20th September 2009

Focus Scripture: Mark 9:30–37

I don’t know if you saw a programme on the TV the other week called the World’s Strictest Parents. They took these stroppy teenagers and put them with a devout Christina family in the United States. I thought ‘Oh no, this is going to be cringe worthy and an opportunity for the BBC to subtly have a go at narrow minded authoritarian Christians. However the programme showed how this strong Christian family gave these wayward teenagers secure boundaries and values and gave them love and affirmation and in the end the teenagers were sad to leave. One experience that changed them profoundly was when they had to go and help out at a soup kitchen for the homeless and down and outs. The American Christina family, although living in a gorgeous suburban home, didn’t take their blessings lightly and always tried to be a blessing to others. They regularly volunteered their time to help at the soup kitchen. The pampered British teenagers, who never lifted a finger to help anyone else and who just expected the world to serve their needs: had the shock of their lives. Yet offering meaningful service to others and seeing the dignity of each person opened their eyes and made them more considerate and more whole.

Our Bible passage today has Jesus using the example of children – not to sentimentalize them but to teach about the importance of service and the way we welcome and include people as the true way of greatness.
Some years ago St. Paul 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 eminently 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 janitor (caretaker) at each place, asking him what he thinks of the man seeking to be our president. This was done and a janitor 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, in a flash of genius, 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 janitors and governors with equal dignity. They regard everybody as a VIP. Children seem to do this intuitively; adult Christians have to relearn it.

 

It is a telling little peace of scripture in verse 32: "But they did not understand." That's a picture that can be hung in the halls of the museum of humanity. When confronted by true greatness, we simply do not see it. That's what happens to the disciples. One day Jesus is passing through Galilee with his disciples. We are told that he did not want anyone in the area to know where they were? Why is that? Because, he had something important to tell them. It was a strategic part of his plan. "The Son of Man" he explains, "is going to be handed over into the power of men and they will kill him," now listen to what he says here, "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 could not understand it because it did not meet the measure of greatness.

 

How do we grow to the point that we stop measuring people by their successes and start regarding people for their service, for their sacrifices? What is greatness in the kingdom of God?

 

Jesus and his disciples were coming to the town of Capernaum. As they entered the house where they would be staying, he asked his disciples, “What were you arguing about on the road?” But they kept quiet, says the writer of Mark’s Gospel, because on the way they had argued about who was number one among them. 

So, the disciples were human just like you and I are human. Who doesn’t want to stand out? Some of the greatest people who have ever lived were also among the most ambitious.

It is said that Michelangelo prayed: “Lord, grant that I may always desire more than I can accomplish.” 

The disciples were human beings. They wanted their names to be in lights just as you and I want to stand out from our peers. There is nothing wrong with that as long it does not cause us to mistreat others or betray our values. My guess is Jesus wanted them to be ambitious because ambitious people get things done. He just wanted them to be ambitious in the right way. 

Walter Wink comments (– From Engaging the Powers: Discernment and Resistance in a World of Domination by Walter Wink, copyright © 1992 Augsburg Fortress Publisher) that ‘Jesus doesn’t condemn ambition or aspiration; he merely changes the value to which they are attached. He does not reject power, but only its use to dominate others.

There was a tribe of Indians who lived a long time ago in the state of Mississippi. They lived next to a very swift and dangerous river. The current was so strong that if somebody happened to fall in or stumbled into it they could be swept away downstream. 
One day the tribe was attacked by a hostile group of settlers. They found themselves with their backs against the river. They were greatly outnumbered and their only chance for escape was to cross the rushing river. They huddled together and those who were strong picked up the weak and put them on their shoulders; the little children, the sick, the old and the infirm, those who were ill or wounded were carried on the backs of those who were strongest. They waded out into the river, and to their surprise they discovered that the weight on their shoulders carrying the least and the lowest helped them to keep their footing and to make it safely across the river. 


Jesus is trying to teach the disciples an object lesson about greatness, about servant hood, about leadership. He is saying to them and to us, "Have you lost the childlike joy and love and faith that once were yours?" He is also saying to them and to us, "If you want to walk on secure ground in this world it helps to carry someone with you." 

There is also the issue of who is going to succeed as the next leader? Who is the greatest?

