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Mark 9.30-37

Jesus Again Foretells His Death and Resurrection

30 They went on from there and passed through Galilee. He did not want anyone to know it; 

31for 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.’ 

32But they did not understand what he was saying and were afraid to ask him. 

Who Is the Greatest?

33 Then they came to Capernaum; and when he was in the house he asked them, ‘What were you arguing about on the way?’ 

34But they were silent, for on the way they had argued with one another about who was the greatest. 

35He sat down, called the twelve, and said to them ‘Whoever wants to be first must be last of all and servant of all.’ 

36Then he took a little child and put it among them; and taking it in his arms, he said to them, 

37‘Whoever welcomes one such child in my name welcomes me, and whoever welcomes me welcomes not me but the one who sent me.’ 

SERMON

‘What were you arguing about on the way?’ But they were silent, for on the way they had argued with one another about who was the greatest. 

The society in which Jesus lived, money was the second most important value

· the most important value was prestige

· “How am I viewed in other people’s eyes?”

Everyone had their place on the social ladder
· it was crudely done – and there were strict rules
· an insult from a superior would just have to be taken

· an insult from an inferior would never be tolerated

Those further up the social ladder has rights and privileges

· those with no status had none at all 
· they included lunatics and neurotics, and also included the blind, the lame, the deaf, the maimed, and children
We are English (on the whole) – we would never be so crass!  We do it more subtly 

· we have ways of seeing where we stand in relations to others

· based, maybe, on the car we drive, 
   the house we live in, 
   the job we do, 
   the education we have, 
   the salary we receive, 
   and how well our children achieve (if you have children)
· at parties and social gatherings we ‘sniff’ each other out with our questions
·    what do you do?
   where do you live?
   what do you drive?
   and maybe, what did your parents do?
 (we are too polite to ask, ‘How much do you earn?’ – but we’d like to)
At parties we do not ask the more important questions:

· what has brought you life today?
who is important to you?
what would you die for?
whose pain do you feel?
· these question may make us less fearful or judgemental of each other
We, as the Church of England, are riddled with titles and positions of status

I would gladly do without the title ‘The Reverend’ 
“worthy to be revered; entitled to reverence” – comes with the territory 

· how can we have the Revd Canon, the Very Revd, the Rt Revd, and the Most Revd?

Jesus roundly contradicted the social stratification of society (and must too of the church!)
· he saw it as one of the fundamental structures of evil in the world

· and he dared to hope for a kingdom where such distinctions would have no meaning

· “Woe to you when the world speaks well of you” Lk 6.26
 Instead “Blessed are you when people defame you and revile you” Lk 6.22
Jesus’ main criticism of the scribes and was not primarily about their teaching, but their practice (Mtt 23.1-3)
· they enjoy the acclaim of others

· they play the prestige game

· they willingly accept the privileges that came to them

Jesus is damning – there is no place for them in the kingdom

Honestly, I tell you, whoever does not receive the kingdom of God as a little child (a nobody) will never enter it.  Mark 10
· Jesus’ values for society and community are completely opposed to ideas about greatness and status

In our gospel reading: When the disciples were bickering over the petty issues of distinction between them, Jesus is clear:

35‘Whoever wants to be first must be last of all and servant of all.’ 

36Then he took a little child and put him among them; and taking him in his arms, he said to them, 

37‘Whoever welcomes one such child in my name welcomes me, and whoever welcomes me welcomes not me but the one who sent me.’ 

Stick that in your pipe and smoke it!

The child is a live parable of ‘littleness’ - not because they are cute, but because they were the opposite of greatness, status and prestige

· children did not count – (safeguarding children was never considered)
· but for Jesus they are people who do count

· the people at the bottom of our social scales count too – and the person you or I feel superior to

It is to these people – people of no status or prestige – that the kingdom of God belongs

It is a way ordering life where most of the markers of society, even today, count for nothing

The child in this account is the image of the ones who have the lowest place in society

· the poor, the oppressed, the beggars, the tax collectors (who were not financially poor), the prostitutes, 

· and Jesus called them the ‘Anawim’ – the little people

So who are the Anawim in your life, in my life?

· Who do you despise?  Who do I despise?

· elsewhere Jesus says, “See to it that you never despise these little ones” Matt 18.10

· and Jesus was well aware of their shame and sense of inferiority

In Luke 12, Jesus says to them, “There is no need to be afraid, for it has pleased your Father to give you the kingdom”

· so the ‘least’ in the kingdom are ‘first’ in the kingdom

· from this mornings’ reading – ‘the first shall be last and the last shall be first’ – which we usually use as a witty joke and church buffets

Jesus even says, ‘Thank goodness that the truth of the kingdom has been revealed to, and understood by, the ignorant and uneducated’

· education is another way we find our status in society

· so what you’ve got a degree, or whatever – Jesus would say – have you considered it could be a handicap?

Jesus goes on and on about this . . . .!!

· Anyone who wants to be great must make themselves last and become the slaves of all

· Those who humble themselves will be exalted, but those who exalt themselves will be brought down

· Those who cannot bear to have all other people treated as their equals will not be at home in God’s kingdom

· you won’t want heaven – they will want nothing to do with it
Much of what we have been nurtured in is opposed to the gospel
· what we think is important – Jesus does not

· what we think gives us some standing in life – does not in God’s terms

· what we thought gave us some advantage over others – Jesus would call a handicap

And what we have despised, and looked down on, and considered less than us

· is where Jesus sees the gold

· will we ever get this right?

· may God help us!

Amen.
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