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“The Upside Down Gospel”

October 13, 2024 21st Sunday after Pentecost 
Text: Mark 10:32-45

Reed Baer West Parish of Barnstable

Introduction to Scripture


Our reading today finds the disciples of Jesus on the road – and a long way down the road, at that – which is where so many of us find ourselves, in our own faith journeys, as well. They have been following Jesus for a long time, have heard many of his teachings, have seen many signs of who he is and what he is about – and yet still they can’t seem to get it, still they struggle to incorporate into their hearts and minds this new and radical message he is bringing. It can be easy to be judgmental about these disciples, as Mark portrays them – but I find myself more and more seeing myself, and my struggles, in them. See if you do as well. And let us together listen for the Good News which comes even amid our struggles on the road of faith.

--------------


I don’t know if you have ever found yourself lost on the way. Maybe you never have; I know of many folk who have never been lost and who never get lost. But I have been lost on many an occasion, and I know others who have been lost from time to time as well. Now sometimes being lost just comes from not paying attention, other times being lost is something that just happens to you, other times being lost is a direct outgrowth of an adventuresome and questing spirit, and at still other times being lost is the result of just being bull-headed and stupid.  

I remember quite vividly one time I was lost. I was hiking in early June in the Swiss Alps, on a beautiful, sun-drenched mountain just beneath the magnificent Matterhorn. My hiking partner and I had taken a series of cable cars up the mountain, and, with trail guide in hand and day packs on our backs, intended to walk back down. All went quite well for the first half-mile or so, an above-tree-line hike along a path of shale and dirt, the Matterhorn looming close at hand in a deep blue sky, until, that is, we came around a bend -- and the trail just vanished. What confronted us was a vast expanse of glistening whiteness, late-fallen snow which had yet to melt and covered the trail and all landmarks. Not wanting to hike back up the mountain and take the cable car down – the sensible solution – we opted for continuing on, planning to hook up with the trail once the snowfield had been traversed.  We quickly discovered, as we sank knee-deep in water-saturated snow, that we were in not inconsiderable danger, that our map was useless, and that we were terribly and fearfully lost. We have a picture of me on my knees kissing the ground when we finally found our way out of that snow field.

I like to think of that time of lostness as being a result of having a questing and adventuresome spirit. In truth, it was a direct result of being bullheaded and stupid. 

I think the disciples who were following Jesus on the way to Jerusalem were lost in their own right; I think that while they had their map right at hand, they could not make sense of it; I think they knew the fear which comes from being lost and uncertain of what lay ahead; and I think they let that fear drive them back into behaviors and attitudes congruent with the ways of the world, and antithetical to the ways of the kingdom of God.
 
Mark gives us a tip-off that the disciples are lost right in the opening phrase of today’s reading. They are on the road, going up to Jerusalem – Jerusalem, that place where Jesus had twice before told them that he was going to suffer and die – and Jesus, the text tells us, is “walking ahead of them.”  Not with them, but ahead of them. And you have to figure that the reason that Jesus was walking ahead of them was not that Jesus was out training to win a medal in speed-walking, or that this outgoing, gregarious and welcoming man had suddenly turned anti-social, or that it had been a long time since breakfast and only he had spotted a diner in the distance. No, the separation between Jesus and the disciples must have been because they were hesitating, because they were beginning to get the idea that Jesus was serious when he told them that he was going to Jerusalem where he would suffer and die. And that was, of course, scary for them. And the more afraid they became, the more hesitant were their steps, and the greater their separation from Jesus, the more they were afraid. They were lost, and were losing their way.

The wonderful thing is, Jesus cares. He comes back to them, and pulls them aside. He is their teacher, and so he will teach them once again – or try to do so, anyway. He pulls them aside and, in the words of our reading, “began” to tell them what was to happen to him. He begins, but then is cut-off. Here comes James and John, the two sons of Zebedee, and they want a private audience. And they want Jesus to do whatever they want.  Like a child asking a parent, “Will you do me a favor?” without specifying what that favor might be, James and John tell Jesus “we want you to do for us whatever we ask of you.” “What is that?”, asks Jesus. Only that when you come into your glory, when you sit in heaven on your seat of power, you will keep us close to you, as close as your right and left hand.  


The other disciples are no different, and no less lost. When they hear that James and John have beat them to the punch, when they understand that these two are trying to wheedle their way into being the ultimate teacher’s pets, they are outraged. Why should these two get all the honor, they ask themselves. “It’s not fair”; “You always favor them over me;” “You love them more than me;” “When is it my turn?” 

In their fear, the disciples revert to the ways of the world. Their concern, not the kingdom of God, but power and authority; their purpose, not serving others, but enhancing their own security and well-being; their request, not “thy will be done”, but instead, “me first, then everyone for themselves”.

 Jesus turns the ways of the world upside down. He flips on its head the world’s obsession with privilege and greatness – greatness, he tells them, comes not from exercising power over others, but through serving others. Jesus inverts the world’s teachings about the importance of being connected at the top, of having friends in City Hall, of knowing the right people at the Club --  getting close to Jesus comes not by seeking to sit at his right hand in glory, but through engaging in Jesus’ living of this life for others.  Jesus knocks 180 degrees the world’s law which states that things get done only through the exercise of power, of coercion, of force – the way God gets what God wants, nothing less than the world being brought back to God, comes not through power but through suffering, serving, sacrificial love, a love which led Jesus to the cross.

The disciples didn’t get it – and neither do we. Those disciples, fighting among each other, struggling for a place at the head of the line, even at this late point in their time with Jesus seeking honor and privilege and security -- that’s us, that’s me. That’s us as a church ( me as a pastor), longing for a church that succeeds, that increases in membership, in attendance, in giving for the annual budget and capital needs, in growth in giving to Outreach; a church to brag about. 

We can’t be too hard on those disciples – they might not have got it after three years of journeying with Jesus, but how much better are we doing after some 2000 years of it?

This is where we – this is where I – need to hear the two-pronged good news which Jesus brings us this day. 

The first bit of good news comes from the road to Jerusalem. Even as the disciples are lost and cannot seem to get their minds around what Jesus was telling them, even as they revert to petty squabbling and power grabbing, Jesus never gives up on them. He turns back and he comes backs, meeting them, and us, where we are, on the road. It is this continually turning to us which, I believe, gives us the strength and courage to continually turn back to Jesus, to turn back to the road to Jerusalem, to carry onward on the road to glory which we know runs straight through Jerusalem on the way. The Good News is that Jesus doesn’t give up on us, and so how can we give up on ourselves?

The second bit of good news is perhaps the hardest news for us to swallow and to own, and it comes from this concluding phrase of today’s reading: “For the Son of Man came not to be served by to serve, and to give his life a ransom for many.” Jesus came to live among us, to show the way to life through service, to give his life so that the captives might be freed and the hostages released – for the world, and for you, and for me. It may not be a gift which you asked for, it may not be a gift which you would even consider asking for, and yet it is a gift to me, to you, and to the world nonetheless. It is a gift lying there in front of you right now, here, today, waiting to be opened, waiting to be accepted into your heart. 
No, that’s not quite right – it is a gift being held out to you, by the one who comes back to us when we are lost on the way, by Jesus. Why not pick it up, and open it, and know new life, and that in abundance? It comes with no strings attached, except, of course, divine cords of ever-lasting love. Amen.
----------

