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Mark 9:30-37

Jesus and his disciples passed through Galilee. He did not want anyone to know it; for he
was teaching his disciples, saying to them, “The Son of Man is to be betrayed into human
hands, and they will kill him, and three days after being killed, he will rise again.” But they
did not understand what he was saying and were afraid to ask him.

Then they came to Capernaum; and when he was in the house he asked them, “What were
you arguing about on the way?” But they were silent, for on the way they had argued with
one another who was the greatest. He sat down, called the twelve, and said to them,
“Whoever wants to be first must be last of all and servant of all.” Then he took a little child
and put it among them; and taking it in his arms, he said to them, “Whoever welcomes one
such child in my name welcomes me, and whoever welcomes me welcomes not me but the
one who sent me.”

Political Jesus

A few weeks ago, we had a nice little chat -- that’s what I am going to call my sermons from now
on, “Nice Little Chats” --  a few weeks ago we had a nice little chat about one of the most taboo
topics ever preached on Sunday morning. Do you remember when I attempted the first sermon in
human history about the Christian view of sex? You know it’s not good when on the way out as
people shake my hand I hear repeatedly, “Well, that was brave,” or “What a brave sermon this
morning.” Yeah, I can read between the lines on that one but you know I’m a slow learner and I
promised at the end of that sermon that next week I’d preach on politics or money -- the two
other topics that require “brave” sermons. I would hate to leave a promise unkept and you might
not realize that actually there are few things that fascinate me more than the politics of Jesus.

I was sad to miss out on preaching in-person last week because of that Gospel reading we had
which is so political in nature, even though we try to pretend it’s not. But this week Jesus
continues to talk politics with his disciples and so let’s not let the opportunity slip up by a second
time. Last week was Mark chapter 8. This week is Mark chapter 9. It’s the same moment in the
Gospel where the Jesus movement is gaining momentum and his identity is becoming clearer not
just to those whom he heals, and those whom he teaches, but hopefully also to us who are
reading the text and coming to Jesus with our own questions, our own failures, our own hopes
and dreams.
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Remember last week, Jesus was in Caesarea-Philippi which is a great Gentile region, a city
developed by Philip in honor of Caesar Augustus, the Roman Emperor. He and his disciples are
surrounded by pagan temples and oracles and even to this day you can go there and see the ruins
of temples to Zeus and Pan. Basically, the folks around there were sort of henotheists, meaning
that they believed there might have been one god but there were certainly a lot of other gods
whom they could worship to fit their fancy. They were basically good Americans who had no
trouble sacrificing at the various altars of their choosing: altars to success, altars to Republicans
or Democrats, altars to wealth or the economy, altars of country, altars of fame.

They had gods that could help with them all. Surrounded by these gods, these temples, these
altars, Jesus asks his disciples, as if curious, “Who do people say that I am?” And then it’s
especially felicitous when Jesus asks them, “But who do you say that I am?” Peter responds,
“You are the Messiah,” which sounds accurate and faithful and loyal, until Jesus begins to teach
them that as the Messiah he is going to, the text says, “undergo great suffering and be rejected…
and killed, and after three days rise again” (Mark 8:31).

I think we forget that in the context of Jesus’ life -- during Second Temple Judaism -- the Jewish
people were not masters of their own destiny, right? Politically speaking, they have been
conquered and if we look at the history of the political movements in the years before and after
Jesus of Nazareth, we see revolt after revolt, of Jewish military and political leaders, gathering
followers to try to kick the Romans out and take back their land, their buildings, and their
religion.

Or let’s put it in modern terms, shall we? Imagine Jesus is running for president and he’s got
some momentum. He’s gaining ground. The media coverage is picking up. People are excited to
hear him speak.  They are traveling to get a glimpse of him. He has followers. He has a
movement forming. In his inner circle -- his campaign staff and closest advisors -- well they can
see it all coming together. He’s already done well in Iowa at this point and the race is about to
shift to the bigger areas where he’s going to take the lead.

That’s when our candidate, Jesus of Nazareth, pulls aside his closest advisors, his inner circle,
the people who can see it and taste it, and he tells them quite openly that once he gets elected and
moves into the White House, he’s going to undergo great suffering and be rejected by legislature
and the courts, and then he’s going to be executed, but after three days he’ll rise again.

