
 
 

  

 There was a short time in my childhood when I, like many others then and now, 

was being bullied. I don’t remember a lot about how it came to be, but I do remember 

how it felt. I was surprised because I hadn’t done anything to bring it on. All I knew was 

that this loud group of boys who were constantly preening around in the school talking 

about all the ways they could beat up anyone who crossed them turned their attention to 

me. It lasted all of two days and, thankfully, never went beyond verbal insults and threats 

and challenges to fight after school. 

 

 I do remember at one point saying something about it to a few people, and one of 

them said, “They’re probably just scared.” 

 

 “They don’t seem scared,” I replied. In fact they seemed quite the opposite. I didn’t 

know then what I have since learned. They probably were scared. I have noticed over the 

years that often the loudest, meanest, cockiest people I have known were also the most 

afraid. They were like the people George Will writes about in his new book, “The spoken 

words (of our national discourse) are often shouted by overheated individuals who 

evidently believe that the lungs are the seat of wisdom.”1 

  

Jesus continues his long walk in Mark, on the way to the cross, and with each step 

the disciples are showing their complete misunderstanding of what the cross means. And 

with each step, the tension rises, anxiety and fear fill the air, they become overheated 

individuals, and tempers rise. 

 

Peter takes Jesus to the side and scolds him like a child when Jesus for the first 

time predicts that he will die in Jerusalem, causing Jesus to rebuke him – “Get behind me 

Satan!” No doubt the other disciples saw and heard the interchange, the raised voices, 

pointing fingers, the charge of being in league with Satan. If they didn’t think the stakes 

were high before, Jesus calls them to think again.  

 
1 George Will, “American Happiness and Discontents: The Unruly Torrent, 2008-2020.” (New York: Hachette Books, 2020).  
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So now, on the road, the disciples seem animated, fingers pointing, voices rising. 

Later, Jesus will ask them what they were arguing about, but they stay quiet, because, 

Mark narrates, they were arguing about which one of them is the greatest. 

 

I don't know about you, but their silence in the face of Jesus’ question is telling. 

They have just seen Peter get humiliated by Jesus not one minute after he had declared 

Jesus the Messiah. This is Peter, their supposed leader. Maybe Peter is not as great as 

they thought he was, as he thought he was. Maybe someone said as much, which prompts 

Peter to lash out, and then a few take up for Peter while others speculate that maybe John, 

or maybe Matthew or Thomas might be the greatest. You know how it goes, especially 

when fear is in the air. 

 

"Humility is the only thing that exalts," said John Calvin, and that's easy enough to 

affirm when things are calm, and trouble is far away. But turn up the heat and posturing, 

gloating, constant going on about how great you are reveals not greatness, but fear, and 

deep insecurity, a ravenous and dangerous need. 

 

This is a good reason for regular worship, regular immersion in the life of the 

church. When we are here, we are learning how to be attentive to the presence of Jesus, 

so that when we go out into a world that is all about greatness and power, a world where 

troubles do arise, we might look around for signs of the Spirit of Christ, who is still 

teaching his sometimes-fearful followers, his sometimes anxious church, what it means to 

follow him, what it means to take up the cross. 

 

We have wonderful children around here. It is one of the highlights of Sunday 

morning when the children come down for the Time with the Young Church. They are 

filled with wonder, loaded with questions, and ever ready to leave this gathering and test 

out their emerging faith in the world. They know themselves to be children of God. They 

know that before they ever called on God, God reached out to them. When we welcome 

them, when we place them at the center of our lives, we are welcoming the Christ who 

welcomes all.  

 

So, when we feel ourselves engaging in the age-old power games, trying to sort out 

who is the greatest, we could do worse than simply welcome the child into our midst, the 

very sign of the humble kingdom of Christ among us. 

 

I love our children. But Jesus didn't go to the cross because he talked only about 

loving children in the church, about welcoming our children. In the time of Jesus, 

children were considered property, better seen than heard, preferably not much seen in 

the presence of adult men, and very vulnerable. Even the Greek words for little child 



(paidon) and for servant (pais) have the same root. “Whoever wants to be first must be 

least of all and servant of all,” says Jesus, placing this child in the middle of them. The 

child is like the servant who served meals to everyone in the household, “in that both 

were seen without high social standing. A child did not contribute much if anything to the 

economic value of a household or community, and the child could not do anything to 

enhance one’s position in the struggles for prestige or influence.” They were among the 

most vulnerable in the first century. 

 

And they remain so today. Nearly 1 in 7 children- 10.5 million – were poor in 

2019. Nearly 71 percent of poor children were children of color. More than 1.5 million 

children enrolled in public schools experienced homelessness in 2017-2018 school year. 

Nearly 1 in 7 – 10.5 million – children are food insecure. And in our own county, the 

wealthiest in the state, 5000 students qualify for free or reduced lunch programs. To 

welcome the vulnerable child will mean more than simply waiting for them to run 

forward for the children's sermon. It will mean going to where they are, embracing them 

with help and hope so they too might know themselves to be beloved and valued children 

of God. 

 

 Many of you may remember a cold Wednesday night in December several years 

ago, when the bus from Room in the Inn arrived, and stepping in from the freezing air 

was a homeless family – father, mother, and infant child. It was the last Wednesday night 

of the year, hot-ham-and-cheese sandwich night. The father was holding his baby 

precariously in one arm while trying to fish out sandwiches, and someone came up to him 

and offered to hold the baby while he got the food. Throughout the evening that baby got 

so much attention, passed around like found treasure, mom and dad and baby embraced, 

welcomed, by this community of faith. Because it was the last WNL before Christmas, 

we had set up the risers, and were led in singing some Christmas carols by the children. 

Someone carried the baby up there and held the infant child while we sang, “Silent night, 

holy night, all is calm, all is bright,” about another homeless family – mother, father, 

vulnerable infant, welcomed not in the halls of power, but by shepherds, and angel songs. 

 

 I think the thing that stood out to me most was the shock and deep concern this 

little family elicited among all of us gathered that night. The sheer vulnerability 

embodied, just these three, and one so small and helpless, out on the streets of Nashville. 

You have not understood greatness, Jesus says, until you learn what this child has to 

teach you.  

 

This text has more than a little fear in it. When Jesus is talking about his coming 

death, they don’t understand, but they are afraid to say anything. When he asks them 

what they were arguing about on the road, they say nothing. But notice how Jesus 



responds. He draws them closer in, he teaches them, he welcomes them – even in their 

fear and failure. And then, he welcomes a child into their circle. 

 

Who is this child Jesus places in his midst? I think Jesus looks deeply into his 

disciples’ eyes and longs for them to see what he sees. In the mystery of the incarnation, 

he is this child. They are this little child. You are the child. I am the child. In the welcome 

we extend to one another, especially the most vulnerable among us, we welcome Christ, 

and we join in the community of hospitality that is Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. We are 

all of us beloved children of God. The humility of this recognition is the doorway to the 

kingdom – a kingdom beyond false certainties and absolutes, a kingdom beyond one-

upmanship and power, a kingdom beyond first and last, a kingdom beyond the bombast 

of those who proclaim their own greatness – once we see ourselves as God sees us, our 

arms open wide in welcome, because we know we welcome none other than Christ 

himself. Amen.   


