Text: Mark 9:30-37

Introduction
We all have a certain fascination with pecking orders.  And they seem to spring up naturally.  Even in areas that are supposed to be socially leveling – say the internet – pecking orders emerge.  The legions of pajama wearing bloggers in 4 years have settled into a fairly consistent list of the top 20 who have traffic and everyone else.  Those first couple weeks back to school are all about re-establishing that pecking order.  Did anyone get a new car that vaults the popularity, grow 5 inches so they can now play linebacker, or put on 20 lbs?  Some eras are more honest about them.  You could say that the WW2 gen was the height of honesty as the military set the model that carried over to the corporations with 10 levels of management clearly defined - and today a little less honest as famous CEOs go about wearing jeans and t-shirts and formal hierarchies are flattened and erased in favor of teams - but only that guy who never was too socially attuned makes the mistake of thinking it’s really an open forum.   The largest circulation issue of the newsweeklies is the yearly US NEWS ranking of the top colleges – as graduates run out to check how their alma mater stacks up – do I get to brag this year, or does the old college sweatshirt go in the closet for a year.  In this world pecking orders are the rule.
Text
If anything the ancient world was even more pecking order specific.  Our acceptance of the squishiness of teams in the workplace, or even more shocking the chaos of much of our family lives would have given a heart attack to any paterfamilias or head of the household in ancient times.  In the ancient world status was a know thing and something that people tried to grow or increase.  Some came naturally with age, but you could also become known for skill and ability.

And that is what the disciples were thinking.  They’d been following Jesus for at least a year now.  They were becoming known.  They were the miracle working disciples of the miracle worker himself.  People wanted to follow this movement.  The Kingdom of God – as Jesus liked to talk about – was on the move.  And the disciples were in on the ground floor.

But Jesus starts talking about suffering and dying and rising from the dead.  I don’t know about this resurrection stuff, but suffering and dying is no way to build a career.  That is no way to inaugurate the Kingdom of God that you’ve been talking about.  But here, in today’s text, Jesus is talking about it again.  And if you give it a close read – this is a summary – Jesus was teaching – it was not just a point in time thing, but as they journeyed through the Galilee Jesus was teaching – continually teaching them - that he was going to be handed over.  The Son of Man is being handed over into the hands of men.  Those disciples still didn’t get what he was telling them – and they were afraid to ask.
We’ve been there.  Someone has been talking – for a while – maybe passionately – but all we’ve heard is Blah, blah, blah.  But that guy in the corner who asked for help, he got jumped on then laughed at.  Like are you too stupid to miss what everyone else here is getting?  You are getting it, right? {uh-huh, right, right, ha-ha}  Or like “get behind me Satan.” Or like “you faithless generation, how long will I be with you.”  The disciples were not understanding his Word, and they were afraid to ask.  But if Jesus insists on saying he’s going to be handed over and die, then lets do what we can.  Who’s next?  Let’s establish the pecking order.  You bozos who couldn’t cast out that demon are obviously lower on the order.  After all Jesus took us – Peter, James and John – up the hill with him and into several other places.  But now, who is the greatest – Peter – the rock?  But he called you Satan also.  Maybe it is the son’s of thunder – James and John.  We’ll send our mother to ask for those positions on the left and the right in the kingdom.  Maybe we’re the greatest.  If Jesus insists on this dying talk, maybe he’s telling us to get our pecking order right.
What are you talking about?...uh, nothing really.  No, nothing that you Jesus really need to concern yourself with.

Oh.  By the way, you guys come over here and sit.  [And in how they sat they’d be expressing the pecking order.  Were James and John at the right and left?  Was Peter?]  If anyone desires to be first [turning to Peter?  John?], He will be last of all and servant of all.

Gospel
That statement would have made no sense to those disciples who had been arguing just the other way as they walk along the way.  And even today we don’t really get it.  Some will say take it as it says.  If you desire to be first in the Kingdom of God – you better get busy serving.  But serving all? Last of all?  How can any individual serve everyone?  Maybe I can serve my family, and then my extended family.  Maybe I can serve my church family?  And you start getting to other questions like – just who is my neighbor?  How many times do I forgive or serve the one who has wronged me?  What about those who die before me, or who might come after me, how can I serve them or be after them?    Those are ways that we try and limit the scope of what is said, but there might even be a more insidious way this can get turned.  Who is the better saint – Teresa of Avila, Mother Teresa or Therese of Lisuex – or Francis of Assisi?  Notice the three to one ratio there.  The little way, or that way of service seems to be more understandable or attractive to women then to men.  Male saints have a penchant for being fast martyrs or comfortable theologians.  But that is extraneous to the real point that we in the church in this world can even make a pecking order out of the rush to be last – the rush to be a servant.  Even the best of our works can be filthy rags if done for the wrong reasons.

I hope that you can see what taking this as a law statement leads to.  If you take this as law you better be on your way to sainthood.  Maybe you are content with second or since John says there are millions of saints in Revelation, maybe number 965,487 is good enough.  But how can you know?  And that is the problem with the law.  You can’t.  All it tells you is you don’t measure up.  As a sinful human being, we don’t come close to God’s pecking order.
But this statement is one of the gospel.  The disciples did not understand why Jesus had to suffer and die.  Why he would be handed over.  Or what resurrection means.  The Alpha – the one who was there in the beginning – is becoming the omega – the last.  The one who would be the first born of the dead – would serve all humanity by submitting to that death.  In his death Jesus was the last man to be completely subject to death.  Jesus was handed over and made the last, so that he could serve all of us.  By that death on the cross he would defeat death for the rest of us.  By his submission to the Father’s Will, Jesus would serve all of us who could not carry through that will.  If anyone desires to be first, he will be last of all and servant of all.  That is not the law’s prescription for us but the gospel of what Jesus Christ has done for us.  Part of which we celebrate in this meal today – the body and blood of Christ – created and served for us – by the one who is now and will be forever the first in the Kingdom of God.

Application

We can’t be the first, and the Kingdom of God is not about pecking orders.  That Kingdom is about some radical reversal of what we think is important.  Starting with what we are to do and who we are to value.  That ancient man of status would not receive – take into his house as a guest – someone dramatically below him.  In that ancient house children were not even on the status pecking order.  Unlike our modern gauzy glow of children as sources of wisdom – All I ever needed to know I learned in kindergarten stuff - children were the lowest in that ancient world.  They were completely under the authority of that head of the house.  To the point that the head could kill (and would kill) the child if he wished.
In the radical reversal of the Kingdom of God – Jesus says to receive one such as this child in my name.  That one who would be the first, takes that child and gave her a big hug, and says receive this one in my name and you receive me.  Not just me, but you receive the one who sent me …God the Father.   In that radical reversal of the Kingdom – if we accept Jesus as our Lord and savior – if we have accepted his Gospel - his fulfillment of what we could not do ourselves – we receive God himself in the lowest on our pecking orders.

And this is something that we can do.  We can welcome those that society doesn’t welcome.  We can give honor to those who are forgotten.  We can bring into our house, those who would not otherwise find a place.  Here is what God wants us to be doing.  Practicing a radical kind of hospitality.  Giving place and honor and nourishment to the ones who don’t even make our pecking orders.
Is it going to cost us some of our status?  Probably.  But the Kingdom is not about this world’s status.  Did serving all cost Jesus his status?  From the one through whom all things were made, to that death as a criminal outcast on a Judean cross…yep, it cost our Lord status.  Welcome to the disorienting Kingdom of God.

