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James 3: 13 – 4:3; Mark 9: 30 -37 

 

In Lutheran and Episcopal worship, the Scriptures read on Sundays and the 
Collect prayer of the day are chosen for us. We read from the same Lectionary 
and our books of common prayer and worship that everyone in our 
Communions use. So I am repeatedly amazed that these Sunday prayers and 
Scripture are so often so apt for us to hear! 
 
That is so this morning. We have entered worship praying for wisdom in our 
actions as Christians, and we pray for an end to envy and selfish ambition in all 
the changes and competing interests calling for our allegiance and attention. We 
heard the disciples argue over who will be first in the Kingdom Jesus describes 
to them, even as they clearly do not understand at all what Jesus is saying. They 
only hear how change is coming and they want desperately to be the ones 
benefiting from that change! 
 
True it was for the disciples, and true it always is for us -- that old things are 
passing away. True it was for the disciples, and true it is for us – we need to hold 
fast to the things that shall endure, those things of God that come from the Wisdom 
of God. Like the disciples of old, we who are living now are anxious about many 
things that are passing away, the changes we must deal with, and the unknown 
future we cannot yet see. 
 
Some of you who have long been active in Church work may relate to my 
mother’s comments about the little church community she worshiped in for 
decades. 
 
My Mom started Christian life in the Southern Baptist fellowship of 
southeastern Missouri. Who would ever have thought that she would fulfill the 
highest ambition of her Christian adult life in the Midway City Friends Church 
in Orange County, not incidentally the church community I grew up in? My 



mom and dad were immigrants into California and immigrants into the 
Christian culture of the Friends.  
 
They started as newcomers. Nevertheless, in her later years, Mom became the 
matriarch of her Friends church. 
 
As that living elder, she often lamented that the congregation stayed so small. 
Many people, adults and children, passed through the church, and then moved 
on, leaving the Friends congregation as small as it had always been, struggling as 
it always had to do good ministry. She spoke of how few people there ever were 
to do all the work  of church, and how seldom the good workers were 
appreciated. She didn’t much like the changes in worship style that were 
happening – but she acknowledged that change was needed, if newcomers were 
attracted by praise bands and more raucous services. She saw what was 
changing – and it was hard for her to see that the faithful work going on would 
endure. 
 
My Mom died just days after her 90th birthday. At her memorial service, her 
Quaker church overflowed with the people she had known from decades of 
working as a postal clerk, people she had worshiped with and been neighbor to 
for some 60 years. All of us present knew that it was probably, in this life, the 
very last time that we’d ever be together. Nostalgia for a golden past that seemed 
unchanging in its best perfection was incense on the air of that day. 
 
But recently, through that sappy website Classmates.com, I have come again to 
be in conversation with and to read the reminiscences of the kids, now grown, 
kids who were kids when I was a kid. We remember the feed store, the Scout 
cabin, our elementary school, the American Legion Hall… the little blue bus that 
chugged between Huntington Beach and Santa Ana. 
And we remember the Midway City Friends Church! Vacation Bible School, the 
Easter Day my sister dropped the collection plate full of coins and bills, all the 
pastors now gone to the larger life…. and these grown up kids tell how their 
early experience with that little church had led them into active Christian life in 
their adult years, wherever they have moved to and whatever else has changed 
along the way.  



 
I wish with all my heart that Mother and her fellow church members could 
know the enduring good things that their faithful ministry through one change 
after another has wrought in the lives of many a person who seemed at the time 
just to pass through that little church. I wish they could have been less anxious, 
and more trusting, that God’s long term plan would bring fruit they couldn’t 
even imagine into a new generation! I wish they knew how many people gave 
thanks for their dedicated ministry and their acceptance of change that 
welcomed newcomers and new situations! 
 
It was as hard for my Mom and her friends to “get” what their ministry was, as 
it was that day in the Galilee for Jesus’ disciples to “get” what their ministry 
would be. Those disciples already had a fully imagined picture of what their 
ministry should be ( don’t we as well?) and they didn’t want any conflicting 
pictures to intrude (nor do WE!)  
 
Jesus was focused entirely on realizing the Kingdom of God in an obedience that 
allowed God to be in charge. Jesus trusted in God even to death and beyond.  
But the disciples were preoccupied with who among them was the greatest. They 
were not listening as Jesus told them of servant ministry that held the agony of 
the cross.  
 
I don’t think that most of us are preoccupied with which one of us is the greatest 
or the most influential or the biggest cheese among Lutherans and 
Episcopalians, or here at Shepherd by the Sea, but I do think that many of us 
share a preoccupation with anxiety over finances, over change, over losses we 
know too well. And we resist getting too involved and committed because time 
and energy are so precious, so fragmented by many demands.  
 
We all have difficulty allowing God to be in charge, difficulty in being God’s 
servants, God’s hands and hearts at work for God. For me, and perhaps for you, 
the real question, and one that Jesus deals with today, is Who is in charge here? 
Is it me, or is it God? And if it’s God, what am I supposed to do? 
 



Jesus answers that question by taking a little kid and putting that child right at 
the center of the group with him. (Remember that in the ancient world, children 
were not considered of any real importance – they were the last and least of all 
persons!) Jesus said, Whoever wants to be first, must be last –like this child is 
‘last’. That is to say: If you want to be a leader in God’s kingdom, then die to all 
your ambition and aims. Start over with the pure trust of a little child. 
Don’t you just know that as Jesus was talking, that little kid was active: stepping 
on Jesus’ feet, maybe even sticking its fingers into Jesus’ mouth, trusting its 
welcome in Jesus’ lap – even as Jesus continued --  Anyone who welcomes one 
such child in my name welcomes me, and anyone who welcomes me welcomes the 
one who sent me. That irrepressible little child represents new birth, the fresh 
start necessary to real leadership and real life.  In the letter from James, Godly 
people are those whose lives bring peace, who are full of mercy and whose works 
are gentle. 
 
These qualities are for us, as we become transformational leaders going God’s 
way, not letting the anxieties of this passing time keep us from doing all that we 
can in God’s abundance and entrusting to God the fulfillment of a future we 
cannot yet see. Our task is to work in this time that we can see. May we be 
fearless of the chances and changes of this world, even as we embrace the 
enduring truth of God, and the Spirit who will ever bind us into one fellowship, 
one Communion, one friendship for ever. AMEN. 


