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Over the last couple of Sunday’s our Gospel text has been Peter’s confession and then his complete misunderstanding – swinging from the Rock to Satan in about 5 verses.  Our continuous reading of the gospel fast forwards today.  In between that confession and what we read today was the Transfiguration.  We will read that not in order but on Transfiguration Sunday.  But by jumping over everything in between we miss a crucial theme.
Jesus predicts his passion and death and that is what spurs Peter to say – “No way, Lord.  That is not going to happen”… and earns his rebuke.   After the Transfiguration Jesus comes back to that – “The son of man is going to suffer”.   And then the disciples can’t heal a boy brought by his father and Jesus goes on a rant – worried about “How long will I be with you?”  An anguished lashing which ends with a third passion prediction – “the son of man is going to be betrayed…and they will kill him…” 
The appointed time is drawing close.
Trouble in the Text
And that brings us to today’s text…at that time the disciples came to Jesus and asked…
What did they ask?  They asked for an explanation of why the Christ would die, right?  Or maybe they asked him how does the transfigured one that just a short walk ago gleamed between Moses and Elijah would end up under the darkness between a pair of thieves?  Or maybe they reacted like Abraham – “if we find 10 people who believe you in Jerusalem, you won’t leave”
 But none of those questions came to mind.  At that time the disciples came to Jesus and asked, “Who is the greatest in the Kingdom of Heaven?”  Ok, Jesus you keep talking about being killed.  Tell us the pecking order.  Who gets what?  Who inherits the mantle?  Who continues the mission?
And we can’t exactly blame them.  That is actually good planning. 
That is how the world thinks – and it practical.  It looks like it is necessary.  We spend lifetimes building systems, and institutions and movements.  We drop our nets and follow this thing called the Kingdom of Heaven.  And we want to see it keep advancing.  Jesus – if you insist on leaving, tell us who is the next – who is the greatest?
Gospel in the Text
But Jesus isn’t building a religion or an institution or movement.  He said he was building His church.  And this is what the church looks like.
Calling to him a child – which in that world was the lowest you could go, completely dependent, completely powerless in the face of the world – calling to him a child, he put it in the midst of them and said – “This one…unless you are like this one you won’t even enter the Kingdom.”
The church isn’t looking for the greatest.   She knows she is powerless against all those enemies out there.  Riven by schism and heresy and faction by those inside.    We spend so much time looking for the best leader – asking which one in the greatest – that we miss the gospel.
Where ever two of three are gathered…there I am.  The Lord is present and is watching over his church – however weak or frightened.
Instead, this is what Jesus wants his church worrying about.
Receiving one such child.  If you receive this poor and helpless one in my name…you receive me.  The church peers into the least in their midst and sees her Lord.  The church is worried about that one.
The church asks herself – am I a stumbling block?  Am I doing something that is causing sin?  And please don’t think of that as meaning an anything goes proclamation.  An “If you feel good about yourself – then then the church is good with it” attitude.  That in fact might be the proclamation that causes sin.  Does the church refuse to hold up the law of God as the mirror to ourselves?  Jesus’ proclamation was repent, turn around, for the Kingdom of Heaven is near.   Sin is serious stuff.   Am I vigilant in guarding against it?  Am I being watchful?  Am I being faithful?
The church is constantly on the lookout for that lost sheep.  The 99 safe ones, they stay on the mountain.   They know they are safe.  They don’t demand the attention.   The church is concerned about finding the lost.  The church is never more joyful than when that one who went astray returns.
The church attempts to practice reconciliation.  To live together.  To be the church.  We learn to have the difficult conversations.  If I’ve been harmed – I don’t sit and stew.  I go and talk with my brother or sister.  We read Jesus’ instructions so sure of our self-righteousness.  If I’ve been harmed I get to march off and demand they listen to me.  But how often if we actually go and have that hard talk are we forced to concede a little of the sawdust in our eye?  That doesn’t even think about when you go and get a couple other people.   The church attempts to practice reconciliation.  Not just forgiveness.  Not forgive and forget…or forgive and wait for another time…but reconciliation.  And it doesn’t really stop – because if they don’t listen.  If somehow you get the end of the process estranged – they are like a gentile.  They are like the lost one.  
Gospel in the World
And all of those things:
1) Keeping an eye out for the powerless – the little child
2) Remaining watchful  - being faithful
3) Being on the lookout for the lost
4) And being ready to reconcile – to living life together in the family of God
All of those things don’t depend upon strong leadership or sorting out who is the greatest.  Each of those things is in our individual command.  Each of those things that Christ says this is what the Kingdom of Heaven is about – is able to be practiced by two or three.  We the church choose to follow the example of Christ.  We proclaim grace.  If the world has stripped you and beat you, here you find a shelter.  We proclaim the depth of sin, not to wallow in it, but to know the depth of God’s grace that covers it.  And dealing with others we choose grace – we strive to gain or regain a brother or sister.
Conclusion
The world will say you need the great leader.  Settling who is the greatest is of vital importance.  Apple may need Steve Jobs.  To Jesus – not so important…not important at all.  Instead…Live grace.  Be the church.  Because where two or three such people are gathered – there He is.  You don’t need another leader.  Amen.
