SEVENTEENTH SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST     MARK 9: 30-37      SEPT. 23, 2012
MY FELLOW REDEEMED IN CHRIST,

     JAMES SAYS IN OUR SECOND READING:  “DO YOU NOT KNOW THAT FRIENDSHIP WITH THE WORLD IS ENMITY WITH GOD?”    HE SAYS THIS BECAUSE THE WAYS OF THE WORLD ARE NOT THE SAME AS THE WAYS OF GOD.  THE WAY OF THE WORLD IS TO BE FIRST, TO BE NUMBER ONE, TO BE THE GREATER THAN OTHER PEOPLE.  THIS ORGINAL SIN SHOWS ITSELF VERY EARLY IN LIFE AS CHILDREN SHOUT OUT:  “ME FIRST, ME FIRST!”  OR AS CHILDREN…AND YES EVEN ADULTS SOMETIMES….PUSH AND SHOVE IN A LINE TO GET AN ADVANTAGE.  THIS ATTITUDE OF COURSE IS SEEN EVERY WHERE IN SPORTS AS FANS CHANT…….”WE’RE NUMBER ONE!  WE’RE NUMBER ONE!”  WE ALL HAVE THE DEISRE TO BE SPECIAL…..TO BE IN THE “IN-GROUP”…….TO BE POPULAR AS ARTIST AND FILM MAKER ANDY WARHOL ONCE SAID:  “IN THE FUTURE EVERYONE WILL BE WORLD FAMOUS FOR 15 MINTUES”.    AND THE INTERNET, FACEBOOK, TWEETER AND REALITY TV HAVE MADE SUCH A PREDICTION EVEN MORE BELIEVABLE.  YES, WE ALL LIKE ATTENTION AND BEING IMPORTANT.  THIS IS PART OF OUR FALLEN HUMAN NATURE.  SO THEN WE SHOULD NOT REALLY BE SURPRISED WHEN WE HEAR IN OUR GOSPEL LESSON THAT THE DISCIPLES ACTUALLY ARGUED….YES ARGUED ABOUT………..WHO WAS THE GREATEST?   SO THEN LIKE A FATHER WITH A SMALL CHILD WITH A TEACHABLE MOMENT…….JESUS HAD TO TAKE THEM OFF TO THE SIDE, SIT THEM DOWN AND EXPLAIN TO THEM THAT WHILE THIS IS HOW THE WORLD WORKS……THIS IS NOT THE WAY IT WORKS IN HIS CHURCH………INSTEAD HE SAYS “IF YOU WANT TO BE FIRST, YOU MUST BE LAST”.
I.  OH YEAH…I CAN HEAR ALL THE SEAHAWKS AND HUSKY FANS SAYING THAT “WE WANNA BE LAST, WE WANN BE LAST”…. AND CAN’T YOU HEAR THE MARINER FANS CHANTING “WE’RE IN LAST PLACE, WE’RE IN LAST PLACE”.……….BUT MY DEAR BROTHERS AND SISTERS IN CHRIST….. THAT’S HOW IT DOES WORK IN THE KINGDOM GOD….GOD’S CHURCH……..IT’S ABOUT BEING A HUMBLE SERVANT, IT’S ABOUT BEING LAST.

