The LCA provides this sermon edited for lay-reading, with thanks to the original author.
Sermon for Proper 20, Year B

The text Mark 9:30-37

Imagine you’re visiting someone close to you – someone you love. You’ve always appreciated their company – not only for their wisdom and care, but also for the way they value you. In fact, you’re not the only one who appreciates this person, so you’re visiting this person with a number of others. In a sense you all share a common love for this person in the same way this person loves each of you.

But, as you’re visiting this person, they tell you something which stuns everyone. Your loved one tells you they only have a short time to live. In fact their death won’t be a gentle, peaceful one, but a death at the hands of others.

Stunned silence fills the room. You want to ask those normal questions like ‘Why?’, but because you are so shocked those questions remain unspoken from your lips. Despite this shocking news, the conversation quickly changes to more pleasant topics. 

But later on, as you get up to leave and return to your cars, the conversation takes a dramatic turn. 

It doesn’t take long before you all start competing with each other to find out which one of you is loved most by your dying friend. 

You start fighting about who should get the greatest share of your loved one’s belongings or remaining time. The silent tears of grief have now turned into jealous anger as you fight with each other for position, power, or a greater share of love.

Now of course this sounds like appalling and sickening behaviour. Your loved one isn’t even in the grave yet and you’re all arguing with each other over this person and who is the greatest among his loved ones. 
This is the picture we’re given in today’s text. Jesus tells his chosen disciples about his impending death and resurrection, but it didn’t take long for them to start arguing about who is the greatest among them. Jesus comes as a humble servant of all, willing to die a cruel death in our place, but his followers argue about their own greatness! It almost seems the disciples just don’t get it!

Now before we berate the disciples too much, we don’t fare much better!

We purposely put a cross directly in front of us in our worship buildings to hold our attention and to remind us of the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, but even though this stares us in the face, what do we do? We too argue about our own greatness and often try to increase our standing in the pecking order of the church!

For example, how many times have you convinced yourself you alone are wise and correct and everyone else is ignorant, misinformed, or foolish? 

In the discussions about whether or not women should be permitted to be ordained, or for that matter any other controversial discussions, how many times have we looked down on those in the church who have held a different opinion, and perhaps even questioned their faith? Whether you like contemporary services and prefer to sing songs, or whether you would rather the rich historic heritage of the liturgy and its hymnody, how many times have you criticised and maybe even condemned those who don’t share your opinions, tastes, and preferences? How many times have you mentally ranked yourself higher in piety, sincerity or spirituality than others? 

Every time any of us adopt the ‘us and them’ attitudes, we’re arguing about our greatness over against someone else. Even if we consider ourselves correct and reckon we have the support of the bible and the whole Church, if our attitude is one of looking down on others, then we’re acting no better than the disciples in our text.

So, in response to our arguments and thoughts of greatness, Jesus says, “If anyone would be first, they must be last of all and servant of all.”

In a sense Jesus is actually inviting us to be first and to be the greatest, but in a way which is radically opposite to our natural tendencies and radically opposed to the ways of the world. In the eyes of God, ‘firstness’ or greatness means ‘lastness’ and servanthood. 

Those people who achieve greatness in this world will be measured by a totally different standard in God’s kingdom. They may be surprised to find they just didn’t get it. Greatness in this world means nothing in the eyes of God. Being last and least of all in this world is a totally different story.

You see, to be Jesus’ disciples, we need to abandon our quest for position or rank or power or superiority. Servanthood means abandoning our natural desires of greatness or victory. This is so radical and the opposite to how we normally act.

For example:

· We want to only love our friends, but he tells us to love our enemies. 

· We only want to pray for those we like or love, but he tells us to pray for those who hate us. 

· We want to give to those who deserve our generosity, but he tells us to give to the stranger. 

· We want to value those who value us, but he tells us to value the valueless. 

· We want to welcome those who can return the favour, but he tells us to care for those who can’t, like the frail, disabled, or refugee.

