
 Mark 9:30-37, Sept. 2018 Questions and welcoming 

 I just wanted to mention that if you ever notice our church defibrillator going 

missing on Sunday afternoons and reappearing on Monday mornings,  it is likely be at 

my house during that time, next to my television set, to restart my heart while I watch the 

Vikings play.  That was some game last week, wasn’t it?  Even people who are wise 

enough to avoid watching football seemed to know all about this game between the 

Vikings and the Packers.  It was already a notable game, being a border battle between 

two top contending teams, and it turned into the kind of game that could require several 

restarts of one’s heart, as we nearly won and nearly lost several times, as did they.  And 

then, of course, it ended in a tie.  I was actually somewhat ok with that result,  but my 

feelings about that tie were not echoed in any of the articles I saw the next day, where I 

repeatedly read that a tie was the worst possible outcome.   Win or lose, the sports writers 

said, but never settle for a tie.  I found that pretty interesting, and I think it’s reflective of 

not only the NFL, not only of sports, but of our world in general.  The reason a tie is so 

lousy?  It doesn’t effectively sort out the winners from the losers!  And sorting out the 

winners from the losers is what we are all about!  We want to know who goes into the 

winners circle and who gets tossed onto the loser’s heap.  We do it in sports, we do it in 

recognition awards like the emmy’s, which just happened, we do it when we create a list 

of the most successful businesses, the best cities to live in, the worst places to retire, the 

most prestigious schools to attend, the world’s richest people, and so on.  It is deeply 

engrained in our DNA to categorize ourselves and others into groups relating to success 

or failure.  Anything that prevents us from doing so, like a tied football game, just doesn’t 

work for us.   



 Certainly we witness this unfortunate tendency in the disciples in today’s gospel 

lesson.  In a pretty humiliating conversation to have recorded for posterity forever, the 

disicples spend a journey’s worth of walking to Capernaum with Jesus arguing among 

themselves about which of them was the greatest.  And notice the word “arguing”.  They 

weren’t even just discussing it, they were fighting about it.  That’s a little embarrassing 

isn’t it?  Especially for folks who had supposedly committed themselves to a life of 

discipleship and service?  Would we anticipate that if Jimmy Carter and Mother Teresa 

and Ghandi could somehow have had a chance to converse that they would have spent 

the time arguing about which of them was the greatest humanitarian?  We would hope 

not!  Yet that is precisely what the disciples do, because they cannot overcome that oh-

so-human urge to establish the pecking order, figure out the winners and the losers, and 

attach a grade and rank to everyone in the class.  Sounds like they weren’t at all interested 

in accepting the notion that the result could be a tie; that maybe they were all pretty much 

equal.  They wanted there to be better and worse; greater and lesser.  We know they 

recognize their folly, because  when Jesus asks them the cause of their argument, we 

read, “they were silent”.  They knew they’d been behaving badly, like petulant kids on a 

playground.   

 The irony of this conversation is all the more apparent when we consider the 

context of this rather odd conversation we come upon in Mark 9. Jesus begins by telling 

his disciples that he will be betrayed, killed, and rise again.  Surely that’s a fairly 

shocking piece of news; we’d expect some kind of response from the disciples, wouldn’t 

we?  After all, they are his closest friends.  We’d anticipate a reaction of dismay or horror 



or something--  but, no, that’s not what happens.  We read, “They did not understand 

what he was saying and were afraid to ask him.”   

 That particular verse is easily overlooked, but let’s unpack its meaning for a 

moment.  First of all, they didn’t understand him.  Why not?  Seems pretty clear, doesn’t 

it?  He says that he will be betrayed, killed, and rise again.  Quite clearly laid out, I’d say.  

So, it’s not so much that they didn’t understand his words, or that they found him 

obscure---it’s that they didn’t want to understand him.  And that’s quite probably because 

they already knew that his agenda differed from their agenda.  In the previous chapter of 

Mark, Peter confesses his faith in Jesus as the Messiah, the Christ.  So, there is a growing 

understanding of Jesus’ messianic identity among these disciples.  But, they have a 

traditional view of what the messiah will do: he will liberate Israel from foreign 

occupation and restore her to a glory that befits God’s chosen people.  They will go from 

being losers to being winners.  They will make Palestine great again!  That’s their 

agenda.  Their agenda includes nothing at all about the messiah suffering or dying, and 

quite naturally, the notion of the dead rising again isn’t in their plans either.  There’s a 

disconnect between their expectations and the reality of how Jesus will live out the role 

of Messiah.  They don’t understand what Jesus is saying, because they don’t want to 

understand.  

 Further evidence for that theory comes in the following words.  Our text states, 

“they did not understand and were afraid to ask him.”  What’s that about?  Why are the 

disciples afraid to ask what Jesus meant?  Maybe they just didn’t want to be the one to 

look dumb or lose face by admitting they didn’t get it.  How many times have we done 



the same, sat silent rather than reveal our ignorance or confusion by asking the question 

that needs to be asked? Is saving face worth not asking a question that needs to be asked? 

 Or maybe they had another reason to fear asking their question, besides that of 

saving face or looking foolish.  Maybe they didn’t want to ask the hard question, because 

they were afraid of what the answer would be.  If the answer involved hearing more 

about suffering and death, they didn’t want to know.  They’d rather live in blissful 

ignorance, or at least in a semi-blissful state of confusion. I think we understand this, too.  