    A.  AND SO THE FIRST THING WE HAVE TO EXAMINE IS OUR ATTITUDE.  BECAUSE IF OUR ATTITUDE, OUR THINKING IS WRONG……..OUR BEHAVIOR WILL ALSO BE WRONG.  THROUGHOUT ALL OF HISTORY EVERY CIVILIZATION, EVERY CULTURE HAS “PECKING ORDER”.   IN BEGINS ALREADY IN THE HOME WITH FAVORITE CHILDREN, IT GOES OVER TO SCHOOL WITH THE POPULAR KIDS AND THE UNPOPULAR KIDS…HUMAN BEINGS ARE ALWAYS RANKING PEOPLE FROM HIGH TO LOW………AND ADULTS.DETERMINE THE RANKING  BY SUCH THINGS AS MONEY, EDUCATION, AND STATUS.  AT THE TOP ARE THE RICH AND POWERFUL………AT THE BOTTOM ARE THE WEAK AND POOR.  WE OFTEN HEAR OF POLITICIANS OF ALL KINDS ABUSING THEIR OFFICE FOR THEIR OWN ADVANTAGE RATHER THAN SERVING THE PEOPLE WHO ELECTED THEM.  CEO’S OF LARGE CORPORATIONS CAN BE MORE CONCERNED ABOUT THEIR OWN SALARY AND BENEFITS MORE THAN THEY CARE ABOUT THE WELFARE OF THE AVERAGE WORKER.,  BUT LISTEN…….SOMEONE WHO IS RICH AND POWERFUL CAN BE A HUMBLE SERVANT AND SOMEONE WHO IS WEAK AND POOR CAN BE SELF-CENTERED AND SELF-PROMOTING .    JESUS IS NOT SIMPLY CONCERNED ABOUT HOW RICH OR POOR, POWERFUL OR WEAK SOMEONE IS.  IT’S THE ATTITUDE THAT JESUS IS LOOKING AT…….WHAT IS INSIDE A PERSON.   THOSE WHO WANT TO BE LEADERS AND GREAT IN HIS KINDOM MUST HAVE MUST HAVE THE RIGHT ATTITUDE.   A PERSON CAN WANT TO BE A PASTOR FOR ALL OF THE WRONG REASONS:  POWER, CONTROL, PRESTIGE…OR SOME OTHER ERASON THAT SERVES HIS OWN NEEDS AND BOOSTS HIS SELF-ESTEEEM.   LIKEWISE CHURCH MEMBERS CAN JOIN BOARDS AND COMMITTEES AND DO OTHER THINGS IN THE CONGREGATION FOR SELF-SERVING REASONS.  THIS IS WHY THEY GET UPSET WHEN NO ONE THANKS THEM FOR WHAT THEY HAVE DONE…AND NONE OF THIS IS NEW………..IT’S BEEN IN THE CHURCH EVER SINCE THE DISCPLES ARGUED ABOUT WHO WAS THE GREATEST…………..BUT JESUS SAYS IT SHOULDN’T BE THIS WAY.
     B.  RATHER HE SAYS THIS:  “IF ANYONE WOULD BE FIRST, HE MUST BE LAST OF ALL AND SERVANT OF ALL.”    IN ORDER TO MAKE HIS POINT HE TOOK A CHILD…..PUT HIM IN THE MIDST OF THE DISCIPLES AND HELD HIM.   COMPARED TO ADULTS SMALL CHILDREN HAVE NO POWER.  THEY ARE DEPENDENT ON OTHERS FOR THEIR BASIC NEEDS AND SURVIVAL.   AND JESUS SAYS:  WHOEVER RECEIVES ONE SUCH CHILD IN MY NAME RECEIVES ME….”  BUT EVEN IN OUR SOCIETY SERVING CHILDREN IS NOT ALWAYS HONORED.    BEING A MOTHER AND CARING FOR THE CHILDREN IS NOT NEARLY AS IMPRESSIVE AS HAVING A CAREER.   .  IT’S FAR MORE GLARMORUS TO GO TO POWER LUNCHES DOWNTOWN THAN TO DEAI WITH THE EVERY CHALLENGES OF CARING FOR CHILDREN.  BUT EVEN IF A MOTHER HAS ANOTHER JOB………….IN GOD’S EYES IT’S NOT AS IMPORTANT AS TAKING CARE OF HER CHILDREN  JESUS’ POINT IS SIMPLE:  CHLDREN ARE TO BE SERVED NOT BECAUSE OF WHAT WE GET OUT OF IT……BUT BECAUSE OF THE LOVE AND CARE THE CHILD NEEDS.  AND THAT MIGHT INVOLVE HARDSHIPS AND SACRIFICES.  AND SO IT IS WITH ALL OF US IN HIS KINGDOM, IN HIS CHURCH.    TO BE GREAT IN THE KINGDOM OF GOD MEANS BEING A HUMBLE SERVANT CARING FOR THE NEEDS OF OTHERS.   AND THIS MIGHT INVOLVE HARDSHIP AND SACRIFICES.  BUT JESUS IS NOT ASKING US TO DO ANYTHING THAT HE HASN’T ALREADY DONE FOR US, AS HE SAYS:    “THE SON OF MAN IS GOING TO BE DELIVERED INTO THE HANDS OF MEN, AND THEY WILL KEILL HIM…”    AND WHO IS JESUS?  