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Jesus and all his disciples
! are walking down the road towards Jerusalem.

! ! They have just come down from the mountain
! ! ! where they’ve seen Jesus transfigured.

The transfiguration of Jesus
! is one of those strange stories that’s hard to understand.
! ! But basically, Jesus is seen with Moses and Elijah,
! ! ! the two great Hebrew prophets.
! ! ! ! He is seen with them
! ! ! ! ! and then he is changed or transfigured.

His clothes become blinding white
and his face shines
and, for a moment,
! Peter, James, and John
! ! can see a little bit
! ! of what God looks like.

And then they hear the voice of God saying,
! “This is my son,
! with whom I am well pleased.”
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That’s where they just were,
! up that mountain,
! watching Jesus shine
! ! like a man in love with the world.

And a few verses later,
a few healings later,
! they are walking down the road.

But Jesus can hear them arguing behind him.
! And he asks them,
! ! “What were you arguing about?”

It’s a little like getting a question from your parents,
! a question that you really don’t want to answer,
! ! because you know that the truth will disappoint them.

‘Well, Jesus,
! see, uh,
! we just,
! we were just talking about which one of us
! ! might be the greatest in the kingdom.’

The kingdom was easy to believe in;
! it was easy to see.

They’d seen his face shining like the sun;
they’d seen him heal a little child that they had been unable to heal.
! So they knew this stuff was real,
! ! and they wanted to figure out
! ! ! how to get as much out of it as they could!
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And Jesus shakes his head,
and he wonders at how they just don’t get it.
! Don’t you know what it takes to be first in the kingdom?
! Don’t you know that if you want to be the greatest,
! ! you’ve got to be the least;
! ! you’ve got to be the servant of all?

And then he took a little child into the middle of them
! and told them,
! ! “If you want to see the kingdom,
! ! ! then welcome a little child.
! ! If you want to see the kingdom,
! ! ! then you have to be like a child.”

When we hear Jesus say, “become like a child”
! we think, “Great!
! ! I’d love to have somebody cook for me
! ! ! and clean up my mess
! ! ! and play with me
! ! ! and hug me tight.”

But that’s not what Jesus meant.
! That’s not what it meant to be a child during that time.

What Jesus meant was,
! “you need to become like those who have no respect.
! You need to become like those with no value.
If you want to be the first,
! you have to be the last.”

3



There is something else we all know about children.
! We love them,
! ! not because of what they can do for us,
! ! ! or out of any hope of reward.
! We love them
! ! even when they don’t seem to love us back.

Jesus takes a child
! and places this child in the center of his ministry,
! ! the center of his explanation to them 
! ! ! about what it means to have honor in the kingdom.

Jesus is telling the disciples
! that they cannot have honor by seeking it.

They only have honor
! in loving when it is difficult to love,
! in serving when it seems we will have no reward for doing so.

All of this happens as Jesus is “on his way.”
! He is walking down the road,
! ! on his way to Jerusalem.

Mark places this story at the very heart of his gospel,
! literally at the center of the story.

At the heart of what it means to follow Jesus
! is a story about being a servant,
! ! even as they follow Jesus toward the cross.
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But why are they following him?
! They’ve seen him work wonders
! and show power
! ! that seems beyond anything they could have hoped for.

But they’ve also heard him talk about rejection,
! suffering,
! and loss.

! ! ! They like the power;
! ! ! they don’t like any of the rest of it.

So why are they following him?
! The first thing we hear in today’s lesson
! ! is Jesus explaining the way things are
! ! and the way they will be;
! ! ! rejection,
! ! ! suffering,
! ! ! and loss.

And then we hear the disciples arguing with each other
! about who would be the greatest.

I wonder if they could never understand Jesus
! because they kept asking the wrong questions.
! ! They never asked,
! ! ! “how can I follow Jesus more closely?”
! ! ! or “how can I serve others.”
No, the only question they seem to care about is,
! “how can I be the greatest?” 
! “How is all of this going to help me?”
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It’s a trap we fall into in every one of our relationships.

! ! We’re fine with what our spouse wants to do,
! ! ! but we lost an argument last week,
! ! ! and so this time we argue
! ! ! ! just so we don’t look like we’re giving in.

! ! We forget to call a friend on their birthday
! ! ! and then we don’t call
! ! ! ! because we don’t want to apologize,
! ! ! and then we don’t call
! ! ! ! because it’s been a week,
! ! ! and then we don’t call
! ! ! ! because we just aren’t that close anymore.

! ! We don’t ask our brother for advice
! ! ! because we worry he’ll tell us to do the opposite
! ! ! ! of what we’d planned.

In all of these things,
! we fear looking small.

Like Jesus’ disciples
! we are afraid of losing respect
! ! or of coming in second.
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But Jesus is telling us
! that it’s the smallest who get the kingdom,
! ! who inherit
! ! and who understand it.

He is telling us that it doesn’t matter
! if you come in second,
! ! because the last will be first.

It’s not what we want to hear.
It’s about the hardest thing in the world to hear.
! But it’s the truth.

We love best
! when we are willing to forgive and be forgiven.

We love best
! when we realize that we don’t have to have all the answers,
! ! or even very many answers at all.

We love best
! when we love like God,
! when we love wastefully,
! when we love without counting the costs.
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