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Mark 9:30-37

30-32Leaving there, they went through Galilee. He didn't want anyone to know their whereabouts, for he wanted to teach his disciples. He told them, "The Son of Man is about to be betrayed to some people who want nothing to do with God. They will murder him. Three days after his murder, he will rise, alive." The disciples didn't understand what he was talking about, and were afraid to ask further about it. 

 33Soon they arrived at Capernaum; and when they were in the house at which they were staying, he asked them, “What was it that you were ‘discussing’ along the road?” 
34The silence was deafening—they had been arguing with one another over who among them was greatest. 

 
 35Jesus called the twelve to sit down with him, and said to them, “Whoever wants to be first must be last of all and servant of all.” 

36He brought a child out in the middle of the room. Then, cradling the little one in his arms, he said, "Whoever embraces one of these children as I do embraces me, and far more than me—God who sent me." 
Upsidedown Greatness 

Just about the time that busy parents and teachers get tots, tweens, and teens going for a brand new school year, here at this kid-friendly, intergenerationally-inclined congregation, we do much the same. The Sunday Club Planning Team has been busy deciding on leadership, staff priorities, and curriculum; we’ve called Christy Qualin to be our new Children’s Coordinator, volunteer teachers and helpers have been signing up, and we’re off and running with another season of Sunday School. Meanwhile, thanks to new social networking and communication options, we're better able to stay in contact, not only with kids present, but with our college age youth and young adults too, who, as bright young people are prone to do, are gallivanting hither and yon in the big bad world, exploring everything they possibly can. So ‘Thanks be to God for… texting and email, for blogging and for Facebook! But even more, ‘Thanks be to God’ for the face to face part of discipleship that still allows us cradle little ones in our arms, and allows us to gather children together in “small circles to tell the old, old story of Jesus and his love”.  

From the bottom of our hearts, we do give thanks for our children and youth, for parents and guardians who care deeply about their ethical and religious development, for all those who volunteer to help, who have, in their own lives, sought to follow the childlike way of Jesus. And now, feeling compelled to pay it forward, teach and model that said childlike way. It is the way of upside-down greatness, not being front and center, but last and servant of all. 

Your never-been-a-dad, always-proud and doting-uncle/pastor (that’s me) often feels humbled and amazed by the skill and stamina of good teachers and even more, of good parents. In Helena, MT, the little boy named Lee that Sam and I get to claim as our nephew is celebrating his birthday - he’s exactly one year old this week. His excellent parents, Megan and Steve, are attuned to Lee’s every need; they’ve learned how to let go at a moment’s notice of anything else they’re doing or holding on to. They’ve been challenged day and night, but they wouldn’t have it any other way. Simply recalling being present at the time of Lee’s birth to this day makes his father’s eyes well up with tears. 
“And cradling the little one in his arms, Jesus said, ‘Whoever embraces one of these embraces me, and the God who sent me.” Megan and Steve, embrace little Lee every single day and hour. They are closer than they’ve ever been to the spiritual heart of God.  

Most of you who are parents probably get these things a whole lot easier than I do. I’m one of those who stands along the sidelines, filled with awe.

I do enjoy the time with children and the young at heart most Sunday mornings. One problem I have, though: I never know what the little nippers are going to say or do next! I practice and plan for my time with them, I meet with the Sunday Club teachers to coordinate their plans too, I try to get ready for confirmation classes and for participation of youth in worship. But it never turns out exactly as I’ve planned or practiced it! Whatever we may think we have up our sleeves, whatever else it is that we’ve been gripping tightly in our hands - well, we find we have to let go of it.  

It’s both literally and figuratively true: to receive a child into one’s caring embrace but to drop other things entirely forces us not only to loosen our tight grip on other things. 
A few summers ago, one of my nieces, a young teenager at the time, came to stay at our home for a while. One afternoon while we were out, she invited a boyfriend over. They got into a bit of a spat. When we got back, we noticed first that the glass covering over one of our favorite wall paintings was cracked in two. Clearly some kind of teenage power play had ensued, push had come to shove, and we were concerned! 
A power play was also taking place when Jesus’ disciples argued among themselves along the road. The Greek word translated in verse 33 as ‘argued’, dialogizómai, is actually the root word for dialogue! So though it CAN mean to argue in a negative sense, it can also mean to debate or to ‘dialogue’ in a positive sense. Interesting, but in this instance, it probably was kinda negative, because we’re told the disciples were ‘dialoguing’ about who’s the greatest, who’s top dog, and when Jesus politely asks them later what they were ‘discussing’, they fall silent with embarrassment - that’s exactly what my niece did too, when we asked what happened to the glass covering over our painting. So: what would – what DID Jesus do? He went and put a little child right smack dab into the center of the argument. An unintentionally brave little nonviolent interventionist this little one! And voila! The very notion of who’s the greatest gets turned inside out and upside-down. Jesus scoops up an infant in his arms, and in doing so models how it is that we have to let go of all the other things we cling to - power games, material possessions, all of it. Sam and I couldn’t lament that broken glass frame for long - there were more important things to attend to. Maybe I should have immediately put my niece in charge of toddler & nursery childcare here at church! Because when little kids are at front and center, because none of us get to cling to our ever-so ‘adult’ arguments and obsessions, possessions and power trips.  