· We only want to love those who love us, but he tells us to love the unlovable.

To make his point clear, Jesus took a child, put him in their midst, took him in his arms, and said to them, “Whoever receives one such child in my name receives me, and whoever receives me, receives not me but him who sent me.”

Now it’s nice to see Jesus showing how much he loves children, isn’t it? But these days we often miss the scandalous point he was making by taking this child in his arms. 

You see in those days, children had no legal status or rights. They had no ranking in society at all. A child wasn’t able to pay back any good deeds or favours. A child had no value until they became an adult. In other words, a child was virtually useless. Yet Jesus identifies himself with such a valueless child!

He’s saying our attitude toward all people, including so-called ‘useless’ children, will show our attitude toward God the Son and God the Father. Our whole attitude toward God is revealed by our attitude toward ONE such child, ONE such useless person, or any ONE person with little or no ranking in our eyes. And unfortunately we've treated more than one of these children or useless people with contempt and ignorance.

So who has no standing in our eyes? Whom do we rank lower than ourselves? Who do we want to ignore or put down? Who do we criticise? Who do we wish we never had to deal with? Who cannot possibly pay us back for our service or make up for our free gift of forgiveness? Well, whoever it is, our attitude toward them shows our attitude toward Jesus Christ and our heavenly Father. 

Isn’t this a radical way to look at each other! Isn’t it a radical way to look at our own thoughts, words, and actions toward each other! 

When we consider how we treat each other at times, it can be frightening to consider this is the way we treat the ones whom Jesus identifies with! 

In this light, how might we treat each other now? How might we view those we look down on or want to ignore? How might we view the unborn who are so often thrown away through abortion? How might we reconsider how we look at those with no legal rights in our society? How might we view any refugees struggling to find a safe place to live?

Jesus took on the very nature of a servant. He humbly obeyed his Father and went willingly to the Cross, to suffering, and to his death. And God raised him on the third day in accordance with the Scriptures. 

Incredibly, knowing how badly we treat each other and therefore also treat God, Jesus graciously and undeservedly welcomes us.  

He is the true servant of all who welcomes each one of us, despite the way we treat each other. Jesus welcomes us, who by our sinful nature deserve no rights or favours in God’s sight. 

He allowed himself to be betrayed into human hands; into the very hands he came to redeem. He is the one who got trampled on, bruised, abused, slapped in the face, and killed in our place. He is treated the way we deserve to be treated. Even though we don’t deserve it, he did this for all people.

The game of climbing to the top of the mountain for position or power is turned on its head. On the top of the mountain stands a Cross and on that Cross hangs the servant of all. 

Thankfully that Cross now stands empty as a reminder of Jesus’ victory over our sinful nature. He rose again according to his promise. He still serves us now from the right hand of God, pleading for mercy, praying our prayers to his Father on our behalf, and still forgiving our sins despite the way we treat each other.

As Jesus’ disciples, by grace and with the Holy Spirit’s help, we’re to become servants of each other. We’re to welcome each other in the name of Christ, even if they’re a disobedient child or someone we want to ignore or reject. 

We’re to bear each other in love and compassion, even if we suffer criticism and abuse for it. We’re no longer to argue and manipulate each other, but see Christ in each other. We’re to see Christ in those we receive as they serve us, and we’re to see Christ in those we serve. We’re to see Christ in those who have little or no status in society.

By God’s grace given to us in Christ, we no longer need to rank and even ostracise others, but willingly welcome the stranger and welcome each other. We serve each other as Christ serves us. We welcome the ‘little ones’ in our midst and therefore welcome Jesus Christ. As we welcome Jesus, we also welcome God the Father.

After all, Jesus has welcomed us as children in his arms. He valued each of us so much he received the full punishment for the way we treat him and those he loves. He became a humble servant for us and still serves us with his life, peace, holiness and forgiveness through his word, body, and blood. He brings us and our needs to his own Father so that the peace of God, which surpasses all human understanding, will guard our hearts and minds in Christ Jesus. Amen.