GOD, THE MAKER OF HEAVEN AND EARTH, IN HUMAN FORM.  REALLY?  WHO WOULD HAVE EVER KNOWN THAT IF HE HAD NOT TOLD US?  HE CERTAINLY DIDN’T LOOK OR ACT LIKE GOD.  HE WAS NOT RICH, FAMOUS OR GLAMOROUS. HE WAS HUMBLE, POOR, DISRESPECTED, OPPOSED, BETRAYED, BEATEN AND FINALLY KILLED.  AND, EVEN THOUGH WE ARE NOT WORTHY OF SUCH A SACRIFICE…..HE DID IT ANYWAY IN ORDER TO RESTORE OUR RELATIONSHIP WITH GOD, FORGIVING OUR SINS AND GIVING US A LIFE THAT WILL NEVER END.  NO ONE IS GREATER IN THE KINGDOM OF GOD THAN JESUS IS AND HE WANTS US TO HAVE THIS SAME ATTITUDE AS PAUL WRITES IN HIS LETTER TO THE PHILIPIANS:  “HAVE THIS MIND AMONG YOURSELVES, WHICH IS YOURS IN CHRIST JESUS, WHO, THOUGH HE WAS IN THE FORM OF GOD, DID NOT COUNT EQUALITY WITH GOD A THING TO BE GRASPED, BUT EMPTIED HIMSELF, BY TAKING THE FORM OF A SERVANT, BEING BORN IN THE LIKENESS OF MEN.  AND BEING FOUND IN HUMAN FORM, HE HUMBLED HIMSELF BY BECOMING OBEDIENT TO THE POINT OF DEATH, EVEN DEATH ON A CROSS” (2: 5-8 ESV).   AS WE SERVE OTHERS IN HUMILITY WE ARE ONLY DOING WHAT JESUS HAS ALREADY DONE FOR US.
II.  BUT OF COURSE IT’S NOT EASY TO BE A HUMBLE SERVANT IN A WORLD WHICH TELLS US THAT WE SHOULD ALWAYS TRY TO BE NUMBER ONE.  SUCH SERVICE TO OTHERS MIGHT INCLUDE HARD WORK, SACRFICE, AND SUFFERING, NOT BEING UNDERSTOOD AND MAYBE NOT EVEN APPRECIATED.  THAT PRETTY MUCH DESCRIBES HOW OTHERS REWARDED HIS HUMBLE SERVICE.  THIS IS A VERY HARD LESSON TO LEARN.………     A.  THIS WAS CERTAINLY TRUE OF THE DISCISLES.  AT THE BEGINNING OF OUR GOSPEL LESSON WE ARE TOLD THAT JESUS TOOK HIS DISCIPLES AWAY FROM THE DISTRACTIONS OF THE WORLD AND TAUGHT THEM IN WHAT MUST HAVE BEEN SHOCKING LANGUAGE ABOUT HIS HUMILITY AND DEATH----------BUT ALSO HIS RESURRECTION.  BUT THEY DIDN’T GET IT.  THEY DIDN’T UNDERSTAND AS MARK SAYS:  “BUT THEY DID OT UNDESTAND THE SAYING, AND WERE AFRAID TO ASK HIM.”  AT THIS POINT IN TIME THE DISCPLES WERE STILL THINKING OF JESUS IN THE WORLDLY TERMS OF BEING A POLITICAL AND POWERFUL MILITARY SAVIOR.  WELL MEANING CHRISTIANS HAVE TRIED TO BLEND THE SERVICE OF THE CHURCH WITH WORLDLY POLITICS AND POWER……….THE  ROMAN CATHOLIC CHURCH HAS A LONG HISTORY OF COMBINING CHURCH AND STATE.  BUT PROTESTANTS AND EVEN SOME LUTHERANS HAVE COMMITTED THIS ERROR WITH STATE CHURCHES IN EUROPE.   AND EVEN HERE IN AMERCIA SOME CHRISTIANS TRY MIX CHURCH AND POLITICS:  THE SOCIAL GOSPEL, THE MORAL MAJORITY, ANY CHRISTIAN GROUP THAT TRIES TO USE POLITICS AND COERCION TO BRING ABOUT GOD’S WILL.  THIS IS ALL DEPICTED IN THE BOOK OF REVELATION WITH THE USE OF THE TWO BEASTS, ONE FROM THE SEA ND THE OTHER FROM THE EARTH.  WHAT ALWAYS HAPPENS IS THAT THE GOSPEL OF JESUS CHRIST, THE ONLY WAY PEOPLE CAN BE SAVED FROM DEATH AND ETERNL DAMNATION GETS LOST.  AND THE RESULTS ARE ALWAYS BAD FOR THE CHURCH.  FOR CHURCH AND STATE ARE OPPOSITES.  THE WORLD WORKS THROUGH LAWS AND COERCION…BUT THE CHURCH IS ABOUT HUMBLE SERVICE IN LOVE…..ALL BEGINNING WITH JESUS..  AND THIS IS WHY JESUS PULLED HIS DISCIPLES ASIDE AND EXPLAINED THESE THINGS.  AND WE IN THE CHURCH NEED TO HEAR THIS OVER AND OVER AGAIN.
