

	LORD OF LIFE SERMON
Sept 22 The Way of Jesus	September 22, 2024

First Reading Jeremiah 11:18-20 
Today’s reading tells of the suffering of the prophet Jeremiah, who announced God’s word to Judah but was met with intense opposition and persecution. Jeremiah continues to trust in God in the midst of his suffering.
 18It was the Lord who made it known to me, and I knew; then you showed me their evil deeds. 19But I was like a gentle lamb led to the slaughter. And I did not know it was against me that they devised schemes, saying, “Let us destroy the tree with its fruit, let us cut him off from the land of the living, so that his name will no longer be remembered!” 20But you, O Lord of hosts, who judge righteously, who try the heart and the mind, let me see your retribution upon them, for to you I have committed my cause.
Psalm 54
1 Save me, O God, by your name; in your might, defend my cause. 2Hear my prayer, O God; give ear to the words of my mouth. 3 For strangers have risen up against me, and the ruthless have sought my life, those who have no regard for God. 4Behold, God is my helper; it is the Lord who sustains my life. 5Render evil to those who spy on me; in your faithfulness, destroy them. 6 I will offer you a freewill sacrifice and praise your name, O Lord, for it is good. 7 For you have rescued me from every trouble, and my eye looks down on my enemies.
Second Reading James 3:13—4:3, 7-8a 
The wisdom God gives unites our hearts and minds. Instead of living to satisfy our own wants and desires, we manifest this wisdom in peace, gentleness, mercy, and impartiality toward others.
13Who is wise and understanding among you? Show by your good life that your works are done with gentleness born of wisdom. 14But if you have bitter envy and selfish ambition in your hearts, do not be boastful and false to the truth. 15Such wisdom does not come down from above, but is earthly, unspiritual, devilish. 16For where there is envy and selfish ambition, there will also be disorder and wickedness of every kind. 17But the wisdom from above is first pure, then peaceable, gentle, willing to yield, full of mercy and good fruits, without a trace of partiality or hypocrisy. 18And a harvest of righteousness is sown in peace for those who make peace.4: 1Those conflicts and disputes among you, where do they come from? Do they not come from your cravings that are at war within you? 2You want something and do not have it; 

so you commit murder. And you covet something and cannot obtain it; so you engage in disputes and conflicts. You do not have, because you do not ask. 3You ask and do not receive, because you ask wrongly, in order to spend what you get on your pleasures. 7 Submit yourselves therefore to God. Resist the devil, and he will flee from you. 8aDraw near to God, and he will draw near to you.
Gospel Mark 9:30-37 
Jesus’ teaching and action in this text are directed to the church whenever it is seduced by the world’s definition of greatness: prestige, power, influence, and money. The antidote to such a concern for greatness is servanthood.
30Jesus and the disciples went on 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. 33Then 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 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
	Let’s begin with the end of today’s passage, and let’s talk about children.  Jesus takes a child in his arms and says to his disciples, “Whoever welcomes one such child in my name welcomes me, and whoever welcomes me welcomes not me but the one who sent me.” Let me clarify that last phrase by rephrasing it as, “whoever welcomes me welcomes not only me but the one who sent me.” To understand the point of this illustration, we have to understand something important about children in those days.  
	Of course, there are certainly many things about children that are the same as they are today. [In the hope that they are listening, I will address children in the first person.] Children are in the learning stage of life, so you/they are curious and have questions. You/They have a 


lot more energy than us adults. In the early childhood years, you/they are more dependent upon the adults who care for you but as you get older, you become less dependent. 
I think this last aspect of childhood is the one that is most important for Jesus’ illustration.  Children were extremely dependent. In those days, everyone had a place in society and a child’s place was at the very bottom. If they had a family to take care of them and teach them what they would do in the future…caring for the family or the family trade…then well and good. But if something happened that a child didn’t have any parents, that made for a rough life. There is a reason that the Jewish Law had a provision about caring for the widow and the orphan. A woman without a man had no resources and no power. A child without parents had no resources and no power. They needed the safety net of the community. Unfortunately, that law was one that got forgotten.
So, Jesus takes the most powerless, dependent person, a child, and tells his disciples, “Whoever welcomes one such child in my name welcomes me, and whoever welcomes me welcomes not me but the one who sent me.” Take note of this because this isn’t just a message to the crowds. Jesus is telling this to his inner circle, to those who are learning how to follow him. Anyone who wants to carry on the mission of Jesus, to be the presence of God in this world, listen up…we must welcome the most defenseless, most powerless, most vulnerable people in our midst. 
THAT is what this child represents. The defenseless, the powerless, the vulnerable. THAT is who Jesus calls us to welcome. Jesus makes this point after his second prediction of his death, a death that Jesus will face defenseless, powerless and vulnerable. Jesus becomes defenseless, powerless and vulnerable because that is how God saves a humanity that fears being defenseless, powerless and vulnerable, that turns away from what is defenseless, powerless and vulnerable.
The truth is, in relationship to God, we are defenseless, powerless and vulnerable. We are sinful and there is nothing we can do to make up for it. But we live in a world where people, where we even try everything we possibly can to avoid looking like we are defenseless, powerless or vulnerable.  That seems to be the gist of the conversation that the disciples have following Jesus’ prediction of his death. Why else would a bunch of men argue about who is 


the greatest among them? They want to look or feel powerful in front of each other. They want to look or feel like they have it all together.
When human beings put our effort into vying for power, building up our own strength and becoming self-sufficient, we not only create a world in which a part of the population is left defenseless, powerless and vulnerable but we also lose sight of them. In some cases, we even demonize the defenseless, powerless and vulnerable to the point where their suffering is increased. This is what racism does to communities of color whether it be to African Americans who have been here for centuries or recent immigrant communities.
In the face of the disciples’ conversation about greatness, Jesus turns the tables on them. “Whoever wants to be first must be last of all and servant of all.” There is no “greatness” in God’s kingdom. There is humility. There is servanthood. There is welcoming the least, the defenseless, the powerless, the vulnerable. There is where we will see the presence of God. Jesus takes one of the most dependent, vulnerable humans of his time, the child, as says if you want to welcome God, welcome the children.  And while he does mean welcome the children, the child also represents every other defenseless, powerless human being in our midst.
Welcome the one whom others neglect. Welcome the one who is not welcomed by others. Welcome the one who has mothering to give back. Welcome the one who finds themselves in a new, strange place. Welcome the one who has a difficult life. That is where God will be found. The way of Jesus is not a way of power and popularity and comfort. The way of Jesus is the way of servanthood, of accompanying those who suffer, of caring less about our position in the world and more about the people in the world. Amen
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