The LCA provides this sermon edited for lay-reading, with thanks to the original author.
Sermon for Proper 24, Year B

The Text: Mark 10:35-45

I’d dance with a pig in a shiny green wig

But I wouldn’t say ‘Boo!’ to a goose

I’d ride on a roo to Kalamazoo

But I wouldn’t say ‘Boo!’ to a goose

I’d dive from a mountain right into a fountain

But I wouldn’t say ‘Boo!’ to a goose

I’d play with a snake if I found one awake

But I wouldn’t say ‘Boo!’ to a goose

‘Boo to a Goose’ is a story by Mem Fox. Mem knows a fair bit about writing children’s stories. A good story for kids will have three major ingredients, she said: rhythm, rhyme, and repetition. The rhythm and the rhyme we can probably all understand. Most songs that we sing have good rhythm and words that rhyme, but what interested me about Mem’s interview was what she said about repetition. She said that for children, repetition brings a degree of safety for them. Going to bed can be scary for children, so reading them a bedtime story with a particular line in it that repeats itself gives the child a certain sense of safety. The child knows that although the story will change a little with each page there will be something safe about that change because something will be constant. 

That one line ‘I wouldn’t say Boo to a Goose’ carries a thread of familiarity through the whole book that makes children feel at ease. And, as parents of young children can appreciate, not only do children crave the familiarity of a repetitive line through a book, but they love the repetition of having that book read to them over and over again. The mesmerising flow of the rhythm and rhyme, combined with the comfort of knowing what’s coming next, helps children to feel safe.

Having said all that, repetition that goes on too long becomes boring familiarity. Trying to say something that we’ve heard before but in a different way is a bit of a challenge for the church in all places. But the challenge has been made even harder today.

The gospel sounds almost identical to a reading we had only about a month ago. Do you remember when the disciples were asking about who would win the Biblical Brownlow? They argued with each other about who would be the greatest. What was strange about their conversation was that it came right after Jesus had said to them, “The Son of Man is going to be betrayed into the hands of human beings. They will kill him, and after three days he will rise." Jesus talks about his sacrificial death on the Cross and the disciples are placing bets on themselves to see which one of them is the greatest.
We know what happens next. Jesus speaks to his disciples and says, "If anyone wants to be first, they must be the very last, and the servant of all." He says to them greatness is not about standing out from the crowd. It’s about serving the crowd. But the disciples would have got that by now, right? We would have got that by now, right? 

Strangely enough, in the passage just before our reading today Jesus says something that might make us feel like we’re experiencing déjà vu. "We are going up to Jerusalem," he says, "and the Son of Man will be betrayed to the Chief Priests and teachers of the law. They will condemn him to death and will hand him over to the Gentiles, who will mock him and spit on him, flog him and kill him. Three days later he will rise."

Now, the disciples really seem to be into repetition. You’d think they would have understood the first time but, perhaps due to their love of repetition, they hear about Jesus’ impending sacrificial death on the Cross and start thinking about… greatness.

Now, to be fair, the question this time is slightly different. Last time they argued among themselves about who is the greatest. This time James and John come to Jesus and ask him if he wouldn’t mind making sure they will be the greatest. Jesus has just finished his sentence about going to Jerusalem to die and then they ask him, "Teacher, we want you to do for us whatever we ask. Let one of us sit at your right and the other at your left in your glory."  

Jesus’ rhyme, rhythm and repetition just don’t seem to be getting through to these disciples, so they better hear the story again.

Jesus says to them, "You know that those who are regarded as rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, and their high officials exercise authority over them. Not so with you. Instead, whoever wants to become great among you must be your servant, and whoever wants to be first must be slave of all. For even the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many."

It’s a story that we need to hear repeatedly. Jesus Christ, God himself in human flesh, through whom all things were created, our Great High priest who was deserving of all honour and glory, came to earth as a human being to serve. Jesus never demanded respect from his followers or threatened those who challenged him. Jesus won people over through his service, service that was grounded in truth and love. Jesus preached the truth to people, he taught the truth to people, and he had compassion on people, healing the sick and making outcasts his friends. And in order that we might live forever with him and join him in his majesty, Jesus laid down his life and allowed himself to be tortured on a cross. He bled and died an agonising death so that we would be put right with God, no strings attached. Jesus, the servant king, did all the work required to obtain forgiveness for us that we could never earn.

It’s not a story we will ever properly grasp. Like the disciples our imagination can easily be filled with visions of grandeur and greatness. Wouldn’t God want us to be great? Wouldn’t that be great for his kingdom? God does want us to be great, just not great in the way that we understand greatness. As people who have been served by the great Servant King, we are called to serve others in the same way.

Like little kids, hearing this story over and over will help us to learn. But repetition will do more than that. Hearing that Jesus laid down his life for us brings us comfort. Knowing how the story ends, knowing that there are no scary surprises, and that Jesus has saved us from sin and all evil and from the power of death, gives us assurance. His greatness is the one that counts. By his power he can make great servants of us.

Our message has had some repetition, but little rhythm or rhyme. Perhaps Isaac Watts’ famous Easter hymn could help us close our time.

When I survey the wondrous cross 

On which the prince of glory died.

My richest gain I count but loss

And pour contempt on all my pride.

Forbid it, Lord, that I should boast

Save in the death of Christ, my God.

All the vain things that charm me most

I sacrifice them to his blood.

See from his head, his hands, his feet

Sorrow and love flow mingled down

Did e’er such love and sorrow meet

Or thorns compose so rich a crown

Were the whole realm of nature mine

That were an offering far too small

Love so amazing, so divine

Demands my soul, my life my all.

Amen.