     B.  AND SO IN THIS SANCTUARY JESUS HAS ONCE AGAIN CALLED US ASIDE FROM THE DISTRACTIONS OF THE WORLD THAT WE MIGHT BE REMINDED OF HIS HUMBLE SERVICE TO US AND TO LISTEN TO HIM.  BUT HE DOES MORE THAN TEACH US…. HE ACTUALLY GIVES US THE RESULTS OF WHAT HE HAS DONE:  PEACE WITH GOD THROUGH THE FORGIVENESS OF OUR SINS….AND ETERNAL LIFE IN THE RESURRECTION FROM THE DEAD.   HE GIVES US THESE THINGS THROUGH SUCH LOWLY AND COMMON THINGS AS WORDS, WATER, AND BREAD AND WINE.  IN OTHER WORDS, JESUS IS STILL SERVING US…..THAT’S WHY WE CALL THIS SERIVE THE DIVINE SERVICE.  EVERY SUNDAY MORNING HE SERVES WITH HIS WORD AND SACRAMENTS SO THAT WE CAN SERVE OTHERS.  AND THIS SERVICE BEGINS IN OUR * FAMILIES AS  HUSBANDS AND WIVES HUMBLY SERVING EACH OTHER, AND PARENTS BEING ROLE MODELS OF HUMBLE SERVICE FOR THEIR CHILDREN AND CHILDREN BEING HUMBLE SERVANTS IN OBEDIENCE TO THEIR PARENTS.  BUT SUCH HUMBLE SERVICE DOES NOT STAY IN THE HOME.  IT CARRIES OVER TO * SCHOOL WHERE STUDENTSS CAN SERVE THE WEAK AND THE UNPOPULAR STUDENTS AND MAKE THEM FEEL INCLUDED.  IT SPILLS OVER AT * WORK BY DOING THOSE EXTRA THINGS THAT ARE NOT REQUIRED BUT ARE USEFUL AND HELPFUL TO OTHERS.  AND OF COURSE THIS HUMBLE SERVICE SPILLS OVER TO OUR * FRIENDS AND NEIGHBORS AS WE GO THE EXTRA MILE TO BE HELPFUL AND TO GET ALONG WITH OTHERS IN SO FAR AS IT DEPENDS ON US.  IT TAKES A LIFE TIME TO LEARN TO BE A HUMBLE SERVANT…. AND WE NEVER QUITE GET IT RIGHT.   BUT, BECAUSE JESUS HAS SERVED US WE KNOW THAT WE HAVE GOD’S FORGIVNESSS…..AND THAT’S WHY WE KEEP TRYING. 
CONCLUSION MANY YEARS AGO I READ A STORY ABOUT A WEALTHY WOMAN WHO GAVE GENEROUSLY TO SUPPORT CHARITIES ALL AROUND THE WORLD.  ONE OF THESE CHARITIES WAS A LEPER COLONY OVERSEAS AND ONE DAY SHE DECIDED GO AND VISIT.   WHILE SHE WAS THERE TOURING THE FACILITY SHE SAW A CHRISTIAN NURSE TENDERLY TREATING THE SKIN OF ONE OF THE LEPERS.  AND SHE FELT GREAT ADMIRATION FOR THE NURSE….SO MUCH SO THAT SHE TOLD THE NURSE THAT NO ONE COULD PAY HER ENOUGH MONEY TO DO WHAT SHE WAS DOING…………AND THE NURSE SIMPLY SMILED AND SAID:  “NEITHER COULD I”.    AND SO IT IS WITH ALL THOSE WHO WANT TO BE THE GREATEST IN THE KINGDOM OF GOD……AMEN.

