carpool,

Who squirm in church and scream in the phone,

Whose tears we sometimes laugh at and 

Whose smiles can make us cry.

And we pray for those

Whose nightmares come in the daytime,

Who will eat anything,

Who have never seen a dentist,

Who aren’t spoiled by anybody,

Who go to bed hungry and cry themselves to sleep,

Who live and move, but have no being.

We pray for children who want to be carried and 

For those who must

Who we never give up on and 

For those who don’t get a second chance.

For those we smother and

For those who will grab the hand of anybody kind enough to offer it.


In God’s kingdom the concept of merit is radically redefined.  The greatest is the one who follows the example of Jesus and puts aside worldly considerations of power, merit, and prestige to become the humble servant of all—vulnerable and open to the transforming power of love that Jesus embodies. What marvelous things might happen when we yield for the child, for the poor, the broken, the forgotten or the invisible.  What might happen when we choose to follow our Lord and go last?
In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.  Amen.

