Who Shall Be First?
September 21, 2024
Mark 9:33-37
Rev. Christine E. Burns
	Two years ago, we met a remarkable family from Peru and Venezuela, and the child, Emy made a big impact on this church, as well as on me and my family. Having recently arrived from the border crossing, Emy was new to how we celebrate Halloween, and I thought it would be nice if she had a costume like the other children. I took her to Spirit, the costume store, and she picked out a terrifying costume at first. I encouraged her to pick another, and she settled on a costume that resembled a Day of the Dead doll.  
	Walking with a friend who is a clinical psychologist later that week, I asked her why Emy might pick out such a dangerous looking costume.  She responded that when children have experienced a lot of traumas, this is one coping mechanism to take away the danger and make it become more like play. 
	We know that children have many experiences of what childhood is and too many of our children across the globe do not know safety, security, access to food and unconditional love. That simply is unacceptable. God’s realm demands that all our children are loved and treated with justice and joy. This church reached out in ways that really embraced Emy. You helped by providing groceries and rides, a community of faith and even a computer tablet for her to study with. Emy is still dealing with lots of challenges right now, so I ask each of you to pray for her and her mom as they navigate some new challenges living in Detroit. 
	I invite each of us to think about specific children as well as children in general and see how they teach us about the kingdom of God. As a parent, I know that children are not necessarily innocent or uncomplicated. Children are as complex as adults.  They live in smaller bodies and too often events happen to them that they have no control over. Children can be feisty, cruel, kind, sad, obedient, difficult, quiet, loud, challenging, hopeful and fearful and so much more. In all of this, let us see how Jesus is calling us to love the complexity of children in all their identities. 
	In today’s Gospel reading from Mark, we learn how the disciples are once again fighting about who is the most important. Jesus asks them, “What were you discussing on the road?” (Mark 9:33) and the silence in response was deafening. No one wanted to admit that they were fighting about who mattered the most to Jesus.  They feel sheepish for being so vain. 
	Jesus doesn’t point out anyone, but draws them all around him and says, “So you want to be first place? Then take the last the last place. Be servant to all.” (Mark 9:35)
	Jesus gathers in a small child and puts the child in the center of the room. With his arms, he stops the disciples’ quarrelling about who is the most important to him. This child, the one in his arm is the one who will be first. Jesus says, “Whoever embraces one of these children as I do embraces me, and far more than me—God who sent me.” (Mark 9:37)
What would it mean to welcome children first, not only at church, but in our world?

	Here are some ideas from theologian Debie Thomas.
Children show us that our imaginations are pathways to God.
	Many of you remember playing with your children or grandchildren when they were younger and its remarkable how Legos and sticks, trees in the forest and imaginary food become real as a young child plays with you. I remember walking to the library with my son when he was three or four and in his dinosaur phase. Everything was all about dinosaurs. There were giant trees along the path we would walk to story time, and he would tell me how those trees were the frozen legs of dinosaurs from long ago. How we loved to make up stories about what happened with the dinosaurs.
 Thomas writes, “Jesus invites the disciples to imagine a world where death doesn’t have the final word. Where inexpressible suffering gives way to irrepressible joy. Where resurrection is not merely a possibility, but a promise. But the disciples can’t make the leap.  They’re bound by preconceived notions of who and what the Messiah must be, and they lack the imagination to envision a world as revolutionary as the one Jesus holds out to them. Doctrine, dogma, and theology, in other words, hold their spiritual senses captive. Welcome the child, Jesus says in response. Open your imaginations. Return to the capacity for wonder, newness, and strangeness you knew as a child.”[footnoteRef:1] [1:  https://journeywithjesus.net/essays/3152-who-is-the-greatest
] 

Children teach us to risk hard questions on our way to God. 
	As a parent, many of us have been mortified publicly by the questions our children ask about why we do this or why we made a mistake or even behaved badly.  They do not let us off the hook easily. They ask why. Why can’t I stay up later? Why is their injustice? Why does a sibling or a friend get something they don’t get.  And they also ask great questions about God. 
One of the hardest times to be a pastor with a child is when someone they love is dying or as died and they ask why?  Where have they gone and when will they see them again?  Katie, our oldest daughter, has been very involved in the past with an organization called Comfort Zone Camps that helps kids who have lost a parent or relative. The three-day camp is geared to children and how they grieve.  One book they frequently use is called The Invisible String which talks about the ways we can stay connected with those we love after they die.
	So many of the disciples’ fear and jockeying to be closest to Jesus was that they too feared what would happen when he died. Perhaps they were embarrassed by their ignorance or afraid to seem weak in front of the other men. And yet Jesus turns the narrative about power upside down. The last shall be first and a child shall lead us all. 
Finally, children teach us what divine power looks like.
Thomas reminds us that children are the very picture of vulnerability. They are at risk from warfare, violence, lack of healthcare, inadequate schooling, and injustice. Children are the picture of powerlessness, and they are who Jesus says that he is. Do you want to know what God looks like? “Then look to the child abandoned in the alleyway.  Look to the child detained at our border.  Look to the child who has been molested.  Look to the child who is fleeing from war.  Look to the least of these and see the face of God.”[footnoteRef:2] [2:  https://journeywithjesus.net/essays/3152-who-is-the-greatest
] 

	God chose to join humanity and became an infant, a vulnerable child. How we love and protect our children is the embodiment of how we love God.  The challenge that the disciples experienced about how to love remains ours today. How will we love? Let us look to the children and see how they are faring. May we do better each day. Amen.
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