What We Want

Last week our passage in Mark began with Jesus questioning the disciples.   First, he asked about his repetition among the people. Then he asked about their understanding of his identity.  We learned that although Peter’s insight into Jesus’ identity was correct in some aspects—he correctly identified Jesus as the Messiah, the promised anointed one of God. But Peter had no idea what that identity meant as God’s plan of redemption was being unfolded in Jesus’ life.  We also considered how we might have expected God’s plan for delivering Israel  would more closely resembled Peter’s than God’s if we were hearing it at the same time these first disciples did.  Today’s passage does not immediately follow the passage of last week.  In between Peter’s identification of Jesus and Jesus’ first attempt to explain just what God’s plan to deliver Israel meant, Jesus and three of his closest disciples have gone to be by themselves up on the mountain. There the disciples witnessed the transfiguration of Jesus.  They saw him talking with Moses and Elijah and heard a voice from heaven saying, “This is my son, the Beloved.  Listen to him.”  Additionally Jesus heals a young boy possessed by a spirit after the disciples’ failure to heal him.  In today’s passage of only eight verses we seem to have three distinct ideas jammed together.  I have heard each thought lifted up as a separate sermon at one time or another.  First we have Jesus for a second time trying to teach the disciples about his coming betrayal, execution and resurrection as God’s plan for the redemption of Israel.  Next the disciples are arguing about who among them is the greatest and Jesus challenges them to a different understanding of what greatness means. Finally, there is the injunction to welcome children in his name.  The juxtaposition of these verses side by side make and enhance a point which could not have otherwise been so clearly shown:  the absolute difference between what we as creatures want and what God the creator desires for us.  These are not really separate things to understand. This is a three-fold teaching about what Jesus’ true identity and role is in God’s initiative to rescue humanity as well as a teaching about discipleship in his name.  And as usual, the disciples do not understand.  Jesus has revealed to them that he will suffer, die and rise.  This is the second time that Jesus has sought to get this point across to them as fundamental to his identity and purpose.  From our perspective that in itself seems a real failure on their part.  But is their problem understanding this teaching the second time really so hard to grasp?  We have to understand that in their tradition, the coming of the Messiah was viewed to represent the restoration of the nation state of Israel into former power and glory.  The picture Jesus has started to paint for them is so far from that, they may be in shock.  Really, no one looking for the Messiah expected that the promised Messiah would redeem Israel through suffering.  What seems harder for me to understand is their response this second time through the teaching.  The first time they heard this scenario, Peter rebuked Jesus.  He totally rejected the idea that the Messiah’s purpose was not going to unfold according to human desires.  This second time, we are told not only that they didn’t understand, but also that they were afraid—afraid to ask him questions about what he was teaching them. It seems they didn’t want to know God’s plans.  Mark truly spends a lot of the narrative talking about the failures and flaws of the disciples, but in doing this, if we are honest with ourselves, we will recognize some of our own failures and flaws in the disciples.  Many of my teachers have told classes I have taken that there is no such thing as a dumb question.  Yet I have afterwards heard fellow classmates asking each other questions instead of the teacher.   Many people today who profess to be Christians are also often afraid to ask questions.  Sometimes, it’s because they believe that they should already know the answer.  They don’t want to appear ignorant.  Sometimes, it’s because they believe that the question on their minds, isn’t okay or appropriate to ask.  Sometimes, it seems that folks don’t want to ask their questions because they have been told that it is unfaithful.  Somewhere, sometime, many folks have been taught that questions are a sign of doubt and doubt is the opposite of faith.  There are two things I would say to this assumption:  first, to question is far more often a mark of perceptive curiosity than it is of doubt.  After all Jesus’ death and resurrection are so logic-defying and world view changing that quite frankly if you never have questions or doubts, you probably are paying attention.  Second, doubt is not the opposite of faith.  Faith, in fact, grows stronger and deeper in the soil of doubts and challenges.  Without doubt, we may talk of knowledge, but given that faith is defined as “belief in things not seen” doubt seems to be an essential ingredient on the way to a deep faith.  