The disciples are furious. Peter rebukes him, tries to talk him out of it, because their image of a
savior, just like ours today, is STRENGTH and POWER and MIGHT. Peter confesses that Jesus
is the Messiah but he’s actually thinking that Jesus is the conquering Rambo that they have been
waiting for. “With this guy we are going to drive these Romans out of here!” It’s no wonder Peter
had his sword ready in Gethsemane on that night when Jesus was arrested. He was ready for a
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fight. They thought that the answer to all of their problems was to have a religious and political
leader who would fix everything, kill their enemies, and make their lives easier again.

And that is exactly when Jesus starts talking about the cross. “If any want to be my followers, let
them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me. If you want to find your life you
are going to have to lose it and when you lose your life for my sake, Jesus says, and for the sake
of the Gospel, you will find it like you never thought possible before.”

We still think this way today. This is what Christian Nationalism is or the brand of American
Exceptionalism that thinks God is on our side. We think that all we have to do is to get a
religious and political leader in power. All we have to do is send Christians to the White House
and to congress so we’ll have a government leader who is also a religious leader who can fix our
problems, kill our enemies, and make our lives easier again.

We think the answer is in strength and power and might and we don’t want to hear that God’s
plan for saving the world has to do with suffering and death. In our Gospel reading today, in
Mark chapter 9, the disciples have been told all of this that we just talked about and Jesus hears
them arguing among themselves about who is going to be Vice President and Secretary of State,
who is best, the greatest, the most worthy of being Jesus’ right hand man. It was not the first time
they had lusted for power. They were stuck in an argument about greatness and power that was
overheard by the most powerful being in the universe.  They still don’t understand the cross of
Christ. We still don’t understand that God’s power is made perfect in weakness and so Jesus
welcomes a little girl into the middle of these tough guys arguing about who’s the greatest and
says, “If you want to be first in my Kingdom then you’re going to have to serve. You’re going to
have to welcome, and to see, and to value a child like this if you want to welcome me.”

It’s complete foolishness to the disciples at this point just like the cross, the Gospel, the love that
God has for us is complete foolishness to the world. That’s how you know you have encountered
the Gospel of Christ: it’s that it doesn’t make sense. It is nonsensical to the world to say that you
don’t get your best life now through success, achievement, degrees, and wealth. You get it
through giving up power and loving sacrificially as Christ has loved you.

At our formation time today in the Wilderness Room between our services we will hear about the
ministry of AA as a parishioner tells her story of trying to find her life through controlling
everything, through clinging to power and control. The message of AA is thoroughly Christian
when it says that the first thing you’ll have to do if you want to find your best life is admit you
don’t have control over it. You’re going to have to give it up and ask God for help. They like to
say at AA, “It’s my best decisions that made me addicted.” That’s foolishness to the world but to
someone in recovery it sure is Good News.
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It reminds me of a conversation that a legal intern once had with a partner at a law firm.
Someone had been asking for a donation for a fundraiser of some kind and the intern and the
partner began to talk about giving away money. The intern assumed the partner gave away lots of
money because he made hundreds of thousands of dollars a year but he found out that the partner
gave away less money each year than the intern who wasn’t even a lawyer yet. The partner could
not understand why being a Christian led the intern to give away so much money. It made no
sense to him because his life was about comfort and prestige, financial security, and walking the
halls of power. He thought he could find his best life if he held onto everything as tightly as
possible.

Following Jesus is not a self-help guide. It’s not a means to find success and blessing as the
world knows it. No, the politics of Jesus, the politics of the cross, are what make sense of the
lowest parts of our lives, the failures, the deaths, the chaos, because that is how God’s
unbelievable grace and power is revealed. We won’t find our best lives in being powerful, in
being strong, in being wealthy. We will find our best lives in dying, in sacrificing, in serving, in
following Jesus to the cross. That is a political message. It makes a mockery of Washington. That
is a spiritual message. That is grace-filled, Good News to disciples like you and me who are
stuck in an argument about who is the greatest of all.
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