When you were a child, did you have a friend, a very best friend? Some adults have the pleasure of enjoying childhood friends all through life. For many adults, however, that is not the case. Not all relationships are long-term and lifelong. A work group disbands at the completion of a project. Conference roommates say goodbye and move on. An interim minister is with a congregation for a time and then is gone. A friend takes ill and dies. A couple with whom you have been friends divorce and move their separate ways, including out of your life. 

The coming and going of such relationships creates vulnerability. We may feel a longing to continue what can no longer be continued. We may find in those experiences a sense of our own mortality. How can we continue caring for one another? How might we feel cared for? 

Jesus addresses the disciples in the focus passage with a difficult word of departure. It comes on the heels of trying experiences that likely left the disciples wondering what – and

who – would come next. In the readings, we are offered wisdom about the vulnerability and gift in our relationships with God and one another. We encounter wisdom that calls on us to practice welcome and caring as individuals and communities.

While Peter may not be mentioned by name in Mark 9:30–37, his presence is very much there. Verse 33 relates, “they came to Capernaum.” Peter’s home was in Capernaum. It may well be that the house mentioned later in that verse is Peter’s. There is even an archaeological site in Capernaum that some claim to be the house of Peter.

An even more significant presence of Peter in relation to this text comes in the community to whom and from whom

Mark wrote. Some scholars believe Mark’s gospel was directed to the Christian communities in Rome. Still others attribute

Peter as the source of much of the material in Mark. The religious Book of the Year, reviewed in this month’s Reform, The Gospels as Eyewitness Testimony, by one of my former lecturers at Manchester University, Richard Baukham, makes a powerful case for Mark’s gospel being based on the testimony of Peter.

More readily established is the leadership role of Peter in the Christian communities of Rome, where tradition places his martyrdom under Nero. The dates for Peter’s death range from 64 CE to 67 CE, roughly coinciding with the time of

the writing of Mark. 

So consider the possible connections between the scene in Mark 9:30-37 and the “scene” in the community out of which Mark was first written. 
Jesus tells of his imminent departure. The disciples react not simply with fear that limits understanding, as in verse 32. Verse 34 reveals their ensuing discussion about “who was the greatest.” It would be a logical question to consider – for if Jesus would soon be gone, what would happen to their community? Who would become the leader (“the greatest”)?
A similar situation faced the first readers of Mark. Peter had been martyred between 64-67 AD. This was about the same time that most scholars believe Mark’s gospel to have been written. If the fear of losing key leaders was becoming more and more real, what would happen to this early Christian community? Perhaps Mark’s community is asking, “Who will take leadership roles if current leaders are killed?”
Jesus’ reply speaks to both the community of disciples and the community of the early church – indeed, it speaks to us as well. Leadership was not to emerge from scrambles for the top or claims to greatness. Leadership in Christ’s community is to arise in servanthood. As if to put an exclamation point on this, Jesus embraces a child and declares “whoever welcomes one such child welcomes me.”
Children in Jesus’ time were without standing or power in society – yet, such a one becomes the “stand-in” for Christ.

Anxiety over “who is in charge” is replaced by a call to openness to the ones God brings into our midst. It may be that

such openness is aimed at paving the way for God’s surprising choices of leaders for the community, a common theme in the

biblical witness – like a youngest-child shepherd anointed as king; like a barren woman birthing John the baptizer; like

a manger-born infant who is Messiah. A vulnerable community finds renewal in welcoming God’s new ways and God’s

surprising choices. 
In our church meeting we will be talking about the mission and ministry of this church. We will be looking at the issue of leadership – we are always desperate for leaders to take the work of Christ through this church forward. Who is Christ calling to find greatness through service?
Jesus takes a child in his arms and declares that to welcome one who is powerless and vulnerable is also to welcome Jesus. 

Jesus announces the upside-down word that greatness comes in service. 
As church, we form a community that embraces, empowers,

and equips. When we reach out with Jesus’

welcome to all, including those who are vulnerable,

we are living in God’s ways. Who might Jesus be

setting in our midst today while saying, “whoever

welcomes one such...welcomes me”?
Call to worship
We come today to consider care, humility, and servanthood and what is greatness

Child: 
Friends, we gather to worship God.

May we come with eyes to see,

ears to hear,

and hands happy to care in God’s way. 
Opening prayer

Child: Here we are again, God.