I know I do.  Recently a news story suggested that eventually we may be able to learn 

earlier in our lives if we are likely to have dementia in the later part of our lives.  With a 

mom who died from dementia, I live with that fear. But given a chance to find out, would 

I do so?   Would you?  Would we, in effect, ask the hard question---is this difficult fate 

likely to be my own fate?  Or would we prefer to live not knowing, hoping for the best?  

Those interviewed on the news program were going with the latter option, and I think 

maybe I would, too. Would you?  Takes a lot of courage to ask a hard question when we 

dread and fear getting a hard answer in response. The disciples don’t want to hear that 

being Messiah, and by implication, being a disciple, involves suffering.  That’s not an 

answer they want to hear, and so they fear to ask the question.  But while we understand 

that, maybe sometimes the hard questions should be asked.  Maybe especially our hard 

questions, addressed to God, should be asked. Even if we don’t easily understand or like 

whatever kind of answer we may get, there’s little point in fearing to ask God the 

questions of our hearts.  Are we afraid to look foolish before God?  Surely that’s a moot 

point.  Are we afraid that God’s answer may frighten us or ask something of us we don’t 

like?  Even then, pouring out our honest questions, doubts, and fears, is a freeing and 



faithful way to be a disciple of Christ. And sometimes by not asking a question, whether 

in our dealings with this world, or in prayer with God, we go astray.  We allow our 

delusions or wishful thinking to provide a false complacency.  That’s not how Jesus 

lived.  He asked the hard questions.  He was honest.  He was courageous.  I think we find 

in this text an encouragement to ask God---and ourselves and others---questions that need 

to be asked, even if they’re difficult questions and the answers may alarm us.  

Challenging realities are preferable to delusional dreams, even if the latter make us feel 

better.  That’s part of the whole upside down way God approaches things.  Christ isn’t 

afraid to look death in the face, because He trusts that God makes all things new.  And 

Christ isn’t concerned about sorting out the greatest from the least-est, like we are.  In 

fact, he claims that the greatest among us spend their time serving the least-est. And he 

decides to use an object lesson to make his point. 

 Although the disciples don’t admit the content of their argument, Jesus knows 

they were trying to assign class ranks, and he looks to teach them differently.  He takes a 

child, holds the child in his arms, and says, “Whoever welcomes one such child in my 

name welcomes me, and whoever welcomes me welcomes not me but the one who sent 

me.”   Christ unexpectedly identifies himself with a child rather than with a king or 

general, some important and “great” adult.  And he insists that in welcoming a child, we 

welcome Him.   

 Why did Christ use a child for this object lesson for the disciples?  Most likely 

because children, although obviously loved by their families, were at the very bottom of 

any kind of socioeconomic pecking order in this ancient society.  There were no 

protections or safety nets in place for children.  They had no legal rights.  Even more so 



than women, children were powerless and vulnerable, at the mercy of those who had rank 

and power.  And it is with these marginalized, vulnerable little ones that Jesus identifies 

himself.  And he encourages us to welcome them, as if welcoming Him.   

 We seek to welcome children within this congregation.  And we sometimes find, 

as virtually every church in Christendom in our country is finding, that’s it not always 

easy.  Cultural shifts and demographic shifts mean that we don’t have the same number 

of children we did back in the last century.  And between travel and sometimes divided 

family arrangements, we can’t rely on the steady attendance of said children as we once 

could.  As children age, it is very difficult for any congregation to compete with school 

and sports and social activities.  Every congregation I know of is trying to figure out how 

to welcome children right now.  Traditional models of Sunday School, youth groups and 

confirmation are definitely declining, while we all scramble to figure out how to find 

connection points that are effective.  We have a congregation and a Chris Ed committee 

that are committed to children and young people, and are not afraid to ask some hard 

questions and to think outside the box.  We do our best to welcome children through the 

Sacraments of Holy Baptism and Holy Communion, through blessings at the altar, 

through youth talks, through children’s church, through VBS, through participation in 

worship.  Children can usher with us,  can be a part of serving church suppers or weeding 

church gardens with us.  The milestones in their lives can be observed within these walls, 

from first communion to graduation from high school to blessings prior to school 

beginning.  We give a baptismal quilt to babies, as a symbol of God’s love and our love 

wrapping around them forever.  We give a full size quilt to our confirmands, with the 

same message in mind.  We give wall crosses or other gifts to graduating seniors, hoping 



that they will take God’s love and our love forward with them into the future.  We are 

doing our best to be welcoming to young ones.  Still--let’s be honest; it can be an uphill 

battle in our day and age to pass on our faith, and to  find the ways to best welcome and 

connect with children.  But it’s a battle we can’t concede, because Christ specifically tells 

us to welcome children, and to see our welcome for these little ones as a way to welcome 

Christ, Himself.  This welcoming of those who aren’t “great” by society’s standards is 

part and parcel of a Christian lifestyle.  It’s not about sorting out winners or losers.  It’s 

not about what our world considers greatness.  It’s not about living with our delusions 

about the way things used to be or how we wish they were now, rather than asking hard 

questions about what is reality in the present.  It’s about modeling our lives on Christ’s; 

serving the least of these, and welcoming everyone---from the oldest to the youngest, to 

those just like us and those who couldn’t be more different from us.  And if we were to 

look around us with God’s eyes, we’d see one tie game after another, because we are all 

marvelously equal before God; all saints and sinners; all loved and in need of forgiveness 

and redemption.  From God’s perspective, there are no winners or losers.  Class rank 

doesn’t matter.  But, welcoming Christ in whomever we can, does.  Amen.  

 

 