One of the things I do allow myself to cling a bit to is a generous allotment of downtime on Sunday evening. (I want to recommend the same to Jane, Jennie, Jerry and Kay bye the way.) My own Sunday evening guilty pleasure of late has been staying up late enough to catch AMC’s highly-acclaimed TV series, Mad Men. Mad Men is about Ad Men - advertising executives, that is, sera 1960 NYC. That pre-feminist early-Kennedy era is chronicled in amazingly sharp detail: the old boy martini-drinking smoke-filled offices, the underpaid, over-pinched office ‘girls’, the rather rigid sex roles in their family lives too. In last Sunday’s episode, we accompanied the wife of the lead male character as she experienced her third pregnancy and in-hospital childbirth. The roller coaster of her physical and emotional pain and joy is I  think accurately and excruciatingly-well portrayed.   

Now at least half of you here today don’t need TV to show and tell you about pregnancy and childbirth! Some can also well recall the late ‘50’s and early 1960’s, and don’t particularly want to look back. At least a few of you may now or recently have been experiencing the first months of a new baby's life. If so, you know from experience that it can be a time of "incessant screaming at ungodly hours, of being thrown up upon, of never getting anything done and staggering wearily through the day with (an always-wet) soiled spot on the shoulder of (your blouse or shirt)." (Howell). Then somehow the terrible twos morph into the tumultuous tween and then teen years. . . It doesn’t get much easier anytime soon, does it? Parenting’s no picnic! Modernity has romanticized childhood; put the child on a pedestal; sung the praises of parenthood as if it were a sentimental walk in the park. Modernity is hardly telling us the whole story.  

And here’s the other thing: Jesus putting that child front and center wasn’t some cutesy gesture of modern-day mollycoddling. He wasn’t being all gushy and sentimental about what darlings they all are - not at all. It’s probably pretty much only modern times that have put kids on such a theoretical pedestal. Most times, certainly Roman Empire times, were just the exact - kids were invisible. Conventionally recorded history says very little about children. When wars are being fought, when lands are being taken, when history books are busy recording the gory glory of it all, children get left behind, virtually powerless. And since especially in totalitarian cultures and highly hierarchical societies like that of the Roman Empire, people all got classified according to rank and status, it was male over female, high-ranking males over low-ranking males, free men over slaves, and so on, rather rigidly. It was the same in individual families too, and right at the very bottom of the family hierarchy of course: the youngest and most vulnerable of all - the infant.  

What’s more: over centuries of time, the joys of pregnancy and childbirth have been matched in impact by equally-strong grief and by stoic acceptance of the fact that children often die young. Whenever I walk through a cemetery with gravestones that go back to pre-WWII times – I notice that many of these were erected not to remember fallen soldiers or aged forebears, but in honor of infants - babies miscarried or stillborn, countless others lost during past pandemics - influenza and polio, measles and mumps. My own mother lost half of the eight children she conceived - I was the second to the youngest to survive. Even today, in this age of medical miracles, infant mortality rates in many parts of our adequate-healthcare-starved nation are staggeringly and unnecessarily high. Don’t get me started on how much we need a genuine public option an universal coverage!
There’s nothing cutesy and sentimental about putting such realities front and center. So though at one point in scripture, we’re instructed to ‘put away childish things’ and become in Christ mature adults, at another, Jesus instructs us to ourselves become like these little ones. And when you actually think about it, that’s a pretty scary thing. I mean what: little kids as models for adults? Babies as barometers of our degree of Christian faithfulness? But babies are frail and vulnerable. They shed tears right out in the open. They need others to be constantly attentive to their needs - if we’re not, they’ll not survive. A baby’s voice gets raised at an inconvenient midnight hour. Little children demand a big response!  

We have to respond as mature adults as those who parent in and teach the next generation. But IF it is also our Christian calling to literally become childlike, what else must we do? Are we to raise our own voices often, loudly, and demandingly for healthcare and human rights? Are we to shed tears of compassion right out in the open, and not care who sees it, and are we, over and over again, to follow Jesus into unpredictably messy, unpleasantly dirty places where the needs are greatest? Are we also to risk being evaluated by people with more conventional values as worthless and silly little fools? John Chrysostom, instructing his congregation on how they might win over people, said this: "Let us astound them by our way of life. This is the unanswerable argument: if we do not exhibit a far better life, we gain nothing. It is not what is said that draws their attention, but what we do."  

When Jesus demonstrated and the early church embodied the way of welcoming a child into the center of things, they were winning people over to a radically counter-cultural way of life. It was a way that made them, that makes us loosen our tight grip on other things. When we, like Jesus, scoop up a little one into our arms, we drop everything else - we let go, we let go, we let go. We don’t get to hold on to anything else when we hold, when we embrace, when we give focused and tender attention to a child. The antidote for a fixation on power is a little child. It’s a paradoxical upside-down kind of greatness, but it is great nonetheless.
This-worldly treasurers and possessions pale by comparison. Thus to lead in a Christ-like sense is to be a childlike fool for God and a servant of all humankind. To let the first be last and the last, first, will seem to many like a fool’s errand to be sure. But foolishness of this kind is a very good thing indeed.    

The wise wizard Gandalf tells the hobbits in The Lord of the Rings, "Let folly be our cloak." Folly worked pretty well for Jesus, for the Apostle Paul, for Francis of Assissi, Dorothy Day, and a holy host of others. . . or we might say their folly didn't work well for them, because each of them served long and suffered much and one day had to die. And yet their folly in an infant, toddling kind of way, was faithful and strangely powerful." May it ever continue to be so. Amen.







(paraphrased quote by James Howell)

