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Mark 9:30-37

 

“Mirror, Mirror on the Wall . . .”

 

Loving God, hold us close when we fear or do not understand the way before us.  Open us to the ones who await your welcome through us.  Help us to see where true greatness lies.  Amen.

 

Today’s story from Mark reminds me of the evil queen in Snow White who used to stand before her mirror and ask, “Mirror, mirror, on the wall, who’s the fairest of them all.”  And the mirror would dutifully answer, “Thou, O Queen, art the fairest of all," and the Queen was content, because she knew the mirror could speak nothing but the truth. 

 

But as time passed, and Snow White grew more and more beautiful, even more lovely than the Queen herself, the Queen one day asked her mirror the same question- 

"Mirror, mirror on the wall, who’s the fairest of them all?" 

 

And the mirror answered- 

"O Lady Queen, though fair ye be, Snow-White is fairer far to see." 

 

The Queen was horrified, and from that moment envy and pride grew in her heart like rank weeds . . .”[i]
 

Mark may have written his story nearly 2000 years before Grimm’s Fairy Tales was published, but the story is the same.  Envy and pride can grow like rank weeds in the heart of those who think they are greatest.

 

As usual, the news is an endless source of sermon material.  I think the public incivility we’re seeing people display is a grab for power and greatness.  People want to be the greatest, and when things don’t go their way, incivility sets in.  Kanye West at the MTV Awards show wanted the stage to himself, so he grabbed the microphone from the winner’s hands (poor Taylor Swift) and told her she didn’t deserve to win.  I don’t think Kanye West cared about Taylor Swift or Beyonce, the singer he thought should have won.  I think he only cared about himself and his greatness.

 

The public incivility displayed by Rep. Joe Wilson was just plain rude.  He should let his apology be the final word.  But then he used his incivility to raise money and trump up his own greatness.

 

The public incivility displayed by Serena Williams is an example of someone who doesn’t want their greatness challenged.

 

While we gladly point fingers at celebrities, athletes, and politicians, all of us want to be great in the world’s eyes.  The trouble is, how the world defines greatness is at odds with how Jesus defines greatness.  Today, Jesus challenges all of us to re-think what constitutes greatness.  

 

Jesus and the disciples are still on the road when we encounter them today.  They’re passing through Galilee on their way to Capernaum.  They stop for a moment so Jesus can remind them for the second time that he is going to be betrayed and killed.  He knows it’s coming.  He knows it’s going to be rough.  He knows he’s going to be betrayed.  He knows it’s going to be ugly.  And he wants them to know all of this.  He wants them to be prepared.  And who knows, maybe Jesus wanted their comfort and support?  Maybe he wanted their encouragement to keep on going even though the way was tough?  Who knows?  But for whatever reason, there’s Jesus, holding his own death panel with the disciples, trying to prepare them as best he can for his death so that they can all be better prepared.

 

But the disciples, who are slow on the uptake, don’t get it.  You’d think after Jesus called Peter Satan, they’d get their act together.  But they don’t.  They don’t understand why Jesus is talking to them about his death for the second time, and they’re too afraid to ask any questions.

 

But they’re not too afraid to argue among themselves who the greatest is.  They’re not too ashamed to want the plaque and parking spot labeled “disciple of the month”.

 

While they’re arguing inside the house about this, Jesus walks in on them.  In my mind, I’m picturing the scene.  The disciples are sitting around, huddled together, with their backs to the door.  They don’t know Jesus is there, listening to their conversation, until he asks them, “What are you arguing about?”  At which point they fall silent, staring at their shoes, embarrassed that Jesus overhead them.

 

I’ve been in a similar situation like that of the disciples, and perhaps you have, too-where I’ve been talking about someone or something privately-or so I think-only to have someone walk in on your conversation.  It’s embarrassing and awkward.

 

Jesus knows what they’ve been arguing about, of course.  Asking the disciples what they’ve been arguing about indicates that he’s heard them, and they know it.  

 

All I can figure is that at this point in time, Jesus decides it’s time to tell his message of betrayal and death in a manner everyone can understand.  So he launches into a children’s sermon, complete with a prop to prove his point, and tells them, “Whoever wants to be first must be last of all and servant of all.”  And then, taking his child prop into his arms, tells them plainly, “Whoever welcomes one such child in my name, welcomes me.”

 

To prove Jesus’ point, and my own, I thought about getting Charlotte out of the nursery and holding her in my arms and using her as a prop just like Jesus used the child in his story.  But the trouble is, she wouldn’t prove my point so well.  For starters, I think Charlotte is so cute that it’s hard for me to imagine someone not welcoming her (that’s my maternal bias talking, of course).  And second, children in Jesus’ day weren’t revered like they are in our day.  To totally understand this story, we have to let go of preconceived, modern notions and warm fuzzy feelings of cute little children in pigtails and parent leather shoes surrounding Jesus adoringly.