Youth: Yes, back where we belong;

Adult: At home in the circle of love.

All: At home in the circle of love.

Child: Greet us in the centre.

Youth: Yes, hold us in your heart;

Adult: For we are at peace in the circle of love.

All: At peace in the circle of love. Amen.

Prayer of confession

Very often, O God,

we think all that makes sense,

and all that should really concern us,

is our present and future reality;

our needs and our ambitions.

And despite all good intention –

years of church going,

community service, searching prayer –

we return to you confessing,

even lamenting our inability

to see past our own noses when it really counts.

When self-centredness rises

like a destructive wave,

or when the need to be great or first in line

blinds us to another

and pushes them to the outer limits

of our care and conscience (pause).

Forgive us again, O Holy One.

Centred in your welcome, playful in your arms,

may we find a renewed capacity

and the hard-fought freedom

to be a people of warmth, a people of equality,

indeed, a people of sheer goodness and grace.

Amen.

Words of assurance

From many differing places we come;

contrasting ages, cultures, histories,

opinions, and even beliefs.

Yet, we surely belong to one another

in the peace and unity of God.

In that peace and through that world-wide unity

we are made whole, healed, and forgiven.

Thanks be to God. Amen!
Opening the word with children

Small size, big gifts

Bring some small, but really creative objects, for the

children to look at. For example, a live honeybee (to

be set free outside immediately afterward) and a full

honey pot. Or you might bring a small chick and a

carton of eggs or a silkworm and a beautiful silk scarf.

Alternatively, bring pictures to show. Whatever the

animal or object may be, the important thing is to

affirm how small things serve others in significant,

wonderful ways. Ask the children about gifts they

enjoying sharing with others. Affirm that such a

sharing what they love is a way they serve the God

of love.
Best Friend

(based on Mark 9:33–37)

This is the story from the 3–5 age-level resource. People of

all ages will benefit from hearing the gospel story told in a

creative way. Bring two paper circles with faces drawn on

them, one grumpy looking and one happy looking.

Jesus’ friends walked way behind Jesus. They were

tired and ready for an evening meal. Maybe that is

why they had this argument.

“I think Jesus will want to sit next to me at dinner,

because I’m Jesus’ best friend.”

“Me too,” said the next friend, “I’m most important.

Jesus will sit next to me.”

The third friend got upset. If Jesus sat down to

eat there would be only two sides to sit on.

“No, no, and no,” said the third friend. “I am the

most important, best friend. One of you will have

to move over because Jesus will want to sit next to

me.”

And so it went with the other friends,

“I’ve been Jesus’ friend the longest.”

“I’m the oldest.”

“I’m the biggest.”

Those friends looked grumpy when they got to

town. (Show the grumpy face.) “What were you talking

about on the way?” asked Jesus. The friends didn’t

answer.

Then Jesus called a little child, “Here is a friend

I met while I was waiting.

Jesus’ young friend looked up at the tall grumpy

friends. “I think, I’m Jesus’ littlest best friend,” said

the young friend in a very quiet voice.

The tall friends smiled at Jesus’ new friend.

(Show the smiling face.)

“Whenever you welcome little children, you are

saying welcome to me,” said Jesus. “When you help

others, you are helping me. You can be first at caring

for others.”
Prayers of the people

The following prayer seeks to name and bless varied vocations

that make up the fabric of any gathered faith community.

There will be general categories mentioned but

provision can be made to include specific ministries of care

and mission that are presently being practiced.

God of love and goodness,

today we celebrate the many ways

in which your Spirit encourages

and leads your people

along the challenging path of Jesus.

Christ, be our strength

and fill us with your wisdom and care.

For those who teach,

those who heal,

those who parent,

and for those who listen intently;

for those who advocate,

those who create art and beauty of any kind

and for those who offer themselves

without even trying.

Christ, be our strength

and fill us with your wisdom and care.

For those who provide aid,

those who rebuild shattered communities

and for those who dream of better worlds,

speaking it into being.

For those who legislate,

keep the peace, put out fires,

or simply offer a welcoming smile.

Christ, be our strength

and fill us with your wisdom and care.

For the world, we pray, O God.

For its healing

and growing up into the ways of love,

we hope and yearn.

And so, in small and significant ways,

continue to use us.

Continue to stand in the midst of us.

