24th Sept 2006 Bures Morning Prayer 
Mark 9 30-37
A judge, a bishop, and a politician were having a discussion.

All three were rather unsuccessful at their vocation, and their talk soon, rather foolishly,  turned to the question of which of them was the greatest.

"Well," said the judge, "my position is one of dignity and power.

When I walk into the courtroom, the bailiff says 'All rise!’

and all the people stand to pay me honour." 

"That's very nice," said the bishop.

"People stand in your honour; but when people have an audience with me they kneel, kiss my ring, and they address me as 'My Lord.'" 

The politician snorted and said, "I think I can top that; when I step onto the platform, as guest speaker, the people look down, put their hands over their eyes, and say 'Oh, my God!'" 

I’d like to begin this sermon by doing something I've never tried before.

Maybe its new to you too, but lets give it a try.

I wonder who you would name as the great person that you can think of?

This person may be someone from years gone by, or it might be someone alive today.

But for some reason, maybe lots of reasons, he or she, in your eyes, stands out as someone great.

Don’t worry if you can’t immediately think of anyone, but I’d like you to turn to the person sitting next to you, and, if you can think of someone, tell them who that person is.

Maybe you’ll have the same answer, maybe totally different.

If you have a particular reason, then so much the better.

I’m going to give you 30 seconds or so just to do that quickly.

So over to you.

So, the greatest person is, and maybe why?

Lets have some answers.

Right – so you didn’t all agree who was the greatest.

That seems to have been true for the first disciples of Jesus.

In case you hadn’t worked out why we did that, let me read again from our New Testament reading.

“Jesus and his Disciples came to Capernaum.

Jesus asked his disciples, “What were you arguing about on the road?” But they kept quiet because on the way they had argued about who was the greatest.” 

Like us this morning, they were discussing who was the greatest.

In fact Mark says they were dialogizomai , that’s Greek for disputing, or arguing, as to who was the greatest.

I wonder whom they might have considered worthy of being called the greatest.

Maybe they were choosing between some of the giants of the Hebrew Bible.

Maybe it was one of the prophets – Jeremiah or Ezekiel, maybe it was King David or Solomon, maybe Abraham or Moses, or even the character from this year’s Holiday Club – Joseph.

If they had been discussing who the greatest comedian in the Bible was, my guess is they might have come up with the same answer as me.

The greatest comedian in the bible is of course Samson, because he brought the house down.

But I don’t think the disciples were arguing about giant characters of the past.

When Jesus asks them what they were arguing about while on their journey, Mark doesn’t record that they immediately started to speak about what they’d been discussing.

Instead Mark tells us that they “kept quiet - because on the way they had argued about who was the greatest.”.

Surely the only reason they felt the need to keep quiet, was because they were arguing as to which one of them was the greatest.

I’m glad no one in our discussion earlier thought themselves to be the greatest!

Maybe we should repeat the exercise, and I get you to decide who amongst all of us here this morning is the greatest.

- On second thoughts, maybe it wouldn’t be such a good idea.

But I wonder  – if you had to choose someone in this church – who would it be?

Anyone thinking Robin?  after all he’s the main chief around this church isnt he?

or maybe you thought the greatest amongst us is Sue Emerson, leading the choir and our music.

Maybe it’s the churchwardens, keeping the buildings in good condition.

Maybe Charlotte, keeping tabs on all the money, or maybe Jo as Ordained Local minister.

Maybe today you’d claim its Mary, on her special day at the cathedral as she kneels before the bishop and ordained as priest.

In the church, there’s sometimes a tendency to think that its those who have been given authority who are the greatest.

I think the problems really begin when the leaders themselves begin to believe that they’re the greatest.

Jesus in this passage puts his disciples in their place.

He stops their arguments about who’s the greatest by using as he so often did, a visual aid that was close to hand.

Mark tells us that “He took a little child and had him stand among them.

Taking him in his arms, he said to them, “Whoever welcomes one of these little children in my name welcomes me.“

The force of what Jesus does hinges upon the fact that children in 1st century Palestine had very little esteem, unlike today.

The point Jesus is making is that the disciples won’t gain any special favour or social standing because they are his followers.

Anyone who welcomes even a child in his name will receive Jesus himself.

In other words, anyone who follows Jesus has access to the Father, not just the elite twelve disciples.

God sees us all the same, treats us all the same.

A fundamental human assumption is that greatness is measured by power in the form of physical strength and superior ability, military might, money, and increasingly in today’s world – fame, or anything else that enables us to gratify our own desires and impose our will on others.

We call the achievement of one or another of these goals ‘success’.

But Jesus measures greatness not by success but by service.

He identifies with the child who is not powerful, but vulnerable.

Robin writes about Mary being ordained today in this month’s magazine.

I’m sure you’ve read his article.

I hope that Mary has a really special day at the cathedral.

God has called her to a particular ministry.

But ordination won’t suddenly give her a dose of greatness.

God may have great plans for her, but that’s different.

Robin mentions in his article, St. Peter,  who wrote about the ‘priesthood of all believers’, going on to say that – and I quote Robin, “those who are ordained are symbols of the priesthood of the whole church fellowship, not the only people who are allowed to do anything.

When Mary is ordained at the end of September, there’s a sense in which the whole Benefice is ordained with her, we’ve all been called and anointed by God to do his work, building up the kingdom in this part of his world.” 

None of us in God’s sight is greater than the next person. We’re all called to serve God in our different ways.

Our Christian greatness lies not in ourselves, but in the greatness of the One whom we represent, and in whose name we come to worship today, both in the cathedral, and here in St. Mary’s.
