Pentecost 17B, September 22, 2024. Faith Episcopal Church, Poulsbo, WA.
Proverbs 31:10-31, Psalm 1, James 3:13-4:3, 7-8a, Mark 9:30-37

Mark 9:
39[Jesus and the disciples went on] and passed through Galilee. He did not want
anyone to know it;*'for he was teaching his disciples, saying to them, “The Son of
Man is to be betrayed into human hands, and they will kill him, and three days
after being killed, he will rise again.” >*But they did not understand what he was
saying and were afraid to ask him.

33Then they came to Capernaum; and when he was in the house he asked them,
“What were you arguing about on the way?” **But they were silent, for on the way
they had argued with one another who was the greatest. **He sat down, called the
twelve, and said to them, “Whoever wants to be first must be last of all and servant
of all.” 3*Then he took a little child and put it among them; and taking it in his
arms, he said to them, 3’“Whoever welcomes one such child in my name welcomes
me, and whoever welcomes me welcomes not me but the one who sent me.”

The Sermon

So...Jesus asks his disciples what they have been arguing about. They were
supposed to be friends. Friends are supposed to enjoy one another, depend on one
another, care for one another. Our second reading today from the book of James
says that conflicts and disputes arise from wanting something you cannot have.

Mark’s Gospel says they were arguing about who was the greatest. The greatest
friend of Jesus? The most faithful? The most powerful? The smartest, the best
healer? Maybe since Jesus said he was going to die, they were arguing about who
would be the best leader to overthrow Rome in his absence. They wanted
something they could not have.

When might we be tempted to want to be the greatest? Some people want to show
that they are or were successful in their careers and have big boats or big cars or
big houses. Many people I know want to show that they know more than others, or
that they work harder. Some might feel greater because they were part of a church
longer than others.

Other people, however, sometimes complain that they are just not worthy. “Woe is
me, [’m not very smart, nor very cute, nor very popular.” They take pride in their
humility. We may try to take pride in our spiritual wisdom or our strong faith

or the good things we do.
+ + +



Jesus has just told his friends he will die and rise.

They don’t understand. Perhaps their arguing is a way of distracting themselves
from the fear of losing their friend, their rabbi, their leader.

So Jesus tries again to help his friends understand.

He motions to a child to come over. In Jesus’ society, children and household
slaves had the same and the lowest status. Biblical Greek uses the same word for
slave and child. Girl children were valued even less than boy children.

So the little girl he motions over is the neediest and the lowest person around.

“Welcome her,” Jesus says. “Yes, you, my followers and friends, are important to
me. You're destined for greatness. But you are no greater than this little girl.”

“When you welcome her, you welcome me. And when you welcome me, you
welcome the one who sent me. You welcome GOD.” Wow! Those words must
have puzzled the Twelve, even perhaps as they may puzzle us.

What does one have to do to welcome a child? Well, if you’re going to pick up an
infant, you first have to put down whatever else you are holding. You need to have
two empty hands. So you put down your purse, or your books, or your tablet, or
your dinner plate. You set aside everything that you value: your money, your
education, your computer, your food. Thus, you welcome the little one.

How do you welcome an older child? Well, if you’ve ever taught Sunday School
or Godly Play or kindergarten, you know about the little chairs. You have to fit
yourself onto one of those little chairs so that you can look into the child’s eyes.
Our Godly Play teachers are able to sit down on the floor. I admire you! My old
bones would prefer a little chair, but even that is not easy to get down to or up
from.

Sitting on the floor or on a little chair makes you humble and uncomfortable, even
awkward when you try to stand up again.

See what welcoming children can teach us! Put aside everything we value to
concentrate on the baby, the one thing needful, and humble oneself to listen to the
young child.

- + -



Sometimes our older children teach us things as well. When my son Mark was
about 25, he lived for a while near the church I served. He’s a musician so I
invited him to attend a concert at the Philadelphia seminary from which I had
graduated some years earlier. He was late meeting me; I scolded and fussed, but
we got to the concert. It was beautiful. I was proud to introduce Mark to my
former professors. We headed home on the Schuylkill Expressway in the dark,
during a ferocious rainstorm. Carelessly I drove right into a pothole and instantly
blew out a tire. It is a long story, but Mark was able to change the tire even though
I didn’t have the right tools. He was soaking wet and cold; I was dry and warm.
He offered to drive; I said, “No, honey, you’ve done enough.”

But I had a hard time driving on the dark, wet road with the nerve-wracking donut
tire. Finally Mark said, “Pull over, Mom! I AM DRIVING YOU HOME!” He did
well. We got home fine. It was a turning point in our relationship. I had to learn to
welcome my child as a man. I had to acknowledge that someone could do
something much better than I could. I had to acknowledge that he had saved me
that night.

My pride didn’t want to. I wanted, like Jesus’ disciples, to be greater, more
competent. But that cold, rainy night in Philadelphia I had to admit my
powerlessness and give up being in charge. I had to learn to welcome my adult
child for the person he is. I had to sit on little chairs so to speak. I had to empty
my hands. My heart had to change.

- + -
Mark did the driving-work better than I could. Jesus does the soul-nurturing work
infinitely better than we can. Best if we simply admit our powerlessness and listen
to his words.

If we could rid ourselves of our sins, care for our own souls, arm ourselves with
strength for the week ahead, we wouldn’t need Jesus, nor Baptism, nor the bread of
heaven and the cup of salvation. If we could welcome a child perfectly — or a
stranger, or an immigrant, or one another — we could welcome God!

But we can’t.

The good news this morning — and every morning — is that God has already
welcomed us. Truth be told, our egos ARE often too big to sit on little chairs. We
have lots in our hands that we don’t want to put down. Jesus didn’t place the little
child in front of his followers because she was humble or unencumbered by
worldly wealth. He took her into his arms, because she was needy. We are needy



too. He welcomed her, as he welcomes us, because that’s who he was, because
that’s who the God we serve IS.

+ + +
In the months and years after Easter morning, Jesus’ disciples came to learn what it
meant to be welcomed by God. They went about as transformed people
proclaiming that welcome. And they paid for their trouble just as Jesus had. The
disciples would be “great” by being servants of all, by being betrayed, denied and
dying unjustly just as Jesus had.

When Jesus placed the little child among his friends and spoke of welcome, he was
inviting them to empty their hands of the things they held tightly and give up the
idea of trying to be the greatest. He was asking them to sit on little chairs to
welcome those whom society might declare worthless or “other.”

The God who has welcomed us makes it possible for us to sit on little chairs, to
welcome a stranger, one another, and, yes, even to welcome ourselves.

The God who has welcomed us is like the child/man in my car that stormy night in
Philadelphia. Pull over, Mom, I’m going to drive you home. Pull over, sinner, I’'m
going to be betrayed and be killed, rise again and live for you always. Pull over,
mom, dad, teacher, and let my Holy Spirit work with you and that child, with that
soul, with YOUR soul. Pull over, friend, rain or shine or dark of night, I’'m going
to drive you home. Amen.

Outtake:

A young rabbinical student asked the rabbi, “Rabbi, why don’t people see God
today as they did in the olden days?” The wise old man put his hands on the
student’s shoulders and said, “The answer, my son, is because no one is willing to
stoop so low.”