Be our strength

and fill us with your wisdom and care.

Loving God, hold us close when we fear or do not understand the way before us. 

Open us to the ones who await your welcome through us. May our own frailty make us more gracious – and may we rejoice that in caring for others, we welcome you.

Amen.
Prayer of dedication

Receive these gifts from our hands,

the fruit of our work and calling.

Yet even more than this:

Receive the shared gift of our hearts;

our desire to serve and love you

in the way of Christ.

Amen.
Prayer and benediction

God of Jesus,

help us to know and honour

what you have called us to be

and do in Jesus’ hopeful name.

Stir us into compassion and

take us to real points of need.

Amen.

Friends, go then in the peace

and gentle wisdom of God.

Be of humble courage,

looking toward the needs of others

with hearts full of mercy,

acting without favour or with guile.

Now and always.

Amen!
Following the Child-like Path

By Sean Gilbert

“Then he took a little child and put it among them; and

taking it in his arms, he said to them, ’Whoever welcomes

one such child in my name welcomes me, and whoever

welcomes me welcomes not me but the one who sent me’”

(Mark 9:36, 37).

When we consider the warmth of Jesus’ welcome

to children, it’s important not to overly

spiritualize or sentimentalize the story. Put

simply, childhood in the ancient world was a perilous

time. Disease, war, gender preference, and social

hierarchies pushed most children to the margins of

society, if they survived childhood at all. By taking

a child in his arms and placing that child in the

very midst of the disciples (Mark 9:36), Jesus was

not simply promoting a “warm and fuzzy” spiritual

principle. Rather, he was advocating a radically new

and just ordering of society. And by means of such a

highly prophetic action, he instituted a demanding

model of belief and practice within all emergent faith

communities.

Sentimental images of child-like innocence or

wonderment need to be tempered, if not counted by

such a desperate struggle for social standing and

survival. Indeed, in such a sobering light, to become

as a child in the way of Jesus (Mark 10:15), takes on

another meaning altogether; one more akin to a relinquishment

of power and place in favour of a state of

raw and tender vulnerability, even unto suffering and

death. As we surely know, this was the final outcome

of Jesus’ faith journey. It also became the path of many

early Christians who chose martyrdom rather than

confess allegiance to an Emperor and State totally at

odds with the hope of God’s reign of equality and

social inclusion.

The child-like path is not an easy one to take or

follow. It continually undermines societal pressures

for status, success, superior knowledge, or idealized

images of how we should be. According to Jesus,

these “goals” are simply not prerequisites for a creative

and compassionate life whereas relational trust

and a receptive spirit are. This seems utter folly in the

eyes of the modern world, but an enduring spiritual

truth so well expressed by the writer of Psalm 131:

O God, my heart is not lifted up,

my eyes are not raised too high;

I do not occupy myself with things

too great and too marvellous for me.

But I have calmed and quieted my soul,

like a weaned child with its mother;

my soul is like the weaned child that is with me.

Similarly, the masterful 20th-century poet, T. S.

Eliot, suggested that before the mystery of God and

life nothing else was required but a continually surrendered

state of heart and mind:

You are not here to verify, instruct yourself,

or inform curiosity or carry report.

You are here to kneel...

Such poetic thoughts, however, should not be

mistaken for places of refuge or admissions of weakness.

The humility of which the psalmist and Eliot

speak, gives new eyes and a new heart with which

to relate to the world. We start to “see” without judgment

or self-importance. We begin to connect out of

a greater sense of empathy, if not friendship.

It may well be that an unanticipated, yet truly redemptive

outcome of church decline (most noticeably

in the Western world), is that out of a growing sense

of vulnerability, the birthing of something quite new

and fresh can be possible. That is, as dependable structures

of church life begin to stress and strain under the

weight of seeming irrelevance, Christians of all kinds

will be invited back to a prayerful, first-hand experience

of God’s mystery. And from that intimate and

yielding place, even greater acts of compassion and

inclusion will occur in Christ’s memory and name.

By placing a living symbol of vulnerability in

the midst of the Christian community, Jesus embraced

not only a singular child, but also the vision

of a common, harmonious humanity that I think we

all yearn for. One that is peace loving, open to new

truths, merciful, and just. It is a vision to embrace and

place squarely and often within our midst.
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