
WELCOMING ARMS

Mark 9:30-37

OPENING BLIND EYES (9:30-32)

Disciples are expected to understand who Jesus is, but, according to Mark, they don't. And we don't understand, either. Jesus predicts three times (Mark 8:31, 9:31, and 10:33) that he is on the way to Jerusalem not to become king but to give his life so that we will see the true power of God. Each of the three predictions of the passion follows a pattern. First, Jesus predicts his suffering, rejection, death, and resurrection. Second, the disciples respond with misunderstanding, confusion, and unwillingness to accept his message. Third, Jesus gives instruction on discipleship. The story in 9:30-37 follows this same pattern.
Jesus predicts what will happen to him in Jerusalem. He tells his disciples that he will be met not with a throne but with a cross. And here, in addition to what Jesus said in 8:31, he also predicts that he will be "betrayed.” Here is that important word paradidomi (). Paradidomi is the verb for "handed over" or "delivered up.” We find it again twice in 10:33 in the third prediction of Jesus' death. Someone, most likely a disciple walking with Jesus right now, will "hand Jesus over" to the authorities there in Jerusalem. 

And the disciples respond with the dumbest action anyone can take. The disciples are not stupid because they do not understand. They show their ignorance because when they do not understand, they are afraid to ask him (9:32). How often do we struggle in our ignorance simply because we are afraid to ask a question? We do not appear stupid when we ask questions. We reveal our ignorance when we allow fear to keep us from asking questions. But they did not understand what he was saying and were afraid to ask him. (9:32) 
TEACHING IN THE HOME (9:33-35)
And so they go home. Throughout Jesus' ministry in Galilee he had a home base there in Capernaum on the north shore of the Sea of Galilee. Mark tells this story in such a way that this is the last time that Jesus comes "home" to Capernaum. On his next trip Jesus will go directly to Jerusalem. Jesus comes back to "the" house there in Capernaum. Perhaps it was the home of the brothers Andrew and Simon Peter (Mark 1:29).

As Jesus walks in the door, he asks, "By the way, what were you arguing about back there on the way  as we were coming back home?"  But they were silent. 

Do you remember in grade school, about the fifth grade, when you would pass notes to one another?  You mean that it still happens in middle school and high school, too? Do you remember the content of those all-important messages for which you were willing to risk playground privileges? "Becky is Bob's girlfriend." "John has cooties." "At free-play I'm going to knock your block off."

In verse 33, Jesus asks the universal question that every teacher knows is piercing:  "Why don't you share that with the whole class?" And like any fifth grader called on the carpet by the teacher, the disciples respond with a startled, guilty silence. What is whispered in secrecy is usually revealed for its triviality and littleness when expressed out loud. How can they admit to Jesus that they had been arguing about who was to be the greatest?

After all, every disciple is following the Master in order to be great. We link up with some guru of knowledge in order to be greater than someone else, to have an advantage over those who cannot afford such lessons, to get a step ahead of those who do not have time to follow a mentor around. We all are disciples because we want to be great. Please listen carefully: to want to be great is not a sin. 

Teachers do not need to instill in their disciples a desire to be great. That quality is already there. And it is a God-given quality of every person. A good teacher does not try to squash this desire to be great, to be Number One. Master teachers try to open their disciples' blind eyes to see greatness as it really can be. 

Mark tells us that Jesus sits down in their house there in Capernaum. Rather than using a lectern or a desk, the teachers of that day symbolized a teaching moment by sitting down. Jesus the Master Teacher sits down, calls the twelve as a group around him, and says, "Whoever wants to be first must be last of all and servant of all." 
WELCOMING ARMS (9:36-37)
And then Jesus gives the first ever children's sermon. Jesus takes a child there in that house in Capernaum, places that child in the center of the group of twelve men, and wraps his arms around that child. 

We don't know how that child responded to Jesus that day. Mark does not tell us. We could idealize the picture as we idealize how our own children will act (if we ever have any). We dream of the day when God will bless us with children and we will have a blissful time each evening. We think we will enjoy good food and meaningful conversation around the dinner table, splash and play quietly with our child as he/she takes a bath, read one or two children's books, and then kiss them goodnight as they gently drift off to sleep.