No one among Jesus’ followers anticipates Jesus’ cross, but even more incredible than the cross is his resurrection.  It is unlooked for, and really very shocking…so much so that in all the gospel accounts the first reaction is never acceptance, but doubt—they say someone has done something to Jesus’ body….no one says, “we knew this would happen” or “he told us this would happen”.  Not at first.  I am not sure why we human beings think that we can understand God—or God’s ways.  God’s ways and plans are so different from our own wants, that complete understanding is not possible.  Only faith and trust fills the gap.  So when they hear this shocking news, the disciples become afraid.  Fear prevents the disciples from asking questions and seeking answers.   What might have happened had the disciples—instead of being afraid—had asked Jesus to explain—to unpack his teaching for them.  What would it have been like if they had asked their questions, told of their struggles and their doubts so that he might help them understand his teaching and in this way draw closer to God?  Mark is pointing out something about what happens when we become fearful—we start looking out for ourselves.  If the disciples had understood this teaching about what it meant to be the Messiah, would they have then been arguing about their pecking order?  Instead of seeking understanding by talking with Jesus as they travel the Galilean countryside, they have been talking among themselves. Most translations portray this activity as arguing, but the Greek word is just as correctly understood as discussing or debating—an exchange of ideas going back and forth.  Whether or not it was an argument based on staking out a place or rank among them or just a discussion about their status as disciples—the point Mark makes is that their thoughts are not in alignment with God’s.  Fear has taken them in a different direction than Jesus has been leading them.   They are concerned with power and prestige, security for themselves.  When Jesus asks them to tell him what has occupied them on the way to Capernaum, they remain silent.  They don’t want to confess that their response to his teaching about his suffering is to think about themselves and their potential greatness.  Jesus gathers them and tells them the second item of our three fold lesson:  “Whoever wants to be first must be last of all and servant of all.”  This is a recurrent theme in each gospel at some point or another.  For example, in John it surfaces at Jesus’ last meal with the disciples when he washes their feet.  But in true human fashion we, like the disciples, tend to view everything as a contest—a competition where some are on a higher scale than others.  Jesus turns that scale upside down.  Again and again, we find that God’s ways are not our ways.  We often don’t voice our questions, not to God; not even to ourselves sometimes.  Yet God’s self revelation clearly shows that God desires a relationship with us—the answers are available to us if we face our fears and ask through study of the scriptures and prayer.  When we seek answers our faith is strengthened.  When we fail to question, then doubt and fear enter.  When Jesus responds to their fears, he turns the disciples’ entire understanding of power and security upside down.  Jesus invites the disciples to imagine that abundant life comes not through gathering power but through displaying vulnerability, not through accomplishments but through service.  Serving others, opening yourself to another’s need, being honest about your own needs and fears, these are all opportunities that are available to us as disciples.  And each time we make these gestures in faith—that is, when we reach out to another in compassion even if we are afraid—we find that our fear is lessened, replaced by a confidence that fear and death do not have the last word—God does.  Jesus’ final word on this topic in today’s passage was to draw a little child into the midst of the group.  Taking that child in his arms he declared “Whoever welcomes one such child in my name welcomes me.”  Our image of a child is very different from that held in Jesus’ time.  Our culture values children in ways not known to that time and place—they were property with even less status than women.  Yet Jesus is instructing his disciples to welcome them—to show hospitality to them.  Jesus’ way—our way as his disciples—is shown to be one which sets aside fear and personal security to answer his call to be the servant of others—even those who society tells us have no value.  Our fears ultimately blind us to God’s action in and among us.  When we take the step to ask what God desires of us, when we open our eyes and see God’s presence and movement among us even through the smallest of steps, we realize that God who once created out of nothing, made light from darkness, and raised Jesus from the dead is still at work today.  This will not dispel all our fears, but will keep us from being overwhelmed by them and moving forward in faith to participating in what God wants.  In the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit.  
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