 

Because childhood in Jesus’ time was harsh.  Children were often the first victims of famine, disease, or war.  Also, gender preference and social standing pushed most children to the margins of society.

 

I recently learned that in the ancient world, abandoning one’s children was normal practice.  Infants, particularly, were abandoned for any number of reasons, including illegitimacy, poverty, and gender.  

 

So to take a child into his arms, and say that whoever welcomes a child welcomes me, was a very counter-cultural statement for Jesus to make.  You see, in this story, Jesus is not promoting a warm and fuzzy spiritual principle.  Jesus is advocating a totally new, very radical ordering of society.

You see in this story, the child represents anyone who is not valued, or who is least valued by the world and by society.  The child in this story represents any individual whom society dismisses or considers insignificant because he or she lacks accomplishments, greatness, or status.  

The child in this story represents the homeless man at Busch Stadium who rattles a cup in your face as you’re leaving the ball game.

The child represents the immigrant who’s crossing the border illegally.

The child represents the person in your life who you value the least, for whatever reason that may be.

Now, the important thing to remember about this story, is that in it, Jesus is not lifting up the child-whoever that may be- as a model of discipleship.  Jesus is lifting up the person who welcomes the child, who honors the child, who values the child, who serves the child, as model of discipleship.  And the child represents any individual whom society dismisses or considers insignificant because he or she lacks accomplishments, greatness, or status.  

 

The challenge in this story is that Jesus invites all of us to welcome every person without regard to their importance or status in society.  If you want to be first, Jesus says, welcome the people no one else wants to welcome.  Because when you welcome them, you welcome me.  And when you welcome me, you welcome no less than God.  

 

 

 

 

I want to close with a great story that illustrates this point so well.  It was told on NPR last spring.  It’s a true story about Julio Diaz.

Julio Diaz has a daily routine. Every night, the 31-year-old social worker ends his hour-long subway commute to the Bronx one stop early, just so he can eat at his favorite diner.

But one night last month, as Diaz stepped off the No. 6 train and onto a nearly empty platform, his evening took an unexpected turn. 

He was walking toward the stairs when a teenage boy approached and pulled out a knife. 

"He wants my money, so I just gave him my wallet and told him, 'Here you go,'" Diaz says. 

As the teen began to walk away, Diaz told him, "Hey, wait a minute. You forgot something. If you're going to be robbing people for the rest of the night, you might as well take my coat to keep you warm."

The would-be robber looked at his would-be victim, "like what's going on here?" Diaz says. "He asked me, 'Why are you doing this?'" 

Diaz replied: "If you're willing to risk your freedom for a few dollars, then I guess you must really need the money. I mean, all I wanted to do was get dinner and if you really want to join me ... hey, you're more than welcome.

"You know, I just felt maybe he really needs help," Diaz says. 

Diaz says he and the teen went into the diner and sat in a booth. 

"The manager comes by, the dishwashers come by, the waiters come by to say hi," Diaz says. "The kid was like, 'You know everybody here. Do you own this place?'"

"No, I just eat here a lot," Diaz says he told the teen. "He says, 'But you're even nice to the dishwasher.'"

Diaz replied, "Well, haven't you been taught you should be nice to everybody?"

"Yea, but I didn't think people actually behaved that way," the teen said.

Diaz asked him what he wanted out of life. "He just had almost a sad face," Diaz says. 

The teen couldn't answer Diaz — or he didn't want to. 

When the bill arrived, Diaz told the teen, "Look, I guess you're going to have to pay for this bill 'cause you have my money and I can't pay for this. So if you give me my wallet back, I'll gladly treat you."

The teen "didn't even think about it" and returned the wallet, Diaz says. "I gave him $20 ... I figure maybe it'll help him. I don't know." 

Diaz says he asked for something in return — the teen's knife — "and he gave it to me." 

Afterward, when Diaz told his mother what happened, she said, "You're the type of kid that if someone asked you for the time, you gave them your watch."

"I figure, you know, if you treat people right, you can only hope that they treat you right. It's as simple as it gets in this complicated world."

What Julio Diaz did was risky.  What Julio Diaz did was exactly Jesus wants us to do.

Welcome the teenage mugger, Jesus says, and you welcome me.  And, you welcome God.  I know it sounds crazy, it even sounds really dumb and dangerous.  But according to Jesus, it’s what constitutes greatness.  I know it sounds dumb, but it’s also the gospel truth.

Amen.

[i] LITTLE SNOW WHITE , Grimm's Fairy Tales. Translated by L.L. Weedon. Illus. by Ada Dennis and E. Stuart Hardy and Others. London: Ernest Nister, [1898], pp. 9-20. 
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