How different reality is! The children throw their food or throw it up. And after battling with bath time and reading five books three times each, we threaten the little darlings with their lives as they scream and cry and jump out of bed saying "10:00 p.m. is too early to go to bed!"

I wonder how that child responded to being placed among those other twelve men. If the child were in middle school, he or she would be so embarrassed. And if the child were younger, Jesus would have had to wrap those arms tightly around the squealing, kicking bundle of energy who was trying to escape. We just don't know how the child responded as Jesus held her/him in his arms. 

But we do know how powerful this acted parable was and is. In that day children were not valued. Today, in a large part because of Christian values, children are considered persons of worth. Here in Northern Virginia our lives and carpools revolve around our children and their schedules. But in that day, a child was not considered very useful. A child had value only after growing older and becoming productive. Children were not only heard. They were not seen. They were "women's work.” 

And here is the Master Teacher pulling a child into the middle of the men's home-school. We expect at this point for Jesus to tell the Twelve to be like children, too. This is the command we find in Mark 10:15: “Truly I tell you, whoever does not receive the kingdom of God as a little child will never enter it.”  But the teaching here in verse 37 is not about being like a child for Jesus' sake. Here the teaching is receiving a child for Jesus' sake: "Whoever welcomes one such child in my name welcomes me." 

Remember that Jesus is teaching his disciples about greatness. A fundamental human assumption is that greatness is power measured by physical strength, by beauty, by military might, by money, by fame, or by anything else that fulfills our own desires. We consider greatness as the ability to impose our will on others. We call it "success" when we can force someone else to do what we want--when we tower above others! 

Jesus measures greatness not by success but by service. The standard is not whom you know, but whom you welcome. The disciple who is a servant for Christ's sake welcomes the child--a person who is powerless and vulnerable. Jesus measures successful service not by height, but by the span of our open arms. 

"Whoever welcomes one such child in my name welcomes me." I expected Jesus to add a parallelism: "And whoever welcomes me welcomes a child." But Jesus shatters my expectations. "Whoever welcomes one such child in my name welcomes me, and whoever welcomes me welcomes not me but the one who sent me." 

Mark tells us that Jesus identifies himself with the little ones--the helpless ones. Welcoming arms teach the disciples that Jesus--and even God Almighty (the powerful one, the great one)--will be found in these little ones, these helpless ones, these seemingly powerless ones. Jesus enacts a parable about a God who is small, childlike, weak, and tugging at our pants leg or skirt, trying to get our attention, asking to be received and welcomed. Children help us see the welcoming Divine Graciousness at work around us. 
LOOKING FOR JESUS
Last weekend I followed a normal fall tradition for me. I worked on our yard. When we sold our Raleigh house in May and moved to a townhouse here, I sold most of my yard equipment because I thought (I thought!!) someone else would tend to our lawn. When I saw the sparse grass, however, I realized this fall would include lawn duties as every fall has for years. 

So I bought some sod and began digging up the front area of our house so the new sod would sit on a bed of soil. As I was laboring with hoe and shovel to remove a layer of sod and soil, a child rides up on his bicycle. (Our community has lots of children. We count a dozen second-graders!)


“Today is my birthday!” he says. 


“Are you five-years-old?” I ask.


“Yes,” he says, as he holds up all five fingers on one hand.


“What’s your name?”


“Jonathan.”     

And Jonathan visits with me while I labor to remove sod and soil.


“You’re sweating!” Jonathan observes. That’s the task of a supervisor, you know—to sit on his bicycle and tell you how hard you are working.


“Thanks for the job performance review,” I mutter under my breath.


“Hey, Jonathan! Here’s an earthworm. Well, really, only half an earthworm. Here’s the other half.”


And Jonathan picks up the earthworm and lets it tickle his fingers. 


“Are there more earthworms?” he asks.


And then he and I (along with other boys and girls who suddenly appear) begin looking for earthworms. Amazing! I started out digging to lay new sod but, because of a child, found out that my real task was searching for earthworms and marveling at the Lord’s creation. I had a great day because a child helped me see my goal for that day with fresh eyes. 
Do you want to be great? Wonderful! Be great! But remember that Jesus shows us a child and says that Divine Graciousness measures greatness not by your height but by the span of your welcoming arms.
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